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Abstract 

 

Inter/National students experience higher education in different forms. They may experience 

critical disjunctions in relation to the conditions, expectations, and opportunities with which 

they have to engage in effective learning. Such dislocations are often not sufficiently 

researched and understood and are sometimes established through assumptions that studying 

in settings of the Global South is less positive than studying in contexts of the Global North. 

Students are also recurrently blamed for their failure and strive to survive within “fragile” or 

very demanding education systems. Standing as if autonomous, institutions are often 

ineffectual in scrutinising their own practices in terms of how successfully they engage their 

diverse students in meaningful and effective learning. 

 

This study explores some of these concerns through empirical research on student engagement 

which maps out students’ perceptions of the quality of different aspects of higher education. 

The study compares Angolan students’ perception of studying “at home” in Angola and 

“abroad” in their host countries of Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom. Drawing on 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; 2005) socioecological system theory of human development, and on 

the central concepts, assumptions and previous research on student engagement, this study 

explores the complexity and multidimensionality of student engagement in these different 

contexts. 

 

The study is underpinned by a pragmatic paradigm and designed with a convergent parallel 

mixed-methods research (MMR) approach. Data was collected through surveys (n=1010), 

individual interviews and focus group discussions (n=43), with the participation of students 

reading for the professional degree programmes of Law, Nursing, Accounting, Psychology, 

and Engineering.  

 

The survey comprehensively explored nine psychometric scales on student engagement and 

quality learning, adapted from the 2011 version of the U.S. National Survey on Student 

Engagement (NSSE). Results show statistically significant differences in all nine scales, with 

Angolan students studying “abroad” (in Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom) showing 

more positive assessments. These differences were predominantly in (a) perceptions of quality 
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of institutional resources and infrastructure (Angola 32.3 mean score compared to 78 in the 

international context); (b) perceptions of the quality of teaching, curriculum and assessment 

(Angola 54.2 compared to 81.3); and (c) overall satisfaction with educational experience 

(Angola 53.9 compared to 73.4).  

 

The results from qualitative data confirmed the results of the quantitative study. Insights from 

that data revealed that student engagement is influenced by individual, institutional and societal 

factors that involve psychological, behavioural, and social dimensions of learning. Alienation 

and disengagement were identified as alarming signals of problems in the interaction between 

students and their environment, and in promoting effective teaching and learning conditions. 

The results also confirm evidence from previous studies that international students studying 

overseas face different challenges in their academic and social integration at university, 

particularly, social isolation, discrimination, culture shock and alienation. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to establish the background of this study and present the 

introductory remarks about the rationale of this study. The chapter starts with a presentation of 

the scope and the context of this study. The second section summarises the statement of the 

research problem. It follows with an outline of the research questions, the aims and the rationale 

and justification of this study. The fourth section presents a theoretical and methodological 

overview of the concerns addressed by this investigation on student engagement, the 

positionality of this researcher and personal motivation for this study. Finally, the organization 

of the dissertation is presented in section five.  

 

1.1. Background, Scope and Context of this Study 

 

1.1.1. Scope of this Study 

 

In the current world of competitive job markets, the aspirations of most young people who 

finish secondary education lie in seeking and completing higher education. Unfortunately, 

many of them barely access, survive or succeed in higher education. According to the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development ([OECD], 2019, p. 208), on 

average, only 39 percent of full-time students enrolled in undergraduate degree programmes 

complete their studies within the estimated duration of their courses. This increases to 67 

percent after three years. Equally worrying are statistics on student drop-out showing that at 

least 12 percent of full-time undergraduate students leave university before the beginning of 

their second year of study; 20 percent leave before the end of the programme; and 24 percent 

leave three years later. These statistics are even worse in contexts where students are exposed 

to deficient teaching and learning environments, and where socio-economic conditions have a 

negative impact on their learning experiences.  
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Concerns about student learning and success in higher education are long-standing, expressed 

in quality assurance discourses, and in the mission statements of higher education institutions 

(HEIs). Whilst many believe that student success in higher education depends entirely on their 

own individual efforts and cognitive capabilities, others contend that a multiplicity of factors 

influences success in higher education.  

 

Academic preparation, motivation, and student engagement are cited as the three best 

predictors of student success in higher education (Kuh et al., 2005). However, many studies 

point to how student success in higher education is determined by trajectories established long 

before students’ entry to university, typically interrelated with readiness and previous academic 

preparation, socioeconomic conditions, financial circumstances, and family and community 

support (Kuh, 2007). In addition, the institutional conditions and opportunities for effective 

learning, such as effectiveness of teaching, curriculum and assessment, the quality of 

interaction and learning resources, can greatly influence student learning (Kuh et al., 2007; 

Zepke, 2016; Kahu, 2013, Biggs & Tang, 2007). 

 

Student learning has been researched from different perspectives, and it is a topic of interest to 

many disciplines. In last two decades, there is a high interest in research about student 

engagement as one of the process indicators to measure student success (Kuh et al., 2007; 

Coates, 2005; Kuh, 2001, 2005; Kahu, 2013; Zepke, 2017). Studies on student learning are also  

interconnected with research on student satisfaction (Tinto, 1993; Astin, 1993; Strauss & 

Volkwein 2002); on student persistence and academic and social integration at university (Tam, 

2004; Astin, 1993); and on the gains of students’ experience at university (Kuh, 2001; Kuh 

2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). These studies differ from a long tradition of works that 

measure student success through outcome indicators such as enrolment rates, persistence rates, 

completion and graduation rates, or other types of measures such as results of entry exams, 

student progress in courses or disciplines, and graduates’ employment rates and income (Kuh 

et al., 2006). These indicators are normally considered standard measures of the efficiency of 

higher education systems (OECD, 2019), and are widely used as measures of the institutional 

quality and students’ success (Kuh et al., 2006; Cassidy, 2012; Conti, 2000; Araújo, 2017).  
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This research focus on the analysis of the concept of student engagement as a measure of 

student success in higher education. Student engagement is a complex concept that has been 

considered one of the meta-concepts in higher education (Macfarlane and Tomlinson, 2017: 

Bryson, 2014). It is also viewed as an overarching meta-construct that embodies a variety of 

notions that help to understand student learning and success (Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris, 

2004; Kuh et al., 2007). Student engagement is a pervasive and all-encompassing concept 

(Kepke, 2016; Bryson, 2014; MacFarlane, 2017) that is consider as one of the major areas of 

research on student success (Kuh, 2005, 2007); a great measurer of the quality of learning and 

teaching in higher education (Zepke, 2017); and an indicator of the institutional performance 

and a proxy for quality of higher education (McCormick, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2013; Kuh, 2009).  

 

Higher education practitioners consider student engagement as a viable educational practice 

(Zepke, 2017; McCormick, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2013; Kuh, 2009; Lawson & Lawson, 2013; 

Harper & Quaye, 2009; Krause, 2016; Coates, 2001); and a keystone of existing policy 

initiatives in higher education (Universities UK, 2015). It is associated with a vast array of 

interventions and meanings, as part of institutional quality assurance strategies and teaching 

practices, or with curriculum development, or yet as an individual strategy for effective 

learning (Dune, & Owen, 2013; Kuh, 2007).  

 

Research on student engagement intertwines different areas of knowledge (psychology, 

education, sociology, anthropology, and philosophy), and different schools of thought and 

paradigms of teaching and learning. Student engagement is positively correlated with 

persistence and retention (Astin, 1975; 1993; Bean, 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Pike, 

Schroeder & Berry, 1997; Stage & Hossler, 2000; Swail, Redd & Perna, 2003; Tinto, 1993; 

2000). It is also positively correlated with widening students’ participation in purposeful 

educational activities, especially for historically underrepresented student groups (National 

Survey of Student Engagement [NSSE], 2007; Kuh, 2009; Kuh et al., 2008; Carini, Kuh & 

Klein, 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). As an organizing concept, student engagement 

integrates other ideas and notions, such as belonging, school connectedness, interactive and 

behavioural participation, student motivation and self-effectiveness (Fredricks, Blumenfeld 

and Paris, 2004).  
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The concept of student engagement is thoroughly reviewed in this dissertation (see Chapter 

Two), and the results of a quantitative and qualitative empirical study are presented (Chapters 

Five and Six), and discussed (Chapter Seven), testing some of the main assumptions of 

research on this topic. However, some introductory remarks on this study need to be made.  

 

Firstly, although much has been learned about student engagement, there is a perceptible gap 

in knowledge and research about how such acquired knowledge, generated mostly in the 

“Western” countries, can be transferred and utilised as a source of evidence for policy making 

and quality transformation in higher education in the Global South. The gap is also evident in 

the way that “non-traditional” or “less advantaged” students1, also designated as “vulnerable 

student population groups” or students “at risk” of failure from the Global South countries – 

namely black African international students – are represented within conventional research, 

and in how they experience engagement in higher education. For such reasons, this study 

emerged, motivated on the one hand by the scarcity of research or inter-country comparative 

analysis, and on the other hand by my own observations and long-standing experience as a 

policy maker and education practitioner in Angola.  

 

Secondly, assuming that student learning and engagement research is frequently aimed at 

producing a change (Trowler & Trowler, 2010), this study is grounded on an understanding of 

student engagement in a broader sense, within its multidimensionality and its distinctiveness 

as fundamentally situational (Kahu, 2013). Therefore, student engagement is largely 

understood as “a conceptual connector” (Lawson & Lawson, 2013, p. 433), a conduit that 

intertwines different stances: the students’ individual agency (identity, prior knowledge, 

individual characteristics and dispositions, capabilities); the student learning experience (in the 

classroom, in campus activities, at home and in the community); the institutional structures and 

cultures, and the processes that facilitate interaction among persons, objects, symbols and 

artefacts, and also the performative cultures; and the larger ecological influences in learning 

(power relations, ideological formations, socioeconomic factors). 

 

 

 
1 The inverted commas are placed deliberately, as those terms do not entirely represent the sub-groups or groups of 

students that this study addresses.  
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This study proposes a re-interpretation of the concept of student engagement from a holistic 

viewpoint, based on an acknowledgement of learning ecologies, and on socioecological 

principles of human development. This re-interpretation enables the assertion that students in 

any context or institution are individuals influenced by their environments – human beings 

capable of influencing and transforming their own environments (Bronfenbrenner, 2005).  

 

Such a heuristic approach negates current “deficit discourses” that blame students for their 

failures or difficulties in succeeding in higher education. The study reinterprets the significance 

of multi-factorial analysis and multidimensional perspectives on understanding student 

engagement and student learning, and the value of social interactions and the context in which 

students are immersed. 

 

1.2.2. Context of this Study 

 

This study is developed within the context of massive global expansion of higher education, 

influenced by globalisation, neoliberalism, and the market economy. Rapid and drastic changes 

occurred in higher education during the second part of the 20th century, amounting to an 

academic revolution, as evidenced by remarkable transformations in scope and diversity 

(Altbach et al., 2009; Teferra & Altbach, 2004). With this massive expansion and widening, 

new players and new types of programmes and institutions emerged, creating different modes 

and roles of governance, with an additional emphasis on issues related to quality and 

accountability (OECD, 2012).  

 

This study may be contextualised within a predominant attentive approach towards the Global 

South. The nature and scope of the study included different countries and higher education 

contexts. This enabled comparisons between long-standing and developed contexts of higher 

education (the United Kingdom, Portugal, and Cuba) with an emergent context of higher 

education (Angola). By having different loci and settings of study, this research embraces the 

complex, multiple-country comparative perspective needed for a broader exploration of the 

extensiveness, diversity and versatility of research and practice on student engagement. 
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This study focuses on the context of the Southern African region, in particular on the Angolan 

higher education system. Notwithstanding the old African academic tradition2, higher 

education in the continent still stands at a crossroads (Kotecha, 2012), and needs to be 

revitalised in order to ensure its relevance and sustainability (Kotecha, 2012; African Union, 

2016; TrustAfrica, 2005). 

 

As in other parts of the world, higher education in Southern Africa is highly influenced by the 

trends of the market economy and globalisation (Altbach et al., 2009; Teferra & Altbach, 2017; 

Kotecha, 2012), Higher education institutions (HEIs) in Sub-Saharan African countries 

continue to operate under difficult circumstances, struggling to endure the effects of an 

inherited colonial legacy on their education systems, and trying to survive the impact of global 

competition (Teferra & Altbach, 2017; Zeleza, 2012). HEIs face fragmentation and instability 

derived from the unequal global distribution of research capacity, the dominance of the Global 

North, and the supremacy of the English language (Zeleza, 2012, Altbach, 2012). 

Consequently, there are manifest disparities in access to knowledge and resources, and uneven 

international competition which is to a great extent “sanctified and reproduced through 

increasingly influential global ranking and league tables” (Zeleza, 2012, p. 13).  

 

The focus of this study is Angola and Angolan students studying in other international contexts 

(Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom), and the dynamics of higher education and the 

context in which students are engaged in learning are comprehensively discussed in Chapter 

Three. However, it is important to establish that higher education in Angola is an emergent 

system which faces explicit economic, political, and social challenges.  

 

Angola has been devastated by poverty and by almost 40 years of war and armed conflict - a 

fighting for independence from 1961 to 1975, and a civil war from 1975 to 2002. The war was 

rampant, affecting the development of the whole country. According to Anstee (1996), the war 

in Angola was one of the longest and most forgotten armed conflicts of its time. The civil war 

left the country with severely damaged infrastructure and an absence of essential social services 

 
2 The university in Africa is an institution with ancient cultural roots. The first university was created in Cairo (the Al-Ahzar 

University, in 988, even before some European universities, such as Bologna (1088), Paris (1150), Oxford (1096) and 

Montpellier (1292) (Kandingi, 2014).  
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such as health, sanitation, and education, particularly in rural areas (Ferreira & Liebenberg, 

2006). It is estimated that between 500,000 and one million Angolans have died of war-related 

causes (International Crisis Group [ICG], 2003), and over 4.5 million people were internally 

displaced (United Nations [UN] 2001; UNHCR, 2002). In 2002, nearly 450,000 Angolan 

refugees lived in the neighbouring countries of the Democratic Republic of Congo, Zambia, 

and Namibia (Lari, 2004). As many as seven million landmines were planted in the whole 

country, severely affecting the development and rebuilding of the country, hampering access 

to remote areas, and hindering trade and agricultural production (Women’s Commission for 

Refugee Women and Children, 2003).  

 

The immediate and long-term consequences of the war and armed conflict on educational 

development are also immeasurable. Access to education for children and young people 

remained limited. In 2002, at least 58 percent of adult population was illiterate (Government 

of Angola [GRA], 2002), which decreased to 25 percent in 2019 (UNESCO, 2019). Despite an 

expansion in access to education in last years, more than two million children and young people 

remain without access to formal school system (DW Agência Lusa, 2018; UNICEF, 2018), and 

very few have access to secondary school (GRA 2002; UNESCO, 2019). Access to tertiary 

education is also very low, estimated in 9.3 percent in 2019 (UNESCO, 2019; MESCTI, 2018). 

The shortage of qualified teachers, the poor infrastructures for primary and secondary 

education, and lack of teaching resources lead to poor quality of education and cause several 

impediments in student learning, which foremost a deficient readiness of students to entry and 

succeed in higher education. 

 

The potential for country’s development is high. Angola is the third largest economy in Sub-

Saharan Africa, and the second largest oil producer in Africa after Nigeria (US Export.Gov, 

2019; World Bank, 2018), and has substantial diamond reserves and major potential for 

agriculture and fisheries. Despite efforts for the reconstruction of the country (schools, bridges, 

hospitals) and an immense endowment of natural resources and wealth, the evidence is that 

such resources are not sufficiently well managed to provide the desired change and promote 

sustainable development pathways (World Bank, 2018).  
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Based on data from the World Bank (2015), Angola is considered as a lower middle-income 

country, with a GDP growth in 2015 of 3.0% and a GDP per capita of US$ 3,874 (). The country 

is categorised as a medium human development country, with a human development index 

(HDI) value in 2018 of 0.574, positioning Angola at 149 out of 189 countries and territories 

(United Nations Development Program [UNDP], 2019). Angola’s HDI is lower than the 

average of 0.634 for countries in the medium human development group and stands above the 

average of 0.541 for countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. In the Development Assistance 

Committee (DAC) list of Official Development Assistance (ODA) recipients (2018-19), 

Angola figures as a Least Developed Country (OECD, 2019). 

 

Higher education in Angola has been influenced by remarkable changes and operates under 

fragile conditions that influences the quality of teaching and learning outcomes. The 

characteristics and challenges of the higher education system are analyzed with detail in 

Chapter Three. 

 

1.2. Statement of the Research Problem 

 

Over the past fifty years, higher education in Angola has experienced rapid and massive 

growth3. From only one university, created in 1962 it increased to seventy-two HEIs in 2017. 

The population of students increased from 531 enrolled in 1964 (Liberato, 2012) to 261,214 in 

2017 (MESCTI, 2018). Regardless of this massive growth, the quality of higher education in 

the country has been under constant interrogation by academics and practitioners (Ministério 

da Educação ([MED], 2005; Nascimento, 2007; Da Silva, 2016; Ministério do Ensino Superior 

[MES], 2014; Fonteyne & Langa, 2017; Kokoswski & Marande, 2017).  

 

Reports reveal low promotion rates for higher education in the country. Of the total students 

who enter Year 1 and reach Year 5, it is estimated that 5-20 percent fail examinations 

(Nascimento, 2007); there were high drop-out rates of students and low transition, resulting in 

 
3 The massive growth in higher education occurred globally with the influences of the globalization, neoliberalism, and the 

market economy. Rapid and drastic changes occurred in higher education in the second part of the 20th century provoking an 

academic revolution, evidenced in remarkable transformations both in scope and diversity (Altbach et al., 2009; Teferra & 

Altbach, 2004). Apart from a wider and massive expansion, new players and new types of programs and institutions emerged, 

creating different modes and roles of governance, and an additional emphasis on issues related to quality and accountability 

(OECD, 2012).  
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a pyramid of 32 percent of students in Year 1; 26 percent in Year 2; 20 percent in Year 3; 15 

percent in Year 4 and only 7 percent in Year 5 (Ibidem). A study conducted by Ditutala (2015) 

in one Angolan higher education institution (HEI) shows that the percentage of students who 

leave the institution (drop out) increased from 13.16 percent in 2012 to 26.13 percent in 2013, 

finally registering a reduction to 21.17 percent in 2014. Other studies have raised concerns 

about poor relevance and low performance rates for different courses, with a lack of courses 

offered that are important for the economic development of the country (Governo de Angola, 

2013; Kokoswski & Marande, 2017). From 2002 to 2016 the number of graduates across the 

country totalled only 62,407 (Jornal de Angola, 2016). In 2017 the reported number of 

graduates was only 21,3104, representing only 9.8 percent of the total of students enrolled in 

higher education the country in that year. The completion rate that would describe the 

proportion of students who entered higher education and complete it successfully at the end of 

the programme (four years in Angolan system) is unreported and unknown.  

 

However, estimates by this author using official data, indicates that in 2014 some like 62,817 

students (28.4 percent of total enrolment) entered higher education for the first time (MESCTI, 

2015). These students would be expected to complete their degrees in 2017 (four years degree 

courses). Yet, the number of graduates in 2017 is much lower (only 21,310), which indicates 

that a very low percentage of students enrolled in 2014 have successfully completed their 

degrees on the estimated duration of the courses. This figure is even more alarming if compared 

to the total enrolment in 2014 that were 221,037 students. In fact, only 9.6 percent of the total 

number of students enrolled in 2014 managed to graduate by 2017 (four years later). These 

very low completion rates cause a serious problem and a bottleneck in the education system, 

leading to a reduction in new enrolment of students, and a prolongation of the time of studies 

causing students to graduate beyond the estimated completion time. In many cases, students 

complete their courses after five or seven years. This problem is believed to be caused by an 

argued deficit in the quality of teaching and learning, and the poor readiness and preparation 

of students when they entered to higher education. The deficit in teachers especially in quantity 

 

4 Compared to South Africa, the number of graduates from public HEIs annually was 203,078 in 2016, and the number of total enrolments 
in 2016 was 975,837, representing around 20.8% (Independent Online News, 2017). This comparison is made with South Africa and not 
with Cuba, Portugal, or the United Kingdom, as it presents a comparison to a country that is also part of the Southern Africa region. 
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and quality to supervise students who write dissertations at the end of undergraduate courses 

has also been appointed as a major obstacle in graduation rates. Other factors are linked to the 

percentage of students who are working while studying or part-time students. 

 

In a diagnosis study conducted by the Ministry of Higher Education (MES, 2014), four major 

concerns were identified related to teaching and learning in higher education. First, teaching is 

implemented on the basis of curricula often differing from those approved by the national 

quality assurance governance body or the Higher Education Trusteeship Body. Second, the 

curriculum in many HEIs is misaligned and outdated, substantially resulting from inadequate 

curriculum design practices. Third, teaching approaches and assessment procedures fail to 

follow good practice and do not promote good learning outcomes. Fourth, students claim that 

their learning is not directly associated with the pedagogic actions of their lecturers; conversely, 

lecturers hold students accountable for their difficulties and failure (MES, 2014, pp. 17-19).  

 

Given the nature of the problems identified above, the country’s government has approved a 

wide range of legislative instruments aimed at creating a conducive, normative environment in 

which to enhance teaching and learning quality. Fitting within such efforts, researchers have 

been called to produce studies that can inform policy making and maximise the transformative 

purpose of higher education, as is the case with this study. Emphasis has been placed on 

knowing what students do to learn, and what institutions do to promote effective teaching and 

learning. This approach appears central to the development of the higher education system in 

Angola, and differs from many other national approaches, such as those that led to Coates’ 

(2005) claim that quality in higher education is mostly determined without information about 

how students are engaged, or how institutions provide conditions for effective learning.  

 

Parallel to this concern with research to inform local quality development within HEIs in 

Angola, is the untapped potential of comparative insights which Angolan students studying 

outside of the country may yield through empirical research. Data extracted by this researcher 

from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2019) shows that the number of Angolan students 

studying abroad increased twofold in a decade, from 6,172 students in 1998 to 13,814 in 2017. 

The statistics suggest that in the last twenty years, approximately 186,579 Angolan students 

attended HEIs worldwide. Data collected from the same UNESCO source shows that in 2015, 
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for example, Angola was among the four African countries with the largest number of students 

studying abroad, after Nigeria, Zimbabwe, and Ghana. The main destination countries for 

Angolan students are Brazil, Portugal, the USA, Namibia, South Africa, the DRC, Cuba, the 

United Kingdom, Italy, and France. While I discuss such data and research on Angolan student 

mobility in Chapter Three, it is important to note that this study considers three of these main 

destination countries, that is Portugal, Cuba, and the United Kingdom (see Chapter Three, 

Section 3.4, p. 74). 

 

1.3. Research Questions, Aims of this Study and Rationale 

 

1.3.1. Research Questions 

 

Based on the problems identified and on the extensive literature reviewed, this research is 

guided by the following research questions: 

 

1. To what extent are students, in Angola (Context 1- C1) and Angolan students studying 

abroad (in Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom) (Context 2- C2), engaged with 

practices that promote effective learning? 

2. What are the main factors influencing student engagement in effective learning and 

how might the national context affect that? 

3. What are the challenges and barriers students report in their engagement in effective 

learning? 

 

These questions were informed by a careful review of the state of the art in the field of higher 

education studies related to student learning and student engagement and was informed by the 

needs and specificity of the contexts in analysis.  

 

1.3.2. Aims of this Study 

 

This study aims at investigating Angolan students’ experiences of engagement and perceptions 

of quality learning in higher education in Angola and in international contexts, namely in Cuba, 

Portugal, and the United Kingdom. The study explores the factors influencing students’ 
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academic experience and their perceptions of the conditions provided by HEIs for effective 

learning. The study gives an account of how Angolan students studying at home and abroad 

perceive, view, and experience the different dimensions of student engagement and quality 

learning in higher education, both at institutional and programme level. The research involved 

undergraduate students enrolled on the professional degree programmes of Law, Nursing, 

Accounting, psychology, and Engineering.  

 

1.3.3. Summary of the Main Argument of this Thesis 

 

The overarching argument underpinning this thesis is the recognition of the role of social 

interaction and the context in which students are engaged as determinants for effective learning 

in higher education. Quality assurance discourses and practices in higher education need to pay 

more attention to – and value the impact of – social and academic interaction between students 

and academic staff, and among students (peers) in student learning. In the case of HEIs in 

Angola, a clear effort needs to be made to improve the quality of teaching (curricula, 

assessment, and teaching methods), and the quality of learning resources and infrastructure. At 

the same time, institutions should provide the conditions and opportunities for students to 

devote time and invest individually in effective learning strategies, so as to develop as 

competent and autonomous learners. In addition, worldwide, HEIs need to monitor national 

and international students, and strive to reduce social isolation, discrimination, acculturative 

stress, and alienation in their academic and social integration into universities.  

 

This study analyses student engagement in higher education beyond the classroom. The 

immediate environment (peers, family, teachers, and administrative staff) and the distal 

environment (culture, government policies, economics, media) are found to influence students 

simultaneously and in a continuum and predetermine student engagement and success in higher 

education. This thesis confirms the argument from previous researchers that student 

engagement is complex, multidimensional, malleable, and a result of the interaction between a 

student and his or her environment. Findings from this study show how student success factors 

in higher education include the conditions provided by HEIs and the nature and quality of social 

and academic interactions within and outside the university. I also argue for a 

reconceptualisation of student engagement in ways that allow a better understanding of the 



 

 

13 

 

“non-traditional” students (e.g. black-African international students) and students “at risk” in 

under-resourced and under-researched contexts of higher education.  

 

1.3.4. Rationale and Justification of this Study 

 

The reasons for undertaking research in this area of student engagement in Angola, and among 

Angolan students in Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom, are threefold. First, despite the 

wide recognition of student engagement as a viable component in higher education, student 

learning and student engagement have not been at the centre of quality assurance discourses 

and practices in higher education in some countries and contexts, particularly in Angola. In 

these contexts, students are recurrently blamed (“deficit discourses”) for their failure. In many 

cases, HEIs remain silent and unsympathetic to students’ needs and challenges in their social 

and academic integration at universities.  

 

Second, quality assurance practice in higher education at national and institutional levels in 

Angola is an emerging phenomenon which is not well researched or documented compared to 

some countries in Sub‐Saharan Africa and other parts of the world. There is insufficient 

understanding and lack of resources to implement effective quality assurance mechanisms at 

HEIs. Moreover, there has been a dearth of research into the higher education sector conducted 

by Angolans themselves, and what there is very rarely relates to any evaluation of students’ 

experiences or perceptions of quality learning.  

 

Third, this study is concerned with the student experience within Southern African higher 

education, specifically in Angola, where the concept of student engagement is limited to 

practitioner and scholarly approaches. This study is not rooted in development studies; rather, 

it has a strong focus on understanding student learning and student engagement, which are 

greatly influenced by socioeconomic indicators and the socioeconomic status (SES) of 

families, as evidenced in the contexts under analysis in this study.  
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1.4. Theoretical and Methodological Considerations 

 

1.4.1. Theoretical Considerations 

 

This study is grounded on Bronfenbrenner’s socioecological theory which I briefly outline in 

Appendix 1. Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory is used in this study as the “umbrella” 

theory, or – borrowing a metaphor from Grant and Osanloo (2014, p. 12) – it is the “blueprint 

of the house”. This theoretical framework was conceived as the structure that guides the 

research, providing “a common world view or lens” from which I, as the researcher, try to 

communicate my own thinking on the problem and the analysis of data (Grant & Osanloo, 

2017). This underpinned the design of the study, and enabled interpretation of the empirical 

findings; aligning with a universal system theory, from a broader socioecological perspective, 

allows a direct orientation between theory, methods, and analytic strategy (Guba & Lincoln, 

1994). Of particular interest for the study was the process-person-context-time (PPCT) model 

(also presented in detail in Appendix 1). 

 

I selected Bronfenbrenner’s theory as the theoretical framework for this research for two main 

reasons. Firstly, this is a system theory that allows us to understand a phenomenon, situation, 

or event as part of a complex, interrelated, interdependent, and dynamic system of interactions. 

Secondly, this theory explains human development in a holistic way, focusing on the impact 

of context in the development of the individual. It explains the development of the individual 

through the influences of not only their immediate environment, but also of events or facts in 

the surrounding environment, including the effects of culture, government policies, and 

economics. Such factors are interrelated – one element or factor can affect the other. In this 

theory, development is viewed as emerging from the interaction of individuals with their 

contexts (Rosa & Tudge, 2013). 

 

In addition, this study uses a conceptual framework entrenched in the central concepts, ideas, 

assumptions, and studies on student engagement, and in research on international students’ 

adjustment to university. Various definitions and conceptualisations of student engagement are 

critically reviewed in this study (see Chapter two). This study primarily focuses on the 

definition of student engagement, and on the works of Kuh et al. (2007). It is complemented 
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by definitions offered by Bryson (2014), Zepke (2015; 2016), Kahu (2013), and Lawson and 

Lawson (2013). The analysis of alienation is grounded in Mann (2001).  

 

 

The rationale for using such an eclectic analytical framework is justified by the need to have a 

wider, holistic interpretation that is grounded in a socioecological perspective of student 

engagement that may enrich further conceptualisation. This is carried out with an awareness 

that aspects of the theoretical development of student engagement remain debated or contested, 

challenging further interpretations of student engagement in relation to its complexity, 

contexts, and outcomes (Samuelsen, 2012).  

 

The study focused on the examination of multiple contexts for bringing a wider comparative 

perspective that could enrich the analysis of the conditions and experiences of engagement. 

The selection of different countries (Angola, Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom) 

responds to the argument that research and practice on student engagement vary according to 

the contexts in which it is found (Bryson, 2014). Furthermore, a comparative perspective 

allowed to revisit different realities and settings of higher education, with a clear endorsement 

of Kuh’s (2009, p. 314) assumption that:  

 

“…it is erroneous to presume that what works in one setting for certain students will 

have the same effects in other settings for different types of students. Because 

institutional contexts differ, students’ experiences will differ, as will what they get out 

of college.”  

 

Consequently, investigating such different contexts contributed to enrich the methodological 

and interpretative analysis, offering a chance to rationalise and integrate insights and lessons 

learnt from contexts and traditions of higher education that are alleged to be “more developed” 

and with long established teaching and learning practices. Hence, the emphasis on the context 

and on the conditions and opportunities for effective learning validate the entire research by 

given to it an international significance. The extent of the exploration helped to interlink and 

empirical evidences from research on student engagement, on international students’ theory 

and on adjustment at university.  
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1.4.2. Methodological Considerations 

 
This study was framed under the paradigm of pragmatism and was designed with the 

convergent parallel mixed-methods research (MMR) approach (Creswell, 2014). The 

quantitative strand of the study included a survey on student engagement (n=1010), and the 

qualitative strand included interviews and focus group discussions (n=43). The study used a 

comparative perspective and brought into analysis student engagement between two different 

groups – Angolan students studying “at home” in Angola (n=924), and studying “abroad” in 

Cuba, Portugal and the United Kingdom (n=86). Participants were students reading for the 

professional degree programmes of Law, Nursing, Accounting, Psychology, and Engineering. 

The overall empirical inquiry was based on concerns about how effectively students are 

engaged in learning and how effectively HEIs provide the conditions for student learning and 

success (Coates, 2005; Kuh, 2005, 2007). 

 

The quantitative data was analysed with statistical procedures using SPSS 25, which included 

two datasets comprising 114 variables and a total of 115,140 records. The survey on student 

engagement and quality learning (SSEQL) scrutinised nine psychometric scales adapted from 

the U.S. National Survey on Student Engagement [NSSEE] (2011 version). The SSEQL 

measured 71 indicators reporting on students’ experiences of engagement (35 indicators) and 

on students’ perceptions of quality learning (36 indicators).  The purpose of the SSEQL was to 

collect actionable insights from data related to core elements related to learning that reflect 

students’ experiences of engagement, their perception of the quality of teaching and, more 

generally, on institutional quality. The data collected is described in Chapter Five. 

 

The qualitative data was analysed with an explanatory thematic analytical approach, which 

combined deductive and inductive reasoning (Guest, MacQueen & Namey, 2011). The 

qualitative dataset comprised a total tape-recording time of 1,108 minutes, equivalent to 18 

hours and 28 minutes of interviews and focus group discussions. This data was transcribed and 

translated from Portuguese into English, and it was scrutinised with support from NVivo 12. 

The total of data reported included an analysis of 410 references/quotations from transcribed 

interviews and focus groups. This data was categorised into five themes and 14 sub-themes 

that are described in Chapter Six. 
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1.4.2. Positionality and Personal Motivation to Undertake this Study 

 

This study is motivated by my own experience as an international student and as a Black 

African academic and higher education manager. It is also motivated by theoretical 

predilections, and largely by the heuristic intents of this research. While pondering on vast 

research and body of evidence of the value of student engagement, and of placing students’ 

perceptions at the centre of analysis, this study tries to encapsulate academic practices, research 

and policy-making debates that transcend the researcher’s own positionality.  

 

For that, it is accepted that “research is not simply a scientific technical exercise, nor is it simply 

a hermeneutic matter of understanding and interpreting a situation” (Thomas, 1993, p. 19). 

Consequently, the results of research and researchers “are neither neutral nor innocent” (Cohen, 

Marion & Morrison, 2018, p. 295). Thus, in this process, as a researcher, I am challenged to 

interrogate the subjectivity and objectivity of this study, and I do that at the very beginning of 

this dissertation so as to establish a claim that as a researcher I am also an “ideologue” and my 

research “is a politic act” (Ibidem). Taking Mills’ (2000, p. 196) advice: “[I am] learning to 

use [my] life experiences in [my] intellectual work: continually to examine and interpret it. In 

this sense craftsmanship is the centre of [myself] and [I am] personally involved in every 

intellectual product upon which [I] may work”. 

 

Aspiring to understand participants’ views and to make a positive difference in the world of 

participants and the society, I attempt to critically evaluate how my beliefs, values and 

experiences could have impacted the findings and conclusions of this study (Patton, 2002), and 

how my own personal characteristics, knowledge, gender, age, prejudices, theories, ethnicity 

(Bettez, 2015) affected the research process and product.  

 

Four main considerations need to be made in relation to my positionality. First, starting with 

age, gender and ethnicity, I believe that the fact that I am 52-year-old African woman student 

influenced my decision to conduct this type of research, the methods I have chosen, and – 

probably – the analysis and interpretation of findings. I believe that my history and experience 

of the nuances and complexities of having lived experience from “within” can count and give 

credit to some of the claims I make. 
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Second, student engagement is a topic that connects to my entire life at a juncture point of 

“engagement” and its opposite, “alienation”. I believe my experience as an international 

student could precast my world view and some of my understanding about learning and 

engagement. This is particularly imbedded in the position I take in this study where I am 

reminded of some of my own experiences and perceptions as a black African international 

student. These allude to three moments in my life: (a) as an international student in Cuba, from 

1979 to 1991, during primary, secondary and tertiary undergraduate education; (b) as an 

international postgraduate student in the United Kingdom, at the University of Manchester 

from 2011 to 2012, during Master’s degree studies; and (c) as a “mature student”, from 2016 

to 2020, during PhD research studies at Queen’s University Belfast, in Northern Ireland. As an 

international student, the reasons for the enquiry are connected to the challenges of being an 

(ab)normal, (dis)engaged, “foreign”, “non-local”, “non-traditional”, or “non-domestic” 

student.  

 

All assertions establish a proclamation of an explicit identity and carry complex meanings that 

involve race, class, ethnicity, and belonging.  It is worth noting that in Cuba, my identity as a 

black African international student was mostly disregarded. The “mestizo” colour of my skin 

was often unnoticed, and I was barely aware that skin colour could generate any differences 

between me and my counterparts. On the contrary, race and racism, alienation, sense of 

strangerhood (Starr-Glass, 2014), and meaningfulness (Seeman, 1967) were experienced and 

developed later in my life in many places in the world where I had to study, work or travel. 

 

Third, my values, beliefs, and set of core principles are highly influenced by my work 

experience as a child-rights advocate and lead trainer, from 1994 to 2011. In this period, the 

war in Angola affected the entire psychological and social structure of families and society. I 

was exposed to fear, despair and hopelessness, but I had the resilience to find the motivation 

to work as the programme manager, project coordinator and country director with international 

non-governmental organisations like the Christian Children’s Fund and Save the Children, and 

with international agencies like the United States Agency for International Development and 

UNICEF. The work with children affected by the armed conflict, especially child-soldiers and 

traumatised families and children in deprived, war-affected locations in Angola, in the 



 

 

19 

 

provinces of Huambo, Bie, Malange, Zaire, Uige and Moxico, and later in the racial 

complexities of South Africa, had a “terrible” impact on the construction of my ideals and 

identification with the world. As a young graduate from higher education in an international 

country, the dream for social change and to contribute to the development of the country and 

the continent was a powerful driver. 

 

Fourth, my research is influenced by my experience as a black African academic and researcher 

in higher education, particularly for living and working in a Sub-Saharan African country 

(Angola), where different pathways and commitment can be augmented or nullified by the 

material necessities, and dearth of resources. My work as Deputy Director for Quality 

Assurance in Higher Education in Angola (2013 to 2018), my current position as managing 

director of a higher education institution and business school in Luanda, and the experience as 

an international reviewer for the African Quality Rating Mechanism implemented under the 

African Union harmonisation of higher education and the African Association of Universities, 

have developed in me a sensitivity for issues related to the effectiveness of student learning 

and the quality of higher education provision in Angola and in Africa. My proximity to the 

topic, the multiple roles I have taken, my knowledge of the internal politics of the country and 

my awareness of the ethics (Hanson, 2013) may have influenced the interest to the subject.  

 

These above-mentioned positions enabled me to design this research in ways that question the 

world and the participants, while also having many doubts in mind. My role as a researcher 

during data collection was to encourage the interviewees and survey respondents to freely share 

their experiences. Participants familiarity to me as identified as one of their own, as a student, 

not a researcher from the EU/ UK/ global North, was very important for the openness in which 

they shared their views and opinions. In the analysis and interpretation of findings my effort 

was to remain true and faithful to the data, avoiding potential bias.  

 

1.5. Overview of the Thesis 

 

This first chapter of this dissertation has sought to introduce the study, situate it within the 

larger problem to which it contributes, providing an outline of contextual information, the 
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theoretical and methodological orientations of this study, my positionality as researcher, the 

motivation of this study, and the overview of this dissertation.  

 

Chapter Two presents the central concepts, assumptions, and previous research about student 

engagement within current higher education studies, so as to understand the conceptual grounds 

of this study. In doing so, it offers a critical synthesis of the extensive body of research on 

student engagement into five particular foci: understanding student learning; understanding 

student engagement; review of various definitions and conceptualisations on student 

engagement; central critiques of the dominant conceptions of student engagement; and the 

evidence of the gains and benefits of student engagement.  

 

Chapter Three seeks to explore research evidence on international students and the migratory 

patterns of Angolan students’ mobility. The first section outlines the state of research into 

international students. It follows with an outline of research on black-African international 

students, and the state of research into Angolan students’ mobility, which exposes some of the 

migratory patterns. Due to the selection of national contexts for the study, it then presents 

statistic data and trends on Angolan students studying in Cuba, Portugal, and the United 

Kingdom. The last sections present an analysis of the socioeconomic reality in Angola and the 

characteristics of the higher education system in this country.  

 

Chapter Four presents the methodology and desired strategies and methods used in this 

research. This chapter is divided in four parts covering all stages of the research, from design 

to implementation. The first part presents the research design, which includes the aims, 

research questions and sub-questions, the research paradigm, and the methods and design of 

research instruments and sampling strategies. The second part outlines the data collection 

process, with explanations about the recruitment of participants, fieldwork, and the interview 

process. It follows with data analysis process, which outlines the strategies adopted for the 

quantitative and qualitative data analysis, the procedures for measurement, scoring and 

interpretation of the data, and the alignment of the research questions and coding structure. The 

final part of that chapter describes key ethical considerations, particularly those related to the 

reliability, validity, credibility, and reflexivity of this research. 
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Chapter Five presents the results of quantitative data analysis of answers to the first research 

question, which sought to identify the differences in student engagement score scales in the 

two comparative groups of “at home” (those participants based within Angola, labelled as 

Context 1 (C1) and those within the host countries “abroad” (Cuba, Portugal, and the United 

Kingdom), labelled at Context 2 (C2). That chapter starts with an outline of the characteristics 

of the survey sample, and the results of the analysis of descriptive elements, and the inferential 

statistics. Included is a presentation of major findings, and an analysis of the distribution and 

significance of the differences. Nine psychometric scales and 71 items were analysed, covering 

two main components, namely individual/behavioural experiences of engagement, and 

perceptions of quality learning. The chapter ends with an analysis of the reliability and internal 

consistency of the survey questionnaire. 

 

Chapter Six concerns the results of qualitative research on student engagement, disengagement, 

and alienation. The chapter outlines the results of the interviews and focus group discussions 

conducted in Angola, and with Angolan students studying in Cuba, Portugal, and the United 

Kingdom. This chapter responds to two research questions: one on the factors influencing 

student engagement in the two contexts, the other on the challenges and barriers students 

identified in their educational experiences in higher education. The chapter comprises a 

description of the sample. This is followed by descriptions of the themes and sub-themes 

identified, and their alignment with the research questions, and of the framework for the 

thematic and interpretative analysis of the qualitative data. The second section covers the 

presentation of findings for each theme identified. The report includes findings linked to five 

themes and 13 sub-themes identified. 

 

Chapter Seven presents the discussion and interpretation of findings, triangulating the 

quantitative and qualitative analysis. It starts with a presentation of the synthesis of the 

conceptual framework of student engagement based on the findings of this study and 

integrating the theoretical lens of this study. A discussion of findings follows, structured into 

three analytical categories: understanding the differences in student engagement scale scores; 

unpacking the multi-dimensions and complexity of student engagement; and understanding 

barriers, disjunctions, disconnections, and alienation.  
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Chapter Eight outlines the main conclusions and recommendations of this study and presents 

the contribution to knowledge and limitations of this research. The chapter ends with an 

elucidation of the recommendation for future research and for enhancing student engagement 

practice in Angola. 
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CHAPTER TWO: ORIENTATIONS TO STUDENT ENGAGEMENT IN HIGHER 

EDUCATION – CENTRAL CONCEPTS, ASSUMPTIONS AND STUDIES 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter describes the conceptual grounds for research on student engagement in higher 

education. The chapter presents a general overview of the body of research, critical concepts, 

assumptions, and studies conducted in the field of student engagement in higher education. 

This chapter offers a critical review of three definitions of student engagement offered by 

different researchers, and four conceptualisations and understandings found extensively in 

contemporary literature on student engagement in higher education. The chapter ends with a 

critical discussion of the scope of the concept of student engagement, and the gaps in 

knowledge in relation to the research and practice of student engagement.  

 

Although the centre of analysis is focused on the concept of student engagement, the approach 

taken drives the scrutiny to broader understandings of student learning research, and to 

different conceptualisations and notions that support the analysis of student engagement. The 

focus of analysis was to ponder three main types of inquiry. First, to look at high-standing or 

high-visibility sources of  information on student engagement (Knopf, 2006, p. 131); second, 

to focus on studies that are most relevant and helpful to the researcher’s question of interest, 

and applicable to the contexts in analysis; and third, to scrutinise studies with no restrictions 

on the geographic boundaries and educational contexts of student engagement research.  

 

2.1. Understanding Student Learning and Effective Learning  

 

Before establishing the different understandings of the concept of student engagement, it is 

important to briefly offer an analysis on how scholars have attempted to categorise student 

learning. This is in recognition of the intersection between student learning and student 

engagement. The analysis concludes with a presentation of the concept of effective learning, 

also used here also as a definition of quality learning. 
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Learning has been researched from different perspectives, and it is a topic of interest to many 

disciplines. According to Biggs (2007), learning has been researched by psychologists for more 

than a century. Human learning is a highly complex process described as “a process through 

which experience causes permanent change in knowledge or behaviour” (Woolfolk, Hughes & 

Walkup, 2013, p. 242). In this case, the changes are deliberate or unintentional, or are conscious 

or unconscious (Hill, 2002). The underpinning elements of this concept of learning are twofold. 

First, the change in knowledge or behaviour is brought about by experience, especially through 

the interaction between the individual and the environment. Second, the changes do not result 

from maturation, or from temporary vicissitudes such as hunger, fatigue or disease (Woolfolk 

et al., 2013, p. 242).  

 

Illeris (2004) defines learning as a process of interaction and internalisation that encompasses 

three main dimensions: cognitive, emotional/psychodynamic, and social/societal. In this 

concept, learning is understood as an integrated process consisting of two connected 

component processes which are viewed as mutually influential (Illeris, 2004; 16). These two 

parts are the learner and the environment, and the internal acquisitional and elaborative 

psychological processes. 

 

Learning has been analysed from various perspectives: behaviourism, cognitivism, 

constructivism, and social learning theories. Behavioural psychologists view learning as an 

outcome of changes in behaviour, and mostly emphasise the external factors such as the role 

of environmental stimuli in learnings (Woolfolk, Hughes & Walkup, 2013, p. 290). Applying 

this to the educational context, behaviourists see the role of teachers as “shaping correct 

responses” from students, which is achieved through intermittent reinforcement (Entwistle, 

2018, p. 13). Cognitive psychologists tend to view learning from changes in knowledge 

acquisition, and they put an emphasis on individual internal, non-observable mental processes 

(for example, thinking, remembering, solving problems). In this case, learners as individuals 

are the creators and sources of their own intentions, goals, memories, and emotions (Woolfolk 

et al., 2013). Constructivists “emphasize on the active role of the learners making sense of 

information” (Woolfolk, Hughes & Walkup, 2013, p. 402). This learning theory express two 

ideas, one that individuals construct their individual knowledge, and second, social interaction 

is vital for the process of knowledge construction (Bruning et al., 2004). Learning is also 
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explained from social and cultural perspectives through the social cognitive theory of Bandura 

(1977) (formerly designated as social learning theory), and sociocultural constructivist 

theories. Bandura analyses human behaviour as a process of continuous, reciprocal interaction 

among cognitive, behavioural, and environmental determinants. This theory emphasises the 

role of observation, modelling, reinforcement, expectations, and beliefs. Bandura developed 

the concepts of reciprocal determinism, self-efficacy and self-regulatory learning that are 

important when analysing student engagement.   

 

Moreover, it is important to understand student learning within different intellectual traditions 

(Ertl et al., 2008; Solomonides et al., 2012). First is the paradigm of information processing, 

which display an interest in process indicators, performance indicators and outcomes (e.g. 

Craik and Lockhart, 1972; Schmeck, 1985). Second is the paradigm of approaches to learning 

that reject the dominant discourses and conceptions of quality in higher education and focus on 

a paradigm that embraces student approaches to learning (e.g. deep and surface learning) 

(Marton & Saljö, 1976; Biggs 1976; Gibbs, Morgan & Taylor, 1984). The third is the paradigm 

of student engagement that focuses on what students do to learn and how institutions provide 

the conditions for effective learning (Kuh et al., 2007). This is explained in detail in sections 

below. 

 

According to Ertl et al. (2008), there are three schools of thought on student learning research. 

First, the education research on student learning (e.g. Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005; Perry, 1968; 

Marton & Saljo, 1970s; Entwistle, 2007; 2018; Biggs & Tang, 2007; Ramsden, 2003). Second, 

sociological research into academic cultures and disciplinary identities (Bourdieu, 1977, 1988; 

and Lave & Wenger, 1991). Third, the political discourses on student learning experience and 

quality in higher education (Trow, 1974; Astin, 1991; Harvey & Green, 1993; Coates, 2005). 

 

The paradigm of student approaches to learning and to student learning as an area of research 

has emerged recently and has been established by the works of Marton and Säljö (1976) in 

Sweden. They influenced research on learning in other countries (Biggs, 2007). This is evident 

in the works of Entwistle in the United Kingdom (Entwistle & Ramsden, 2015; Entwistle, 

2018), which focuses on the psychology of individual differences, and on student learning and 
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academic understanding. It is also apparent in the works of Biggs (1979; 2007). The 

commonality of these studies is their commitment to studying learning in institutional contexts.  

 

Previous studies on individual differences in learning explored people’s generalisable 

characteristics, mostly related to intelligence, personality, and motivation (Entwistle, 2018,  

p. 17). The main arguments in this field centred around variations of traits of personality, or on 

conditions that depend on context. Other studies evaluated the influence of personality traits 

like extroversion and neuroticism on academic achievement (Goldberg, 1993); the effect of 

motivation in academic performance at university which may be influenced by the “need for 

achievement” (Atkinson & Feather, 1966), or the “fear of failure” (Birney, Burdick & Teevan, 

1969).  

 

Entwistle (2018) cites two cognitive psychologists for making important contributions to 

understanding students’ learning. First, Bruner (1974) who recognised the significance of 

developing among students an attitude towards learning that emphasises a deep sense of 

interconnectedness between ideas. Second, Ausubel (1968), who developed the theory of 

meaningful verbal learning, which focuses on previous knowledge, and on how students 

organise their knowledge. Ausubel differentiates meaningful learning from rote learning and 

provides a distinction between learning by oneself (discovery learning) and learning from the 

teacher (reception of learning). Essential research on student learning was also conducted by 

Bloom, Englehart, Frost, Hill and Krathwohl (1956). They developed the Taxonomy of 

Educational Objectives, which helps teachers to assess students’ learning in two domains: the 

cognitive (knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation), and the 

affective (receiving – being aware, responding – showing interest, valuing – being actively 

involved). The categories created by Bloom et al. (1959) were revised by Anderson et al. 

(2001) and reflect the known “cognitive process dimension” (see Entwistle, 2018, pp. 22-23).  

 
From the different works and ideas on student learning, a few general points can be made to 

summarise what is known, and the impact of these studies in my research. First, learning greatly 

depends on experiences that can cause changes in knowledge and attitudes, and these occur 

through the interaction between the individual and his/her environment. This is relevant for 

this study because it allows us to understand student learning (or student engagement in 

learning) as a result of positive or negative experiences formed within the interactions between 
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the person, the context and the processes in a given time (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). This is also 

relevant in guiding us to a view that student learning/engagement is malleable, not fixed; it can 

be changed and moulded through supportive and innovative teaching and social actions. 

Secondly, learning is not simply a process dependent on psychological or individual biological 

and cognitive characteristics and structures. Individuals are also products of socioeconomic, 

institutional, and cultural contexts, and navigate within different contexts (macro, meso and 

microsystems). This view allows the positioning of learning as part of wider perspectives that 

move beyond the space of classrooms, institutional campus environment, and disciplinary 

cultures. The different studies on student learning presented (on deep/surface learning, 

intelligence and personality, motivation, meaningful learning, need for achievement and fear 

of failure) show unquestionably that student learning is more than just what happens with the 

individual (his/her efforts, aspirations, beliefs or goals). Students’ academic performance and 

outcomes are also influenced by larger political, sociocultural, and economic factors.  

 

2.2. Origin of the Concept of Student Engagement – Is it a New Concept? 

 

According to the Online Etymological Dictionary, the origin of the term “engagement” in 

English dates to the 1620s, and its meaning relates to “formal promise”. In the 1660s the 

meaning was associated with “a battle or fight between armies or fleets”, and in 1742 the term 

engagement acquired the meaning related to sense of “state of having entered into a promise 

of marriage”. In 1806, the term engagement was associated with the meaning of “appointment” 

and in 1863 it was associated with the idea of an engagement ring. (Online Etymology 

Dictionary, 2019).  

 

According to Axelson and Flick (2010), for hundreds of years, engagement was related to a 

moral, often legal, obligation, and only fairly recently has the word “engage” been related to 

the idea of “to occupy the attention of”, which implies the notion of engagement as a condition 

or an act of being very occupied, or what the scholars mention as the meaning of being “entirely 

present and not somewhere else”. 

 

In the field of higher education, the contemporary application of the concept of student 

engagement is thought to be relatively new and became more noticeable in the late 1990s 
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(McCormick, Kinzie & Gonyea, 2013). Employing the concept of student engagement is 

situated, originally, in the context of USA higher education and is more explicitly linked to 

developments in 1998 and beyond in the work of George Kuh and colleagues at Indiana 

University, who proposed a National Survey on Student Engagement (NSSE) (McCormick, 

Kinzie & Gonyea, 2013).  

 

Controversially, there is an argument that the patterns and rationale of student engagement 

might not be entirely new (Owen, 2013). Behind this argument is the belief that the basis of 

research on, and practices of, student engagement should be traced back through the history of 

higher education, especially to the establishment of the universities, centuries ago. Three  

main historic moments are invoked: the sophist movement of ancient Greece with philosophers 

works on excellence and virtue represented by Pythagoras (c. 580-500 BC); Socrates (c. 470-

399 BC), Plato (c. 428-348 BC) and Aristotle (384-322 BC). Second, the establishment of the 

University of Bologna in medieval Europe in 1088. Third, the prominent writing of the Idea of 

a University by Cardinal Newman in 1852. According to Owen, this seminal writing on the 

university establishes a considerate analysis of the connection between learning and learners 

and teaching and research in higher education. For Owen, concerns about the nature and 

purpose of higher education was largely explored during the medieval era, and in the 19th and 

20th centuries. However, this took place without a direct focus on student engagement.  

 

In summary, student engagement is a concept linked to student learning and its origin dates 

back to the establishment of the universities and their mission. The notion of engagement refers 

to a state of being in a “battle or fight” in the etymological interpretation from the 1660s, and 

from an analogy with fighting to a readiness to “learn for an unknown future” (Barnett, 2004, 

p. 247). The battles are between individual identity and agency, and the environment or context 

in which the student is immersed. But also, the battles are fought by teachers and academic 

staff called to promote practices of engagement. In addition, student engagement is linked to 

the meaning of “being entirely present” and active in academic and social activities in higher 

education. 
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2.3. Extensiveness of Research on Student Engagement 

 

To illustrate the breadth of research on student engagement, in the next pages I will describe 

three studies (literature reviews) conducted on this topic by Trowler (2010), Evans, Muijis and 

Tomlinson (2016), and Wimpenny and Savin-Baden (2012).  

 

Trowler (2010) found that literature on student engagement is typically normative; establishes 

a reductionist or essentialised view of “the student” and of the “the traditional student”; and is 

concentrated in the US and Australia, with a particular focus on student involvement and 

participation in higher education; and is centred in the implementation of student engagement 

surveys. Trowler also found limited attention to engagement in governance, where there was 

an absence of the student voice. In relation to the context of the UK, Trowler suggested that 

research on student engagement was conducted on a smaller scale; it focused mostly on certain 

aspects of individual student learning, especially on learning tools, techniques or approaches; 

was largely about studies of student perceptions; and had small sample sizes, covering mostly 

students’ experiences in class, year or course modules. Trowler (2010, p. 50) recommended 

the development of a strong evidence that could be built up through “small-scale local studies 

that can confirm, challenge or redefine other studies, instead of stand-alone, almost anecdotal, 

evidence”.  

 

Evans, Muijis and Tomlinson’s (2016) review of literature5 associated student engagement and 

pedagogies with higher education, for the period 2005-2015. There are great similarities 

between Trowler’s (2010) findings and Evans, Muijis and Tomlinson’s (2017) conclusions. 

The latter (2017) found that only 13 percent of articles focused on pedagogy, methodology and 

impact; there was a dominance of research conducted by researchers in the US, comprising 

almost half (46 percent) of the articles produced; and only 15 percent were from researchers 

affiliated to UK institutions. The researchers also found that most articles measured students’ 

perceptions of learning; 35 percent looked at indicators of student performance, and very few 

studies concentrated on the ability for students to transfer ideas from one context to another.  

 

 
5 This literature review included studies conducted in 35 countries. It comprised 21,055 potential research articles within 

databases. Using a filtering process, the researchers narrowed the search to 1,741 articles. After further review, the sample 
was reduced to 273 articles.  
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Another review, by Wimpenny and Savin-Baden (2012)6 included a set of qualitative research 

articles related to student engagement published in the period of 2000-2012. The scholars 

examined the practice and effects of student engagement through a methodology based on 

qualitative research synthesis (QRS). The findings of this review included a discussion of four 

predominant themes that comprises engagement as inter-relational, as autonomy, as emotional 

and as connection and disjunction. All studies included in this review collated descriptions of 

students’ experiences of a sense of alienation, along with a sense of injustice, disaffection in 

the interaction among peers, estrangement and distance from career choices, and disconnection 

from family and friends. They suggested the need for more studies to explore the psychosocial 

aspects of engagement, including the expression and acceptance of self and emotions within 

higher education practices, which could contribute to improvements in teaching and learning. 

 

This formulation and the conclusions of Wimpenny and Savin-Baden’s research was helpful 

for this study of Angolan student engagement, particularly for organising the themes and in the 

discussion of findings (see Chapter 7, Section 7.4, p. 242). 

 

The extensiveness of research on student engagement can also be illustrated through its 

geographical focus. Research and practices are predominantly focused on the United States, 

Canada, and Australia. Other studies and interventions occur in the United Kingdom, Eastern 

Europe, France, and in other parts of the world, including China, Malaysia and South Africa 

(Strydom, Mentz and Kuh, 2010; Wawrzynski, Heck and Remley, 2012; Schreiber and Yu, 

2016; Strydom, Kuh, & Loots, 2017; Cross et al., 2009; Cross and Johnson, 2008); in Ethiopia 

(Tadesse, Manathunga and Gilles, 2018) and in Namibia (Shimaneni, 2013; Dobbins and 

Denton, 2017). 

 

An illustration of how student engagement has been spread across the globe is presented by 

Coates and McCormick (2014, p. 2) (Figure 1), which shows different forms of 

implementation of student engagement worldwide, especially with the approach suggested by 

the NSSE. The dark-shaded countries represent countries or regions where engagement has 

 
6 This review identified 2,530 articles published between year 2000 and 2012 related to qualitative research on student 
engagement in higher education. The sources were then narrowed to 56 papers and lastly the analysis was centred in 9 key 

articles. 
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been established, and where cross-institutional data collection is conducted. The lighter shading 

indicates mostly emergent implementation of studies on student engagement, with one-time 

trial projects involving small numbers of cases or institutions. 

 
Figure 1 Mapping Student Engagement across the Globe  

 

Source: Coates and McCormick (2014, p. 2) 

 

The world map of implementation of student engagement is of value for researchers and policy 

makers in the Global South, as it shows clear regional trends, and sets a challenge for them to 

increase studies on this topic and assess the validity of the concept in the contexts of their own 

countries. Other approaches may also be researched based on understandings and different 

conceptualizations of student engagement, as analysed in next pages. 

 

2.4. Understanding the Concept of Student Engagement 

 

2.4.1. Vast array of Definitions and Meanings of Student Engagement 

 

Research on student engagement is vast and pervasive in the Global North. Various studies 

refer to student engagement as a meta-construct, and describe a considerable array of other 

concepts, ideas and meanings that are directly or indirectly associated to it (Dunne & Owen, 

2013; Zepke, 2016; Bryson, 2014; Trowler & Trowler, 2010). Student engagement is viewed 

as a construct that integrates multiple other constructs. Readers encounter an extensive display 
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of meanings, connotations and, consequently, different interpretations and implications of 

student engagement. The concept varies in significance or meaning, depending on the users 

and purposes, and it is materialised in different educational contexts and settings. Hence, 

student engagement is theorised differently when it is linked to dissimilar intellectual traditions.  

 

Student engagement has been linked with institutional strategies and policies, or with teaching 

practices, curriculum, and pedagogical interventions, or even with individual behaviours for 

effective learning. Student engagement has also been invoked as part of processes aiming at 

promoting students’ voices and enhancing civic representation. In other cases, student 

engagement has been described within policy and normative discourses and frameworks, 

linked for example with national and institutional quality assurance and quality enhancement 

strategies (QAA, 2017; ENQA, 2017). Student engagement has also been described as an 

organising concept which integrates multiple ideas and notions associated with student 

motivation, sense of belonging, school connectedness, interactive and behavioural 

participation, and self-effectiveness (Fredricks, Blumenfeld & Paris, 2004; Trowler & Trowler, 

2010). 

 

Evans, Mujis and Tomlinson (2016, pp. 13-14) identified a broad range of understandings of 

student engagement arising in the literature, among them: “engagement in individual learning, 

structure and process (Trowler & Trowler, 2010); as an encompassing concept of identity, 

knowledge, skills, and participation (Aitken and Sinnema, 2008); students as change and 

research partners (Higher Education Academy [HEA], 2014; Healey et al., 2014); as belonging, 

retention, and success (Krause & Armitage, 2014); as resilience (Evans & Hardaker, 2015) and 

self-regulation (Evans, 2015)”.  

 

An illustration of the array of concepts, ideas and notions linked to student engagement is 

presented in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 Different Concepts associated with Student Engagement (by this researcher)  

 

Understanding such complexity is important in order to design holistic interventions grounded 

on the multidimensionality of the concept and on its socioecological nature, using 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) bioecological theory. This broader view distinguishes students 

as human beings with specific “person characteristics”: force or disposition (active 

orientations, tendency to engage and respond); resource (abilities, knowledge, and experience); 

and demand (age, gender, race). See in this chapter,  

 

2.4.2. Review of Definitions of Student Engagement 

 

According to Samuelsen (2012), key aspects of the theoretical development of student 

engagement remain debated or contested. These challenges are related to measurements of 

engagement, and to researchers’ capacity to analyse the relevant concepts linked to 

engagement; they are related especially to the complexity of engagement, contexts, and 

outcomes.  

 

To address the last of these challenges, I immersed myself in the complexity and diversity of 

conceptualisations of student engagement and adopted a twofold strategy. Firstly, I compiled 

and scrutinised key definitions of student engagement in the literature. This refers to specific 

and tangible descriptions when scholars prescribed or assigned a concrete explanation or 

definition of the concept. Secondly, I examined broader understandings that appear in the 
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literature in the form of frameworks, models, or perspectives. These understandings express a 

general point of view and do not present a clear-cut definition, but rather contribute to enriching 

understanding from various angles and perspectives.  

 

The first group is composed of four definitions of student engagement. The selection of works 

included a review of three definitions offered by Kuh et al. (2007); Bryson (2014) and Zepke 

(2015; 2016), and the conceptualisations include frameworks offered by Kahu (2013), Lawson 

and Lawson (2013), and Mann (2001), at the intersection between quality assurance and student 

engagement. 

 

A visualisation of the definitions and the conceptualisations discussed in this study that inform 

the analysis of student engagement is presented in Figure 3. 

 
Figure 3 Central Concepts, Ideas and Understandings of Student Engagement presented in this study 

 

Student 
Engagement  

Conceptualisations and 

understandings of 

student engagement 

Definitions of student 

engagement 

Transactional model of 
student engagement. 

Lawson & Lawson (2013) 

Multidimensional views 
on student engagement   

Kahu, 2013 

Student engagement 
and alienation in higher 

education. 
Mann (2001) 

Intersection between 

student engagement 

and quality assurance. 

Engagement is about 
agency; students are 

agents determining their 
own learning goals. 

Zepke (2016) 

Student engagement is 
about what a student 

brings to higher education 
(goals, aspirations, values 

and beliefs). 
Bryson (2014) 

Activities that generate 
effective learning. What 

students do to learn. 
What HEIs do to promote 

effective learning. 
 Kuh et al., 2007 
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2.4.2.1. The Dominant Paradigm of Student engagement 

  

The dominant paradigm of student engagement encountered in the literature (Bryson, 2014) 

has been developed by Kuh et al. (2007) and is widely known and used in the US context, in 

Canada, Australia and New Zealand.  

 

Kuh et al. (2007, p. 44) defined student engagement as: “students’ participation in 

educationally effective practices, both inside and outside the classroom, which leads to a range 

of measurable outcomes.” This definition encompasses two important components. First, what 

students do to learn – namely, the amount of time and effort they put into educational activities. 

Second, how institutions provide learning opportunities and conditions that encourage student 

participation and success. This definition offers what other scholars (e.g. Kahu, 2013; Bryson, 

2014) characterise as a behavioural perspective on student engagement, and it is considered 

one of the most widely known and probably most used explanations of student engagement 

(MacFarlane, 2017; Bryson, 2014). 

 

Kuh and colleagues conceptualizations of engagement in higher education (e.g. Kuh, 1995; 

Kuh, 1999; 2001; 2002; 2005; 2007; 2009; Kuh & Hu, 2001; Hu and Kuh, 2002; Kuh, Palmer, 

Kish, Skipper, & Argo, 2003; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2005; Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, 

Bridges, & Hayek, 2007; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2010), were the foremost conceptual 

ground of this entire empirical study on student engagement in Angola and other international 

contexts. These understandings were present from the research design to the interpretation of 

findings.  

 

Kuh definition and understanding were chosen for its conceptual construction and widely 

acknowledged evidence of impact in research and practice; and for its suitability for the context 

under analysis – higher education in Angola – where any attempt to scrutinise student 

engagement would be incomplete and defective if did not consider the conditions for effective 

learning offered by HEIs. By acknowledging the institutional conditions as part of the process 

of student engagement in effective learning, Kuh provides a distinctive and remarkable 

viewpoint; it recognises engagement as not just a result of individual dispositions, but also as 

a consequence of other institutional and social factors.  
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Studies developed by Kuh and his colleagues are associated with a variety of previous studies 

related to students’ experience at university and with student learning. According to Bryson 

(2014), it refers to previous works of Becker et al. (1961) and Feldman and Newcomb (1969). 

According to McCormick, Kinzie and Gonyea (2013), the theoretical foundation of student 

engagement is linked to the scholarly works of Tyler (1930s); Pace (1960s and 1980s); Tinto 

(1987; 1993; 2005); Gibbs, Morgan and Taylor (1984); Chickering and Gamson (1987); Astin 

(1984; 1985; 1991; 1993); and Pascarella and Terenzini (1991; 2001; 2005). See Appendix 2 

for the summary of these scholarly works that constitute the theoretical grounds of the concept 

of student engagement and their impact on student engagement studies.  

 

The approach of Kuh et al. (2007) was central to the development of the U.S. National Survey 

on Student Engagement (NSSE), which measures five psychometric benchmarks: level of 

academic challenge; degree of active and collaborative learning; student-staff interaction; 

provision of enriching educational experiences; and the extent to which the campus 

environment is supportive. A set of questions is associated with each benchmark. The NSSE 

was established in 2000, and is extensively known as a survey used by HEIs in the US and 

Canada; by 2013, the NSSE was adopted by more than 1,500 colleges in the US and Canada, 

with the participation of millions of students in HEIs (McCormick, Kinzie & Gonyea, 2013; 

Bryson, 2014). According to Bryson (2014), the impact of the NSSE can also be gauged by the 

evidence that more than 200 papers have been published with analysis of different sets and sub-

sets of information obtained from the NSSE.  

 

Important for this study on student engagement in Angola is the approach developed by Kuh 

and colleagues who offered a conceptualisation of student engagement that establishes 

determinants that interlink the experiences obtained prior to enter higher education and the 

outcomes. This conceptualization is illustrated in Figure 4. They conceived students’ 

experience at university as highly predetermined by “pre-tertiary experiences” that include, 

for example, enrolment choices, academic preparation, skills and proficiency especially in 

mathematics and languages acquired in previous school years, students’ attitudes, and family 

and peer support. They further include students’ motivation to learn, and demographic factors 

such as gender, race, and social economic status (SES). Student engagement at HEIs is also 



 

 

37 

 

determined by “students’ behaviours” (study habits, time on task, motivation, peer 

involvement, interaction with staff), and by the “institutional conditions” (teaching and 

learning approaches, academic support, campus environment).  

 

This approach acknowledges the broader external factors influencing student engagement, such 

as economic forces, globalisation, national policy, and social forces and demographics 

influencing students’ behaviour. Institutional practices are influenced by their demographics, 

their systems of accountability practices and policies. From this illustration, it can be inferred 

that “post-tertiary outcomes” (employability, grades and graduation, and lifelong learning) 

result from the transfer and integration of learning experiences acquired before students enter 

university, and during their time at university. 
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Figure 4 Reproduction of Kuh et al. (2007) Framework of Student Engagement 

 

Source: Reproduced from Strydom & Mentz (2010; p. 5) 
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The works developed by Kuh et al., influenced research and practice in other parts of the world, 

particularly in Australia, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, China, and South Africa. In 

Australia and New Zealand, student engagement has been implemented through the 

Australasian Survey of Student Engagement (AUSSE), which was carried out by the Australian 

Council for Educational Research (ACER) over the last decade, with the participation of HEIs 

(Coates, 2010; Coates & Hillman, 2008; Krause, 2005; 2014; 2016). In the United Kingdom, 

student engagement has been reflected on a small scale, with few studies conducted (e.g., Little, 

Locke, Scesa & Williams, 2009; Trowler, 2010; Wimpenny & Savin-Baden, 2013; Bryson, 

2014). The approach used by the NSSE was also adopted in South Africa (Strydom & Mentz, 

2010; 2014) for the South African Survey on Student Engagement (SASSE) in 2010; and in 

China (Ross, Cen & Zhon, 2011; Ross, Cen, & Shi, 2014) for the National Survey on Student 

Engagement China (NSSE-China). 

 

In some countries, student engagement has been scrutinised through other applications, and not 

restricted to the predominant model created originally in the US (Bryson, 2014). Other parts of 

the globe identify studies on student engagement with different terminology, for example, 

“student experiences”, “academic understanding”, “student learning”, or “student voices”. 

 

2.4.2.2. Student Engagement as Goals, Aspirations, Values, and Beliefs 

 

A view of student engagement that differs from the previous understanding is presented by 

Bryson (2014), who defines it as follows: 

 

Student engagement is about what a student brings to higher education in terms of goals, 

aspirations, values, and beliefs and how these are shaped and mediated by their 

experience whilst a student. Student engagement is constructed and reconstructed 

through the lenses of the perceptions and identities held by students and the meaning 

and sense a student makes of their experiences and interactions” (Bryson, 2014; 17).  

 

This definition is circumscribed in the context of the United Kingdom’s school of thought and 

research on student learning – the emphasis here is placed primarily on the student learning 

experience. In my view, Bryson’s definition is incomplete. Bryson highlights two aspects: first, 
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what the student brings to the university (goals, values, aspirations, beliefs); second, how 

students make sense of their experience at university. Although acknowledging the possibility 

that student engagement is constructed and reconstructed, the definition does not directly 

address the conditions and other factors influencing student learning/engagement. This 

understanding is apparently constrained as it considers mostly the individual and his/her 

agency: what the student expects, perceives, feels, desires, or aspires to within the university. 

While this is a necessary condition, it cannot be taken as the exclusive and absolute component 

of student engagement. Centred on student learning, the definition places the onus on the 

student, remaining disconnected from all ecological influences (family, community, 

institutions), and the wider socioeconomic and cultural factors determining engagement. 

 

Bryson’s definition differs substantially from the original predominant concept presented by 

Kuh et al. (2007), and from other interpretations, such as those of Kahu (2013) or Zepke (2016). 

Although the definition appears to be constrained to the ontological views of “being a student”, 

Bryson (2014) presents a conceptual map of engagement, termed by this researcher as “the 

student engagement black box” (Bryson, 2014, p. 21) (represented in Figure 5). In this 

conceptual map, Bryson expands the analysis to a constructivist perspective of student 

engagement. He proposes a dynamic, intersected, and non-hierarchical concept, in which the 

social, cultural, political, and economic aspects are also considered. Different key components 

of engagement, such as location, structure, space, technologies, opportunities to engage, 

willingness and readiness to engage, sense of competence, and interaction between students 

and staff and among peers, are covered by this conceptual map. Thus, this conceptualisation 

appears to be more holistic. 
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Figure 5 Reproduction of the Conceptual Map, or “Student Engagement Black Box” (Bryson, 2014, p. 21) 

Reproduction of the Conceptual Map, or “Student Engagement Black Box” (Bryson, 2014, p. 21) 
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Another contribution from Bryson (2014, p. 8) is delineating a set of nine key influences on 

student engagement that derived from his empirical studies in the United Kingdom involving 

students in higher education. These influences were identified by students and include: “their 

aspirations (why they choose to come to university, and their goals); students’ expectations and 

perceptions about university…; balance between challenges and workload; degrees of choice, 

autonomy, risk, and opportunities for growth and enjoyment; trust relationships between the 

student and staff and among peers; communication discourse; existence of supportive social 

networks; and opportunities for, and participation in activities and roles which empowered 

students and gave them a sense of ownership, self-assurance and self-efficacy”. 

 

In the present study, the above aspects informed substantially the way to extrapolate the grand 

categories for data analysis of interviews and focus group discussions. These are described in 

detail in Chapter Six, p. 160 ).  
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2.4.2.3. Student Engagement beyond the Mainstream 

 

Student engagement beyond the mainstream is an approach proposed by Zepke (2015). In this 

work, Zepke poses a critique to the Kuh et al. (2007, 2008) definition of student engagement 

with the argument that the conventional (mainstream) view has become “an uncritically 

accepted academic orthodoxy” and that “it is insufficient, [and] too narrowly focused”  

(p. 1312). In order to address such limitations, Zepke proposes an emancipatory view of student 

engagement “beyond the mainstream” that centres on three “contributing sensitizing concepts” 

(p. 1317). These concepts are learning agency, learning success, and learning well-being. These 

concepts offer a holistic sociocultural ecological view of student engagement.  

 

In his later work, Zepke (2016) consolidates his understanding, and presents the following 

interpretation of student engagement:  

 

Engagement is holistic, not atomistic, inclusive not exclusive, life-wide and lifelong 

not confined to involvement in the tasks set by the teacher delivering a set curriculum 

or the agenda determined by an institution or even the government. Engagement is 

about agency; students are agents determining their own learning goals that will often 

include challenges of what is and also lead to actions for change (Zepke, 2016, p 8). 

 

This view embraces a multidimensional perspective of student engagement, acknowledging 

that engagement is shaped by unique and different contexts, and is developed within specific 

political and intellectual spaces. For Zepke, engagement occurs in a specific ideological 

environment, and is conceptualised in relation to social contexts, not as an attribute of the 

student, but rather as an alterable state of being. Thus, engagement is highly influenced by 

ideological, social, and individual learning factors, and by resources and capacity provided by 

the institutions (universities, family), and also by peers.  

 

Zepke (2016, pp. 37-51), presents ten propositions for enabling student engagement (see Table 

1). These centred around three main organising concepts: “engaged students invest in learning; 

institution and classroom practices support learning; and engaging features of external 

environments sustain learning” (p. 38). These organising concepts are of importance and value 
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in this research, as they helped to structure the analysis of findings and the interpretation of 

students’ narratives. 

 

Table 1 Reproduction of Zepke’s (2016, p. 51) Conceptual Organiser of Ten Propositions and Key Concepts of 
Student Engagement 

 

Organising Idea Proposition for practice Key concepts 

Students’ investment in 

learning 

1. Student self-belief is vital for success 

2. Student motivation grows  

self-confidence 

3. Social and cultural capital enhance 

engagement 

4. Engaged learners are deep learners 

Appreciative inquiry  

Self-determination theory 

Social/cultural capital 

Deep learning 

Teacher and institutional 

support 

5. Quality teaching and institutional support 

enhance engagement 

6. Disciplinary knowledge engages students 

7. Quality teaching adapts to students’ changing 

expectations 

Learner-centred teaching 

Threshold concepts  

Social change 

Enabling environments 8. Engagement occurs across the lifespan 

9. Engagement is supported by subjective well-

being 

10. Active citizenship is important for 

engagement 

Life-wide education 

Subjective well-being 

Student voice 

 

 

This synthesis was relevant for this study on Angolan students’ experiences of engagement not 

just for providing the conceptual organiser that helped in putting together themes for thematic 

analysis during data coding, but also helped in understanding student engagement more 

broadly, with new theoretical and conceptual nuances (e.g. through the self-determination 

theory, or appreciative inquiry). 

 

Below I present some other explications of the concept of student engagement. 

 

2.4.3. Review of Conceptualisations of Student Engagement 

 

As mentioned earlier, the review of central concepts and understanding of student engagement 

was structured in two parts. First the presentation of specific and tacit definitions of student 

engagement; and second, the presentation of various understandings and conceptualisations in 

the form of frameworks and general interpretation of student engagement. There is no 

prioritisation of one set over another. They are presented separately only for methodological 

clarity. 
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2.4.3.1.Multidimensional Views on Student Engagement  

 

A very elucidative perspective on student engagement is presented by Kahu (2013), with a 

multidimensional view. Kahu conceptualises student engagement as a multiple-level construct 

which integrates dimensions invoked by other scholars, such as Fredricks, Blumenfeld and 

Paris (2004), and Appleton, Christenson, and Furlong (2008). In this work, Kahu offers a 

review of four dominant perspectives/dimensions of student engagement, namely the 

behavioural, psychological (affective/emotional), socio-cultural, and holistic.  

 

Behavioural perspective is analogous to previous works and includes students’ behaviours and 

institutional practices that are linked to positive conduct, participation in learning, and 

involvement in academic activities. The behavioural approach is associated with Kuh et al. 

(2007), and with Chickering and Gamson’s (1987) work.  

 

In the psychological perspective, engagement is suggested as a combination of four intersecting 

components, behaviour, cognition, emotion/affection, and conation. The cognition component 

of the psychological dimension includes students’ psychological investment in learning, 

particularly their effort in mastering knowledge and skills. This involves self-regulation and 

deep learning; motivation; self-efficacy; and expectations.  

 

The affection component includes feelings related to reactions towards the implementation of 

tasks or towards people (teachers or peers), expressed as feelings (e.g. liking, disliking, interest, 

boredom, motivation, happiness, anxiety, stress, anger, detachment, alienation, sadness, 

isolation). Affection also includes feelings of belonging or sense of belonging (Finn, 1993; 

Willms, 2003; Anderman and Freeman, 2004; Osterman, 2000; Smerdon, 2002). Sense of 

belonging generally implies feeling accepted, valued, included and or respected by others 

(Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Willms, 2003). Affective component also involves feeling of 

enjoyment and interest (Furlong et al. 2003) and motivation. In relation to motivation, the 

distinction between instrumental motivation and intrinsic motivation is important. In 

instrumental motivation, the student engages cognitively and behaviourally as a mean to an 

end (e.g. to obtain a high grade or qualification). Bryson and Hand (2008) describe this 

instrumental motivation as false engagement. The intrinsic motivation explains student 
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engagement due to pleasure and interest in learning (Kahu, 2013, p. 762). An important 

component of the psychological dimension is conation, which includes the will to succeed. 

Conation encompasses attributes such as courage, belief, energy for action, commitment, 

confidence and adjustment to changes (Riggs & Gholar, 2008).  

 

Kahu also presents the sociocultural perspective, which highlights the important role of the 

political, economic, and social context in student engagement, and the impact of the wider 

social environment on student learning experience. This is explained, for example, through 

analysis of alienation and the influence of factors, such as performativity, disciplinary power, 

and academic culture on engagement, disengagement, and alienation (Mann, 2001). Other 

studies look at the impact of socio-economic status (SES) in students’ achievement and 

retention (Thomas, 2002; Krause, 2012; Devlin, 2012). Other studies related to sociocultural 

perspectives put emphasis on the experiences of cultural shock (Christie et al., 2008) and 

learning shock (Griffiths, Winstanley, & Gabriel, 2005). Others investigate wider political and 

social concerns, for example related to institutional cultures and values, structures, and 

systems, including the “commodification of education” (Smith, 2007, p. 684), with the idea 

that education “belongs to the domain of human cultural interactions that should stand outside 

the world of commerce and commodification”. That explains the nature of education as a public 

good.  

 

Kahu (2013) proposes the analysis of the holistic perspective which draws together all 

perspectives of student engagement in the formulation of the concept. Kahu’s understanding 

of student engagement is centred on a discussion of the state of engagement, antecedents of 

engagement, and the immediate and long-term consequences of student engagement. This is 

illustrated in Figure 6.  
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Figure 6 Reproduction of Kahu’s (2013, p. 766) Conceptual Framework of Student Engagement Based on 
Antecedents and Consequences 

 

 

Kahu’s framework of student engagement is composed of five elements that explain student 

engagement from its antecedents and consequences. At the centre of the framework is student 

engagement, which includes three dimensions already mentioned: (1) affect (enthusiasm, 

interest, belonging); (2) cognition (deep learning, self-regulation); and (3) behaviour (time and 

effort, interaction and participation).  

 

This framework highlights as a central aspect the wider sociocultural influences, and this 

validates the importance of influences from the top-level (macrolevel) social and political 

environment, and the culture, as well as power relations, policy, and economics. It also 

recognises that student engagement is directly influenced by psychosocial factors such as 

relationships at university, the nature of interaction with teachers, support from teachers, 

workload, as well as student motivation, skills, and identity. There are also structural influences 

on student learning such as the university culture, policies, curriculum, assessment, and the 

student’s background, support, and family. Student engagement is reciprocally affected by the 

proximal consequences (learning, achievement, satisfaction and well-being) and can influence 

distal consequences (retention, work success, life-long learning, citizenship, and personal 

growth). 
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2.4.3.2. Transactional View of Student Engagement – A Socioecological View 

 

One important contribution to research on student engagement is offered by Lawson and 

Lawson (2013). They proposed an understanding of student engagement as follows: 

 

Student engagement is a conceptual connector that attaches student agency (e.g. 

students’ prior knowledge, experience, and interest at institutions, home, and in the 

community) and its ecological influences (peers, family, and community) to the 

organizational structures and institutional cultures (Lawson & Lawson, 2013, p. 433).  

 

Lawson and Lawson’s interpretation expands the conceptualisations of both Kuh et al. (2007) 

and Kahu (2013) and takes the reader to a clear-cut and wider understanding of student 

engagement from a socioecological point of view. This conceptualisation is interconnected 

with the theoretical framework used in this study, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; 2005) 

socioecological systems theory.  

 

Lawson and Lawson developed what they conceived as the transactional conceptualisation of 

student engagement and created the “ABCs” of the engagement process. This is composed of 

four main components of engagement: (a) acts of engagement, (b) benefits/competencies 

(and/or consequences) of engagement, (c) conditions and contexts of engagement, and (d) 

dispositions and drivers of engagement. Each of these components is linked by a temporal 

dimension, time.  

 

Acts of engagement refers to various situations or experiences that develop active or passive 

responses and includes four types of acts of engagement: attentional, positional, agentic, and 

sociocultural. Attentional acts of engagement refer to engagement with objects, tools, 

technologies, and engagement with assignments, activities or disciplines, as well as with people 

and other social settings and places. The assumption for this is that student engagement in 

classroom activities may be influenced by surrounding conditions and contexts, and the 

relationship between the student and those objects, people, or tools (computers, equipment, 

etc).  
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Second, positional acts of engagement, or student’s positionality, which refers to who the 

students are, what they do in a specific social context, and at any specific point in time. The 

assumption underpinning this is that in the process of engagement, students internalise their 

contextual influences and dynamics, and in doing so reinforce their social standing and 

positionality. This is represented as the person-activity-environment interaction.  

 

Third, agentic engagement, which represents students’ acts that go beyond compliance. This is 

linked to creativity, innovation and cooperation competences and skills. Agentic engagement 

is manifested in different situations, especially when students actively express their thoughts, 

opinions, and interests during academic or social activities; when they direct and have control 

over their own learning; when they engage collectively and critically with others; and when 

they use culturally and intellectually relevant tools and technologies.  

 

Finally, social-cultural acts of engagement, which comprise three indicators: cultural 

congruence (students’ experience is supported by their social-cultural and personal identities); 

cultural relevance (students’ preferred tools, objects, activities, and settings are typically tied 

to their social cultural backgrounds); and cultural correspondence (any particular task, activity, 

or setting activates and connects socially and cognitively with students’ prior knowledge and 

experiences) (Lawson & Lawson, 2013, pp. 444-447). 

 

Understanding the four types of acts of engagement (attentional, positional, agentic and 

sociocultural) is of value for my study on student engagement in Angola and in other contexts. 

They inform my understanding and discussion of findings, mostly because Lawson and Lawson 

offer the possibility of viewing “acts of engagement” as results of “conditions of engagement” 

and “dispositions of drivers of engagement” (p. 443), and this is aligned with Kahu’s (2013) 

views of the antecedents and consequences of engagement. In addition, when engaging in 

learning, students interact with other persons, objects and or tools (resources, materials), in a 

process that involves peers, academic staff, and families, influenced by specific social, political 

and cultural pressures, and this interlinks to Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model.  

 

The second part of the ABC model of engagement is related to the benefits/competencies 

(and/or consequences) of engagement (Lawson & Lawson, pp. 447-448). They aggregate the 
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benefits into three groups: affective, cognitive, behavioural, and socio-cultural. Affective 

benefits are related to interest, appreciation, and efficacy in subject or disciplines. Behavioural 

benefits are linked to a wide range of competencies, such as prosocial skills that are generally 

associated with students’ ability to use learning tools such as social media, film, and 

technology, or students’ performance in academic activities. Cognitive benefits are linked to 

improvements in student capacity for self-regulation especially, volitional control, 

development of habits, and meta-cognition. Social-cultural benefits are related to students’ 

enhanced sense of belonging and relatedness to peers and academic staff; enhanced social 

competence; positive peer group identity formations; and collective student efficacy. 

 

The third part of the ABC model of student engagement is related to student engagement 

dispositions. Students’ dispositions are considered as drivers of their future engagement 

experiences. They generally encompass students’ motivations and attachments, as well as their 

identities and experiences, and their aspirations for the future. These dispositions are not static 

or deterministic but are malleable and change over time through education. Dispositions 

include, specifically, student initiative and effort, student investment, ambivalent dispositions, 

and disidentification.  

 

This concept of dispositions for engagement helps to explain why some students are more 

engaged than others, and why some are disengaged in one type of activity but engaged in 

another. The assumptions of the expectancy value theory (Wigfield, & Eccles, 2000. Wigfield, 

Tonks, & Eccles, 2004) help to clarify this point, as the level of investment in learning, or the 

decision whether or not to be engaged, may be linked to the four components of the expectancy 

value theory. These are: (a) the attainment value or importance of doing well on a given task. 

Individuals view tasks as important when they are crucial for their sense of themselves; (b) the 

intrinsic value of enjoyment gained when doing a task; (c) utility value or usefulness, which 

indicates how a task fits into an individual’s plans for the future, personal goals and sense of 

self; and (d) the cost of participating in a given task, which implies that an individual has to 

make a choice and anticipate the effort required to complete a task, knowing that all choices 

have a cost, and have a positive or negative effect (see Wigfield, Tonks & Eccles, 2004, pp. 

171-172). 
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The fourth component of the ABC model of student engagement proposed by Lawson and 

Lawson (2013) is related to conditions for engagement. Student engagement is highly 

influenced by external surrounding conditions and ecologies, such as: population demography 

(characteristics of students and other actors); organisational ecology (internal and external 

environments and interconnections with family, market and community); social geography 

(influences and dynamics, discursive practices and power-related structures). Figure 7 below 

presents a reproduction of Lawson and Lawson’s conceptual framework. 

 

Figure 7 Adaptation of the Transactional Model of Student Engagement (Lawson & Lawson, 2013, p. 443) 
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acts, conditions, dispositions, and benefits/consequences of engagement. It also makes a clear 
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context and at a specific time. This understanding is linked to Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; 2005) 

framework of the proximal processes of person-process-context-time that is argued as the 

theoretical framework of my entire study. Student engagement is regarded as an integrated, 

dynamic and synergetic system.  

 

This perspective invites policy makers, researchers, and higher education practitioners and 

managers to develop engagement-focused programmes that integrate relationships and 

contexts, interconnecting HEIs with society. Lawson and Lawson’s conceptualisation can be 

particularly relevant and adjustable to the context of higher education in Angola.  

 

2.4.3.3. Student Engagement and Alienation in Higher Education 

 

Many studies conducted and discussions about student engagement place it in relation to its 

antithetical concepts. For instance, Krause (2005) discusses the concept of inertia and the 

concepts of passive/active learning; Trowler (2010) introduces the concepts of 

positive/negative engagement, while Mann (2001) examines the experience of alienation in 

higher education, as opposed to engagement. 

 

In relation to research on student engagement and alienation, Mann (2001) proposes a 

theoretical examination of student engagement based on the analysis of seven perspectives and 

assumptions related to student’s experiences of alienation in higher education. She states that 

these perspectives help in understanding student alienation in higher education using 

theoretical and philosophical standpoints. 

 

The following are the perspectives of alienation: “(a) postmodern condition – the sociocultural 

context; (b) position as subject/object – the primacy of discourse; (c) the student as outsider – 

knowledge, power and insight; (d) bereft of the capacity for creativity – the teaching and 

learning process; (e) exiled from self – loss of ownership of the learning process; (f) disciplined 

into docility – assessment practices; and (g) “:leave me alone” – alienation as a strategy for 

self-preservation” (Mann, 2001, pp. 8-16).  
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These perspectives are condensed into four situations that offer a view of concrete 

circumstances whereby students can be, or feel, alienated. The situations are related to (a) 

alienation derived from language, culture or institutional practice; (b) alienation due to the loss 

of sense of self, and feeling of being “the outsider”; (c) alienation from a social-historical point 

of view, where institutional conditions and demands force students to feel incapable of building 

their own individual learning paths; (d) alienation as a survival strategy.   

 

Students are alienated due to the “language, the culture or by other institutional practice” when 

they are constrained from the possibility of a “meaningful personal purpose” (Mann, 2001,  

p. 9). This refers to circumstances where the conversational forms, discourses and mechanisms 

within universities, or the “pre-existing discoursal world” (p.10) affects students’ ability to 

engage and succeed at university. In these cases, students may feel coerced and estranged, 

generating antipathy towards “more powerful others” (e.g. lecturers and/or experienced 

students). The others in this case are perceived to have greater power, discourses, opportunities, 

knowledge or understanding. 

 

The second situation is related to students as “the outsiders.” In such cases, students can 

develop a “loss of sense of self”, or “loss of agency and desire”, or they develop a “false self” 

(p. 12). They encompass experiences that make students feel challenged by “two different 

worlds”: the academic world (“ordered, regulated, and rational”), and his/her own other world 

or reality, which is experienced as an illusory and disordered world. In these situations, 

students’ living stories can be masked and they can feel diminished, mocked, or ignored by 

peers or lecturers (Mann, 2001, pp. 11-12).  

 

A third type of alienation is from a social-historical point of view. Mann contends that all forms 

of alienation identified by Karl Marx are seen in higher education. This refers to (a) alienation 

from the product of labour; (b) alienation from the process of production; (c) alienation from 

oneself as species-being; (d) alienation from other human beings (Marx, 1844; 1932). This 

third form of alienation encompasses practices that are mostly linked to institutional 

performativity, curriculum, and assessment, structured and reflecting strong power formations 

and discourses. Such structures lead to an unequal access to social and economic opportunities. 

Consequently, students can feel unable to build their own individual learning paths, as they feel 
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alienated from themselves; they have difficulties in finding themselves and in expressing their 

own voices. In these cases, students prefer to isolate themselves and not be engaged, as they 

perceive that it is simply safer that way. The world and reality are therefore perceived as 

unknown and aggressive.  

 

The fourth type of alienation is related to a “strategy for survival” (Cohen & Taylor, 1970) or 

“alienation as a strategy for self-preservation” (Mann, 2001, p. 15). This is explained through 

a loss of “sense of uniqueness and identity” (p. 16). According to Mann, due to a disconnection 

between students’ own reality and their own identity, and due to learning demands and 

institutional requirements, students may experience different levels of dissatisfaction, 

frustration, tediousness, boredom, and anxiety. The student seeks ways to escape the dissonant 

reality through fantasy or imagination, or through questioning his/her own identity (“who am 

I?” “What I am doing here?”), and his/her purpose (“why am I here/what is significant for me 

in being here?” (p.16). 

 

Mann’s elucidations guided the synthesis and interpretation of factors influencing student 

engagement in response to research question three on the barriers and challenges experienced 

by students (see Chapter Six, Section 6.5.1-6.5.3). From the elucidative analysis of Mann 

(2001), I can infer that alienation occurs in a person, in a specific context and in a given time, 

in the process of his/her interaction with objects, symbols, persons; it occurs particularly due 

to deficiencies in the interaction between the student and his/her environment. The student is 

not to be blamed.  In this point, there is an association between Mann (2001) and 

Bronfenbrenner’s systems ecological theory. As Mann posits, alienation is an alarming signal 

that something may be wrong in how learning has been constructed. The influencing factors 

(the institutions, family, and culture, macroeconomic, political, and ideological) also ought to 

be scrutinized when researching about alienation. This issue is discussed further in Chapter 

Seven, Section 7.4, p. 242). 

 

2.4.3.4. Intersection between Student Engagement and Quality Assurance 

 

The intersection between student engagement and quality assurance need to be explored first 

from the definition of quality in higher education. Harvey and Green (1993) defined quality 
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according to five main criteria. First, quality as exception, which refers to quality as something 

special, the notion of quality as distinctive, as embodied in excellence and the idea of exceeding 

high standards, and as having achieved a set of required standards. Second, quality as perfection 

or consistency, which focuses on processes and sets of specifications aimed at meeting 

expectations. This view centres in the idea of zero defects and achieving efficacy in the process. 

Third, quality is understood as fitness for purpose, which articulates the view of quality within 

the aim of achieving the purpose of the product or service. In this case, quality is judged in 

terms of the extent to which the product or service fits its objective. Fourth, quality is discussed 

as value for money, in ways that equate quality to high standards of service or product at 

reduced costs. In this case, quality is assessed against standards, levels of specification and 

reliability. Fifth, quality is viewed as transformation. This leads to two notions of 

transformative quality in higher education which entail the enhancement and empowering of 

students and stakeholders.  

 

This view alludes to the transformative role of higher education at every stage of service 

provision, which places learning at the centre. This definition of quality has been influential in 

the development of discourses, policies, and practices in higher education, and that enlightens 

the intersection of quality and engagement in effective learning. 

 

However, the intersection between student engagement and quality assurance appears clear in 

some definitions of student engagement developed by quality assurance agencies7. For 

example, the UK Quality Code (Quality Assurance Agency [QAA], 2015, p. 4) defines two 

domains of student engagement: “improving the motivation of students to engage in learning 

and to learn independently, and the participation of students in quality enhancement and quality 

assurance processes, resulting in the improvement of their educational experience” (see 

Chapter B5 of this Quality Code). The Quality Code also emphasises student engagement as a 

partnership in which students are partners, meaning that student engagement is about involving 

and empowering students in the process of shaping the student learning experience.  

 

 
7 Some quality assurance instruments are the following: the UK Quality Code (QAA, 2017); the Standards and Guidelines 

for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area- (EGS, 2015); the Scotland Quality Enhancement Framework 

(QEF); and the Student Engagement Partnership (TSEP) for Northern Ireland and England. 
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Similarly, the Student Engagement Framework for Scotland (QAA Scotland, 2011) developed 

for practitioner usage, highlights five key elements of student engagement, and six features of 

effective engagement in higher education. They emphasise the notion of students as an 

important part of the institution, and as part of the shaping direction of their own learning. They 

also recement institutions to work closely with students and to establish formal mechanisms 

for quality and governance that can influence student experience at all levels. 

 

These concepts and ways of interpreting student engagement within quality assurance systems 

helped to propose a model for enhancing student engagement practice in Angola. See more 

details in Appendix 14). 

 

Moreover, the intersection between quality assurance and student engagement can be 

expounded through an analysis of previous research on this topic. First, Coates (2005) 

recognises the significance and value of student engagement for quality assurance in higher 

education. Coates identifies limitations in quality assurance systems that focus on processing 

information about the quality of the institutions and teaching, rather than emphasising 

understanding of what students do at the universities, and their degree of engagement in 

activities that generate effective learning.   

 

Next, are two studies Rønning (1997) and Tam (2004) that are relevant for the context of 

enhancing the quality of programmes in higher education. Rønning (1997) developed a study 

with first-year students which consisted in developing the adaptation and integration of these 

students into the learning environment at the university. The results of this study suggested that 

interventions of this nature contribute to counter-effect drop-out, increasing academic 

achievement and student satisfaction. This study is important in suggesting specific 

interventions needed for enhancing student engagement in Angola, where practices of engaging 

first-year students in their integration at university is still precarious.  

 

Tam (2004) measured the influence of higher education on students’ academic, social and 

personal development. This study assessed the quality of HEIs through data collected from 

students on their subjective experiences at the university, and their perceptions of the value of 

higher education. This study is important as it interlinks quality assurance directly with its 
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impact on student development. Results of this study show that students reported gains in 

subject knowledge and in various cognitive and intellectual skills. Students also exhibited 

changes in attitudinal, psychosocial, and moral dimensions of development. Those changes 

might have occurred not only because of the intellectual stimulation students received from the 

university, but also through social, emotional, and cultural influences.  

 

The four studies mentioned are relevant for the context under analysis (Angolan inter/national 

students), as they provide an understanding that research into student learning is not dissociated 

from quality assurance or quality enhancement mechanisms. Research is important not just for 

proving a theory, but also to inform action and contribute to the advancement of knowledge. 

 

2.5. Institutional Conditions for Student Engagement, Effective Teaching and Effective 

Learning 

 

Summarising the analysis presented in the two previous sections, four concepts are important 

to sustain. They are central to this study and will be used several times and in various forms 

during this study. They are also essential for understanding the way in which this research was 

organised, and how data was interpreted in line with these primary concepts – student 

engagement, effective teaching, effective learning, and institutional conditions for student 

engagement. 

 

Student engagement is defined according to Kuh et al. (2007, p. 44) and integrates elements 

contained in Kahu (2013) and Lawson and Lawson (2013, p. 433). Student engagement refers 

to students’ participation in educationally effective practices, both inside and outside the 

classroom, and involves what students do to learn and how institutions provide learning 

opportunities and conditions that encourage student learning. Student engagement is 

multidimensional (psychological, behavioural, and sociocultural) and interconnects (a) student 

agency (e.g. students’ prior knowledge, experience, and interest), (b) student’s ecological 

influences (peers, family, and community), and (c) organisational structures and institutional 

cultures.  
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Effective Teaching is understood in line with the Biggs and Tang (2007, pp. 15-20) models of 

teaching. They suggest that effective teaching encourages effective learning. Biggs and Tang 

(2007, p. 10) define good teaching as getting students to use their level of cognitive processes 

to achieve intended outcomes; to achieve this, teachers have to teach through a student-centred 

model of teaching, with teaching supporting learning. Biggs and Tang distinguish three 

theories/models of teaching. The first level focuses on what the student is, the second focuses 

on what the teacher does, and the third focuses on student learning. The first two levels are 

“blame” models, where the blame is on the learner in the first level, and on the teacher in the 

second. The third model proposes an integration of learning and teaching as part of an effective 

teaching strategy that encourages students to be engaged in effective learning activities. 

 

I will explain briefly these three models. In the first level of teaching (focused on what the 

student is), teaching is transmitting information through lecturing, and differences in learning 

are viewed as a result of students’ inability to learn. The curriculum and content are expounded 

from the front of the class or distributed to students via slides or brochures, without concern 

for whether students understand. Moreover, students are mere receivers of the content; teaching 

rooms are designed for one-way delivery teaching, and the teacher is the knowledge expert. 

The second level of teaching focuses on what the teacher does. In this model, teaching is still 

organised for transmission of concepts and understandings, not only information. Learning is 

viewed as a result of what the teacher is doing; teachers are the ones with more skills and 

competences. However, according to Biggs and Tang, competencies may have little to do with 

teaching effectiveness. Teachers use a variety of techniques and means to convey knowledge. 

Teaching is highly teacher-centred and focused on management and not on facilitating learning. 

The focus is on how well the students have learned. The third level of teaching focuses on what 

the student does, and teaching is centred on student learning. Teaching is having the ability to 

use various teaching techniques, but with the aim of encouraging effective learning, and to 

promote the achievement of intended outcomes. 

 

Effective learning is understood, firstly, from the viewpoint that learning occurs through the 

active behaviour of the student: “it is what he does that he learns, not what the teacher does” 

(Tyler, 1949). Effective learning refers to study methods, learning approaches and strategies, 

learning behaviours, tools or styles employed by students that facilitate their learning. Biggs 
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and Tang (2007, pp. 11-12) emphasise the idea that students can use effective (deep) and 

ineffective (surface) approaches to their learning. When students use effective learning 

approaches, they are most likely to achieve the intended results. Effective teaching maximises 

effective learning. However, learning is influenced as well by other social, cultural and 

institutional factors, and the conditions provided for effective learning. 

 

Institutional conditions for student engagement and effective learning. This concept is 

discussed in line with Kuh et al. (2005) and Chickering and Gamson (1987). Kuh et al refer to 

institutional characteristics of student engagement that help to create a favourable environment 

for student success. They include: (1) a “living” mission and “lived” educational philosophy; 

(2) an unshakeable focus on student learning; (3) creating learning environments that promote 

educational enrichment; (4) clarifying the pathways that maximise student success, especially 

for first-year students; (5) facilitating an improvement-orientated institutional culture and 

ethos; (6) making sure that the quality of learning and student success are owned by everyone 

in the institution. These six institutional characteristics and conditions for student engagement 

are essential for student learning. They are linked to Chickering and Gamson’s (1987) “Seven 

Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate Education”. These seven principles help to 

improve the quality of undergraduate education and operate as guidelines for academic staff, 

students, and HEI management and administrators for improving teaching and learning. The 

seven principles are practices that (1) encourage contact between students and faculty; (2) 

develop reciprocity and cooperation among students; (3) use active learning techniques; (4) 

give prompt feedback; (5) emphasise time on tasks; (6) communicate high expectations; and 

(7) respect diverse talents and ways of learning. 

 

2.6. Evidence of the Gains and Benefits of the Concept of Student Engagement 

 

There is ample empirical evidence of the gains and benefits of student engagement. Six major 

gains have been described by Quaye and Harper (2014) and Trowler and Trowler (2010). 

Student engagement contributes to cognitive and intellectual development (Anaya, 1996; 

Magolda, 1992). Second, it facilitates moral and ethical development (Evans, 1987; Rest, 

1993). Third, it stimulates student adjustment to university (Kuh, 2003). Four, it induces 

practical competence and skills transferability (Kuh, 1993; 1995). Five, it facilitates an 
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accumulation of social capital (Harper, 2008). Six, it contributes to psychosocial development, 

productive racial and gender identity formation, and positive images of self (see Harper & 

Quaye, 2015; Torres and Cooper, 2003). 

 

2.7. Critiques of the Concept of Student Engagement 

 

The concept of student engagement has informed practitioner communities through policy, 

practice, and discourses, and has evolved within academic studies. Researchers do not hesitate 

to consider student engagement as a construct that draws from multiple intellectual traditions. 

While there are claims to it having become a universal and well-accepted conventional concept 

(Zepke, 2015), such recognition and application is arguably more dominant within Global 

North contexts of higher education. 

 

Several academics posed various critiques to the concept. These allude to the intricacy and all-

encompassing nature of this construct. Some argue it is an ambiguous, tangled and even 

misleading concept (Axelson & Flick, 2010; Kahu, 2013; Trowler, 2010; Wolf-Wendel, Ward 

& Kinzie, 2009). Others consider student engagement as a nebulous and contentious term 

(Trowler, 2010, p. 7). MacFarlane (2016; 2017), agreeing with other researchers, argues that 

the problem in understanding student engagement rests in the fact that there is still a degree of 

conceptual confusion and a methodological weakness in the current literature on higher 

education. In general, what most of these researchers are questioning is whether the strategies 

used in higher education are effective in producing learning gains, and whether the impact of 

such strategies on students is visible. 

 

Much has been argued about the imprecision and vagueness of the concept of student 

engagement. Vouri (2014) questions it as a fuzzy, trendy, buzzword, while Gourlay (2015) 

discusses it as an ideology. Krause (2005, p. 3) claims that student engagement has become a 

“catch-all term” which has been indistinctly used to describe a compilation of behaviours that 

typifies engaged students and differentiates them from their less-engaged peers. Conversely, 

other researchers claim that there is lack of settled and agreed definition of student engagement 

(Trowler, 2010; Evans et al., 2015).  
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A critical perspective on student engagement has emerged with the studies of Macfarlane and 

Tomlinson (2017); Evans, Mujis and Tomlinson (2016); and MacFarlane (2016). These 

researchers contend that the challenges in reading the concept derive from the fact that (a) it 

displays a lack of consistency, ambiguity and messiness; and (b) it is subjected to multiple 

interpretations, as it encompasses conceptual commitments, teaching strategies and 

behavioural orientations. These researchers argue that there are sociological and philosophical 

challenges in current formulations of student engagement, as they can alter (harm or affect) 

student freedom, agency and overall assumptions about learners and learning. 

 

MacFarlane (2016), in his critical book Freedom to Learn: The threat to student academic 

freedom and why it needs to be reclaimed, contests the conventions behind student-centred 

learning strategies. He claims that there is something missing in current studies and practices 

in higher education. In his view, “what appears to be missing is sufficient consideration of the 

rights of students and their freedom to learn” (MacFarlane, 2016, p. xiii). MacFarlane equally 

calls for more emancipatory actions from the critical tradition in higher education, appealing 

to an advancement of pedagogy in order to support students’ freedom to learn.  

 

Using the same line of argument, MacFarlane, and Tomlinson (2017) pose six critiques of the 

concept and practice of student engagement. They are related to (a) performativity, (b) 

marketing, (c) infantilisation, (d) surveillance, (e) gamification, and (f) opposition. The reasons 

and explications provided by the researchers are various and controversial. Some can agree 

with their formulations, especially with the argument of the need to treat students in higher 

education as adults, and also because they announced an argument in favour of students’ rights 

to learn, and of the idea of students as autonomous and authentic learners. Others can disagree 

with some parts or the whole of their formulations. Of importance is that their conceptualisation 

arises from the UK context of higher education, where there is a particularly narrow rhetoric 

around student engagement that has been coupled with student satisfaction (rather than student 

learning), and with the emphasis on learning styles from Biggs’ constructive alignment model 

among practitioner communities; both are about the practitioner community having influenced 

scholarship. In addition to this, the researchers articulate a view of easing compliance and other 

performative demands in the name of freedom; this, in my view, is mostly viable in structured 
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and “well-developed” contexts of higher education, where traditions of student-centred 

learning can be ignored. 

 

The array of critiques of the concept of student engagement shows lack of unanimity in research 

and proves the need for the boundaries of this concept to be better defined (Finn & Kasza, 

2009; MacFarlane and Tomlinson, 2017; Zepke, 2015).  

 

In response to the critiques presented above, , I reproduce and reinterpret an understanding of 

student engagement that moves beyond the ordinary delineations of single paradigms of 

analysis. I consider the complexity and “all-encompassing” nature of the concept as enriching, 

and as a useful conceptual contribution to the comprehension of learning. I also take a 

multidimensional perspective that validates various overlapping explications of student 

engagement, mostly through intertwining various angles and spaces of analysis. In this way, I 

embrace the concept as malleable, situational and as a viable educational practice that is a 

panacea for several problems in teaching and learning. The assertion originates from a 

socioecological perspective on human development. Additionally, I draw on a mixed-method 

research approach, which has allowed me to analyse student engagement through an 

examination of quantitative and qualitative data. For example, by using interviews and focus 

groups, it was possible to collect data and arrive at conclusions that connected variables, 

hypotheses and assumptions, and a range of interpretations. This allowed me to address 

weaknesses or imprecisions that would be difficult if I had utilised a single approach or concept. 

 

The argument developed in this study is that, despite all critiques and questions, the concept of 

student engagement remains a functional and operational construct. It opens to question some 

of the fundamental issues related to effective ways of promoting students’ success in higher 

education, and how they may be addressed.  

 

Moreover, the NSSE survey, and other surveys on student college experience, have incited 

several critiques. For example, Porter (2011, pp. 45-46) argues that generally, surveys on 

student experience (or college student surveys) have minimal validity, for three main reasons: 

(a) they report on behaviours and attitudes that are difficult to report accurately; (b) they 

encounter problems in answering correctly questions about factual information; and (c) some 
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of the evidence gathered to indicate validity and reliability actually demonstrates the opposite. 

More precisely, one of the key arguments is that “the NSSE has an overly broad domain 

definition and lacks an underlying theory specifying why specific items should be included in 

the instrument” (Porter, 2011, p. 51). This echoes Bryson (2014), who considers that the NSSE 

offers benchmarking and cross-institutional comparisons that can cause misapplications, such 

as a misleading measurement of levels of student engagement. Likewise, the standardisation of 

questions in surveys may also invoke difficulties in adjusting to local contexts, and in giving a 

voice to students. These concerns are also raised in relation to the validity of the NSSE’s 

benchmarks, and the correlation among them (Carini et al., 2006; Gordon et al., 2008); there 

are also issues related to self-reporting, and variations in students’ interpretation of the 

questions (Herzog & Bowman, 2011; Porter, 2011).  

 

In considering the use of NSSE and adapting it to the context of Angolan students, I gave a 

special consideration to the critiques made of the NSSE, and to its perceived weaknesses. 

Firstly, I piloted the SSEQL (survey in student engagement and quality learning in Angola), 

which provided an opportunity to identify potential difficulties. Secondly, my research design 

employed a mixed-methods approach that centred on giving students the chance to give voice 

and explain their views, experiences, and perceptions through interviews and focus group 

discussions. The design of the study avoided my relying exclusively on students’ reports of 

behaviours categorised in survey questions; rather, survey data could be triangulated with the 

patterns of their own survey responses. Concern about the validity of the NSSE benchmarks 

was addressed through a careful analysis of other survey instruments (e.g. the UK National 

Student Survey, the AUSSE – Australasian survey on student engagement), and a review of a 

variety of studies that validate the use of surveys in education and psychology. 

 

Conclusion  
 

This chapter focused on the central concepts, ideas, and studies supporting research into student 

engagement. The first section included a brief analysis of student learning, a discussion of the 

origins of the concept of student engagement, and evidence of the extensiveness of research on 

student engagement. It followed with a review of understandings and conceptualisations of 
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student engagement that inform this study. The chapter ends with an analysis of critiques of 

the concept of student engagement. 

 

This review of literature about student engagement included the predominant paradigm in the 

discussions of student engagement that is centred in Kuh, et al. (2007) and the NSSE survey. 

This is the primary conceptual framework guiding this entire study on student engagement in 

Angola and other international contexts, both the quantitative and qualitative strands of this 

research. Two other definitions of student engagement offered by Bryson (2014) and Zepke 

(2016) were reviewed and provided fundamental insights into the analysis of student 

engagement as a topic, and informed data analysis and interpretation of findings. This study 

also draws on Kahu’s (2013) multidimensional perspective, Lawson and Lawson’s (2013) 

transactional model and Mann’s (2001) conceptualisation of alienation. All these 

conceptualisations are “accredited sources and resources” and are “synthesis of existing 

knowledge” (Hart, 2018, p. 3) that are relevant for my research question  

 

Student engagement research, discourses and practice have a specific geographic focus, centred 

in Global North contexts of higher education. This fact shows the paucity of analysis of the 

factors influencing student engagement in other contexts, and an absence of multiple contextual 

and cross-cultural analysis of student engagement. This study tries to cover this gap.  

 

Even though much has been learnt and said about the potential contribution of the construct of 

student engagement towards understanding students’ success, much has yet to be realised 

(Fredricks, Blumenfeld & Paris, 2004, p. 83). Various researchers argue about the ambiguity 

in the definitions, lack of clarity, a degree of conceptual confusion, and methodological 

weakness (Axelson & Flick, 2010; Baron & Corbin, 2012; Kahu, 2013; Wolf-Wendel, Ward 

& Kinzie, 2009; MacFarlane, 2015; Trowler, 2010; Macfarlane & Tomlinson, 2017; Evans, 

Mujis & Tomlinson, 2016; MacFarlane, 2016). 

 

Despite the attractiveness and reputation of the NSSE type of survey and the wide utilization 

of quantitative analysis of student engagement, as Ross et al. (2014, p. 104) contend, how the 

construct is perceived in different countries, and what indicators affect students’ engagement 

preferences, are not well explored.  
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From the extensive literature reviewed and the empirical data gathered, it was deemed 

important to work with a multi-dimensional concept of student engagement. A narrowed 

approach, or analysis based in a single conceptualisation, would limit the interpretation of 

students’ experiences of learning within a cross-country analysis. I opted to take a 

socioecological perspective for this study, with a wider conceptual analysis. This appeared 

more appropriate to address the conceptual complexity and diversity of contexts involved. 

Drawing on the definition of student engagement offered by Kuh et al. (2007), the analysis 

embraced insights from research by Kahu (2013), Bryson (2014), Lawson and Lawson (2013) 

and Zepke (2015), and these complemented and enriched the entire project 

 

From the studies reviewed, four main ideas emerged. These express my own interpretation and 

understanding of student engagement.  

 

Firstly, having worked with this concept, I understand that student engagement is not just about 

what the student brings to the university or who the student is. It is also about how HEIs 

contribute to students’ development as competent, autonomous, and interconnected human 

beings. It is also about how the environment (family and society) contributes to the affirmation 

of students as critical citizens. In this line of argument, student engagement involves students’ 

identity, aspirations, and opportunities to interact with other individuals and with resources and 

content that enable meaningful learning. Student engagement is also about the choices and 

possibilities that maximise a student’s own development.  

 

Secondly, I understand that students’ experiences of engagement are part of a complex, 

interrelated, interdependent, and dynamic system of interactions that transcend the institutional 

spaces of classrooms and university campuses. Students are active agents, influenced by many 

factors and levels of communication with their social, cultural, political, and economic 

environments. The constructive or destructive characteristics of environments (e.g. conditions 

for teaching and learning, economic background, cultural capital) can positively or negatively 

influence student engagement and success in higher education.  
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Thirdly, student engagement is an active and effective component of student learning; it is the 

process by which students are involved actively in academic and social activities inside and 

outside classrooms. For this reason, student engagement cannot be understood, simply, as a 

process dependent on psychological or individual biological and cognitive characteristics and 

structures. The socioeconomic, institutional, and cultural contexts in which students are 

immersed play a significant role in shaping students’ orientations and motivations to retain 

active and learn effectively.  

 

Finally, through reinterpreting concepts proposed by other scholars, and based on findings from 

this study, student engagement can be seen to intersect dynamically with three main strands: 

(a) student agency (prior knowledge, past experiences and interests, future plans, expectancies 

and goals, identity and belonging); (b) institutional cultures (teaching, curriculum, assessment, 

interaction between students and academic staff, quality of resources and infrastructures); and 

(c) social ecologies, spaces and entities (classrooms, home, community; and teachers, peers, 

family, and other social agents). 

 

The analysis presented in this chapter enabled to identify some of the gaps and areas for deeper 

research, including areas that this study is intended to contribute to covering the gaps. These 

gaps are the following: 

 

(a) Lack of structured and systematic definition of student engagement applicable to 

students from under-researched contexts in Global South. 

(b) Insufficient clarity in current conceptualisations and understanding of engagement, 

especially in relation to diverse student population groups.  

(c) Limited knowledge and evidence about how Angolan students in their home country 

and in international contexts are engaged in effective learning. 

(d) Limited data on factors and challenges that influence student engagement in Angola, 

and among students from Global South contexts of higher education. 

(e) Lack of research on how well students engage with professional degree programmes 

particularly in the contexts in analysis, and among international black-African students. 
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Therefore, in response to the above gaps, Angolan students who are enrolled in professional 

degree programmes of Law, Nursing, Engineering, Accounting and Psychology in HEIs in 

Angola, Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom were selected as cases for empirical study.  

 

The review of the central concepts, ideas and studies on student engagement informed the 

definition of two initial research questions namely:  

1. What are the main factors influencing student engagement in effective learning and 

how might the national context affect that?  

2. What are the challenges and barriers students report in their engagement in effective 

learning? 

 

The emphasis on context, a central concern of the theoretical approach adopted for this study, 

requires a more thorough exploration, as I undertake in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER THREE: EXPLORING THE CONTEXT OF THIS RESEARCH. 

STUDYING “AT HOME” AND STUYDING “ABROAD” 

 

Introduction  

 

This chapter presents an analysis of the context of this research on Angolan students studying 

“at home” and “abroad” in their host countries (Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom). The 

analysis includes a review of research on international students and on black African 

international students, plus an overview of research on Angolan students studying abroad. A 

presentation of the migratory patterns of Angolan students, with focus on three countries (Cuba, 

Portugal and the United Kingdom), follows with a presentation of contextual analysis of this 

study, and statistical data and trends related to research on international students, and 

specifically black African international students. These allow us to understand some of the 

features and patterns of Angolan student mobility. The chapter also includes a brief 

characterisation of higher education system in Angola.  

 

3.1. Research on International Students 

 

International students represent a large and significant population of many universities 

worldwide (Harper and Quaye, 2015). In 2017, the number of international students was 

estimated at over 5.3 million, compared to 2 million in 2000 (UNESCO, 2019). According to 

Perkins and Neumayer (2014), as of 2009, the major flows of international students were from 

developing countries to developed countries, especially from the newly industrialising 

economies – NIE8. This accounted for 56 percent of the total of international students. 

However, the flows from developing to developing countries accounted for 18.3 percent, and 

from developed to developed countries 24.6 percent. Interestingly, minimal flows were 

identified between developed to developing countries, representing only 0.9 percent of the 

global flows. The five top receivers of international students are the United States, the United 

Kingdom, Australia, Germany, and France (Harper & Quaye, 2015). 

 
8 The NIEs includes the following countries: Brazil, China, India, Malaysia, Mexico, Philippines, South Africa, Thailand 

and Turkey. 
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International students (i.e. non-domiciled, or non-traditional students) are originally from a vast 

range of countries, cultures, and socioeconomic backgrounds (Manyika, 2001). Though they 

are not a homogenous group (HESA, 2015), research and practices in higher education continue 

to habitually describe and regard international students as a single entity (Hyland, Trahar, 

Anderson & Dickens, 2008). This poses challenges in understanding the distinctness of their 

individual and group characteristics, and in most cases conceals the scale of problems they face 

during their time at university (Andrade, 2006).  

 

An argument exists that international students make a notable financial and scientific 

contribution to the economy and development of hosting countries (Harper and Quaye, 2015; 

Guo and Chase, 2011), and a positive cultural and social contribution. The contribution of 

international students to the US economy in 2016 was estimated in $39.4 billion (UNESCO, 

2019). However, higher education international students continue to face challenges in their 

adaptation and adjustment at universities.  

 

Studies have shown that students pursue higher education abroad for many different reasons. 

For some researchers, it is due to difficulties in accessing education in their home countries 

(Mazzarol & Souter, 2002). For other researchers, it may be related to personal reasons 

(enhancing career prospectus), country image (reputation or stereotypes), city image (location 

and social facilities), institution image (academic reputation, quality and reputation of teaching 

faculty, attractiveness and atmosphere), and the quality of the course (international recognition 

of the degree, costs and availability of financial support) (Cubillo, Sanchez & Cervino, 2006). 

In addition, international students seek for education abroad when they are looking for better 

employment opportunities (Perkins & Neumayer, 2014); the interest to obtain a qualification 

with international recognition (Mpinganjira & Rugimbana, 2009; or for other reasons, such as 

social and economic status, and the perception that other countries have better quality education 

systems (Pimpa, 2003, p. 179). As Maringe and Carter (2007) suggest, local qualifications are 

often considered to hold less prestige than international ones. For that reason, obtaining a 

qualification from an international country became an obsession (Barker, 1997).  
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Furthermore, international students seek education abroad for other reasons linked to economic 

wealth, the world economy, home country availability of opportunities, and for the cultural and 

political relations between the host and the home countries (McMahon, 1992). While students’ 

preferences are of interest, so are the larger conditions for their mobility – such as arrangements 

between countries, compulsive recruitment strategies by some countries, and colonial relations. 

According to Eten (2017, pp. 52-54), migrant flows from the global South to the North are 

created by underlying factors such as armed conflicts in some parts of the world, globalisation, 

and colonial heritage. Since most international students are on scholarships from governments 

or international funders, their mobility cannot be conceived solely of their own choosing.  

 

While international students arguably bring their language, culture and educational 

backgrounds which help enrich educational environments for their peers in the host countries 

(Guo & Jamal, 2007), international media have been playing a role in disseminating numerous 

myths that underwrite attitudes and policies against immigration in Northern countries (Eten, 

2017). The prejudice is intersectional, particularly to those of African descent, who are 

“subjected to racism, discrimination and xenophobia” within the European countries; 

recognition of which was formalised within the EU resolution for institutional “protection from 

this unequal treatment, both as individuals and as a group” (European Commission [EC], 

2017).  

 

Afrophobic attitudes and policies may influence the overall conditions and accommodation of 

international students in host countries. In such a complex process of adaptation to the 

environment and structural conditions – whether rejection, indifference, or acceptance – 

international students end up defining their own spatial strategies, seeking to appropriate 

different forms of “symbolic” and “cultural” capital, mostly with the aim of enhancing their 

academic qualifications and labour market prospects and earnings (Perkins & Neumayer, 

2014). It is perhaps in recognition of such agency that the capacity to develop appropriate 

support systems, is anticipated as one of the solutions to international students’ adaptation in 

contexts abroad (Andrade, 2006; Mullins et al., 1995; Hayes, 1994; Zhao, Kuh,  & Carini 

(2005). 
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Challenges and Problems Faced by International Students 

 

Several studies have investigated the challenges international students face in their integration 

and adjustment to higher education abroad. Harper and Quaye (2015) identified challenges that 

international students face related to mastering language; social isolation; handling cultural 

norms; costs and visa procedures; food tastes; the social “shock”; and discrimination. This is 

confirmed in a study conducted at a U.S. university by Gartman (2016) which report the same 

challenges identified by Harper and Quaye. Similarly, challenges related to language, social 

isolation and discrimination are reported by Li and Kaye (1998), Pritchard and Skinner (2002), 

and Wilton and Constantine (2003). These problems are said to lead to extreme stress and 

depression (Chen, 1999; Constantine, Okazaki & Utsey, 2004). A study conducted in Canada, 

reports that international students experience isolation, alienation, marginalisation, and low 

self-esteem (Guo and Chase, 2011). These challenges are also identified in studies carried out 

in New Zealand (Campbell & Li, 2008), Australia (Ryan & Viete, 2009) and in Singapore 

(McClure, 2007).  

 

According to Mwara (2008) and Hyams-Ssekasi et al. (2014), non-domestic students and older 

international students have more problems in adjusting to university than younger or 

“traditional” age students. In addition, major difficulties are reported in establishing social 

networks (Bartram, 2007; Tompson & Tompson, 1996), and loneliness and fear of not fitting 

into the new context (Tompson & Tompson, 1996). A study in Australia by Sawir, Marginson, 

Deumert, Nyland and Ramia (2008) found that at least two thirds of international students who 

participated in their study reported that they had experienced problems of loneliness and/or 

isolation. Three kinds of loneliness were identified in this research: personal loneliness (loss 

of contacts with families); social loneliness (loss of social contacts and networks); and cultural 

loneliness (absence of the favoured cultural and/or linguistic environment).  

 

Harper and Quaye (2015, pp. 108-109) also include “racial balkanisation” and “self-imposed 

campus enclaves” as other forms of social isolation. Mullins, Quintrell and Hancock (1995) 

found that when international students were asked which aspects of their programmes they 

would like to see modified, they repeated asked for more opportunities to meet local students. 

Although such a desire to interact and be friends with local students and members of the local 
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host community exists, international students are generally confronted with situations where 

they are compelled to interact only with other foreign students.  

 

All these findings are highly relevant to the context of this study on Angolan student 

engagement, as students reported such experiences of isolation, loneliness, alienation, and 

marginalisation. The challenges and barriers faced by international students are investigated in 

this study through research question three (see Chapter 6, Section 6.5., p. 191). 

 

Lastly, Wang (2009) presented an extensive review of studies of problems international 

students face in their adjustment to university. This includes a major review of literature 

conducted by Spaulding and Flack (1976) and a review conducted by Lee, Abd-Ella and Burks 

(1981). These large-scale studies systematically reviewed the literature on adjustment-related 

variables. Among the variables are age, gender, region or country, parents’ educational 

background. In relation to parents’ background, for example, it is found that students from 

prominent, well-educated families adapted better to U.S. society (Pruitt, 1978; Surdam & 

Collins, 1984). In addition, Hull (1978) posited that students from urban areas adjusted better 

than those from rural backgrounds.  

 

3.2. Research on Black African International students 

 

In this study about engagement of Angolan students studying “at home” and “abroad”, there is 

a particular concern regarding the specificity of the indicators of student agency and identity, 

linked to belonging and social integration, that may have a substantial impact on student 

engagement. In the host contexts where the participating Angolan students are immersed (i.e. 

Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom), they are a racial and cultural minority. Therefore, it 

can be anticipated that they might experience specific circumstances that challenge their overall 

involvement in higher education. For this reason, it was deemed important to also examine 

previous studies on black African international students9.  

 
9 A distinction is necessary here to specify that in this study, “black African international students” refers to black Africans, 
and not just to Africans, as not all Africans are black. The clarification is limited to Africans of black skin or mestizos that are 
commonly from Sub-Saharan Africa. This designation does not also include black students from countries outside Africa, who 
would fall within more broad categories of people of African descent. Considerable scholarship has been undertaken on race, 
ethnicity and higher education in the UK and USA, for instance, which are briefly touched upon within this review. 



 

 

72 

 

 

Within the commonly defined group of international students, there is a group designated in 

the UK literature as “Black, Asian Minority Ethnic” (BAME), or as “black African 

international students” in the U.S. literature. Various studies have been conducted that show 

the challenges faced by these particular group of students to their integration at university. For 

instance, in the UK context of higher education, studies confirm that black African international 

students face challenges related to financial pressures and experience difficulties to integrate 

in the universities’ culture, leading to feeling disillusioned and sceptical about the value of an 

international education (Hyams-Ssekasi, Mushibwe, & Caldwell, 2014; Caldwell, & Hyams-

Ssekasi, 2016). Studies in the U.S. report that black African international students face greater 

amounts of prejudice and discrimination than do other groups of international students (Boafo-

Arthur, 2014; Hanassab, 2006; Lee & Opio, 2011).  

 

Although few studies examine particularly the experiences of this group of black African 

international students (Boafo-Arthur, 2014; Cotton, Joyner, George, & Cotton, 2016), some 

research suggests that the experience of adjustment to higher education for black African 

international students may be dissimilar from the experiences of those from other continents 

(Warren & Constantine, 2007; Constantine, Okazaki & Utsey, 2004; Constantine, Anderson, 

Berkel, & Caldwell, 2005; Constantine, Wilton, & Caldwell, 2003). Boafo-Arthur (2014) 

found that some of the most notable concerns for black African international students are 

problems related to prejudice and discrimination, which may influence the experience of 

acculturative stress. These problems may diverge among these students as they are from 

different countries and have different cultural heritages and social capital.  

 

The experience of culture shock refers to feelings of discomfort experienced by individuals 

who try to adjust to life in a new culture (Oberg, 1960). Studies reveal that international 

students experience culture shock (e.g. Constantine et al. 2005). Such experience can be 

expressed through feelings such as confusion about their role and identity, alienation, feeling 

rejected or discriminated against by peers or members of the community of the new culture, 

separation through loss of social networking, and anxiety about fitting into the new culture 

(Mori 2000; Oberg, 1960). Constantine et al. (2005) confirm the above findings and reported 

that these experiences of confusion, alienation, and discrimination in African international 
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students are inflicted by American students and from international students from other 

continents. 

 

Acculturative stress (Lee & Opio, 2011) is manifested when students confront changes in the 

culture during their integration into a new culture that are experienced with greater levels of 

conflict. Such experiences “are judged to be problematic, but controllable and surmountable” 

(Berry, 1997, p. 19). According to Lee and Opio (2011), black international students can have 

acculturative experiences that are mostly related to the lack of hospitality shown by their host 

institutions (and host communities), rather than to students’ individual deficiencies. Black 

African international students (and international students of colour) can suffer doubled for 

being international students and for being black. These occurs as they are often be 

discriminated against by their race, language, accent, culture, or they suffer stereotypes about 

their countries of origin.  

 

3.3. Research on Angolan Students Studying Abroad 

 

In a study by Faria (2011) on the academic diaspora of Angolan students to Portuguese higher 

education, different aspects were examined related to space mobility, the confrontation 

between individual projects and structural (historical) constraints of action, and the 

construction of a diasporic identity. This research also gauged the value attributed to academic 

capital in the construction of family trajectories. Faria questioned the representation of “elites” 

and their vision of the future, especially in relation to the students’ return to their country after 

obtaining a diploma. Faria contended that Portugal currently is one important point where 

Angolan students seek for education. The presence of Angolan students in Portugal results 

from the long-established cultural connection between Angola and Portugal and it is part of the 

transactional process where students redefine their notions of the “other” and the “self”. The 

study concluded that Angolan students take advantage of the academic capital acquired in 

Portugal and value their experience. According to Faria, a distinguished characteristic found in 

Angolan students studying in Portugal is related to their sense of responsibility and 

commitment. 
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Neto (2019), in a study on the subjective well-being of international students attending 

universities in Portugal, examined the subjective well-being of Angolan students who attended 

universities in Portugal. He used a control group of native-born Portuguese students. The study 

concluded that Angolan students revealed lower levels of well-being and higher levels of 

academic satisfaction compared to Portuguese students.  

 

Liberato (2012) developed a series of studies on Angolan students studying in Portugal and 

Brazil. Her study revealed that the adaptation and integration of students in Portugal and Brazil 

depended on individuals’ social and cultural capital, but above all on economic capital. Both 

in Portugal and Brazil, the adaptation of students in these countries proved difficult, and several 

constraints were pointed out: economic and financial difficulties; difficulties resulting from 

cultural differences and sociability issues; and feeling targets of racism. Liberato concluded 

that respondents recognised the importance of their education and of the interaction with 

different people with different ideas and cultures.  

 

Faria and Elias (2017) conducted a study on self-knowledge as a competence for life among 

Angolan students in Portugal. The researchers analysed the vocational interests, personality 

factors, stress symptoms, coping strategies, and general health of Angolan students living in 

Portugal. The study involved Angolan students, male and female, aged between 17 and 20. It 

identified similarities, according to gender, in the structure of interests, with statistically 

significant differences in artistic interests in favour of women. The results show that Angolan 

women appear to suffer from depression more and to have more symptoms of cognitive and 

physiological stress than men. The data also showed that there seemed to be an association 

between cognitive symptoms and depression, as well as coping strategies focused on individual 

depression.  

 

3.4. Migratory Patterns of Angolan Student Mobility – Data and Trends 

 

The war in the country (1961-2002) and the need for political, economic, and social 

transformations in Angola influenced the shape of higher education in the country and triggered 

an increment in student mobility (Carvalho, 2011; Liberato, 2012). According to Liberato 

(2012) the lack of training opportunities in Angola, as well as the inability to affirm Angolan 
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higher education in national, regional and international contexts, have led to an increase in 

student mobility over recent decades. For these reasons, many Angolan students had fled the 

country seeking better education and social valorisation of a qualification obtained abroad. 

 

According to IOM (2009), the conflict in Angola has had a major impact on emigration 

decisions. Many other factors should be analysed: (a) violence, instability, limited labour, and 

limited educational opportunities; (b) the decline in social and economic conditions and living 

standards; and (c) the linguistic and cultural proximity, family support and social networks in 

the colonial country of Portugal. Migration has similarly impacted on the ‘brain drain’ of 

African intellectuals and academics across the continent (Zeleza, & Foulds, 2014). 

 

Data extracted by the current author from the UNESCO Institute of Statistics in 2018 [UIS.Stat] 

shows that Angola is not a hosting country for international students; it is mainly a sender or 

exporter of students. The number of Angolan students studying abroad more than doubled from 

6,172 in 1998 to 13,814 in 2017. In the last 20 years, nearly 186,579 students attended HEIs 

worldwide. This increase in the number of Angolan students is proportional to the increase of 

students from Sub-Saharan countries studying abroad, which rose from 163,079 in 1998 to 

383,559 in 2017 (Table 2). 

 

Table 2 Number of Angolan Students Studying Abroad Compared to Total numbers of Students from 

Sub-Saharan Countries (1998-2017) 
 

Year No. Students from Angola  
No. Students from  

Sub-Saharan Africa  

1998 6,172 163,079 

1999 6,322 169,924 

2000 6,353 185,109 

2001 6,924 196,668 

2002 7,104 219,669 

2003 7,900 240,771 

2004 8,104 241,667 

2005 9,116 250,345 

2006 9,419 259,237 

2007 10,588 272,694 

2008 7,885 282,820 

2009 9,307 295,795 

2010 9,521 308,329 

2011 9,861 329,031 

2012 9,460 301,917 

2013 10,322 308,992 

2014 11,871 340,776 

2015 12,564 364,610 

2016 13,972 383,340 

2017 13,814 383,559 

 Estimated Total 186,579 5,498,332 

Source: UNESCO UIS.Stat. (2019), data extracted on 26 Nov 2019. 
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The UNESCO source shows that in 2014, for example, Angola was among the four African 

countries with the largest number of students studying abroad, following Nigeria with 71,351, 

Egypt with 27,970, Zimbabwe with 16,563, and ahead of Ghana with 11,116. The main 

destination countries for Angolan students were Brazil, Portugal, the US, Namibia, South 

Africa, DRC, Cuba, the United Kingdom, Italy, France, Spain, and Ukraine. This study covers 

three of these main destination countries, Cuba, Portugal, and the UK. See Table 3.  

 

Table 3 Comparison of Indicators of Student Mobility in Africa in year 2014 

 Angola DRC 
Mozam 

bique 
Zimbabwe Nigeria Ghana 

South 

Africa 
Libya Egypt 

No. of Students Abroad 11,121 8,205 2,002 16,563 71,351 11,116 7,395 8,209 27,970 

No. of Internat. Students Hosted N/A 5,214 582 633 N/A 17,821 42,594 N/A 47,815 

Outbound Mobility ratio 4.2 1.4 1.3 12.2 N/A 2.7 0.7 N/A 0.9 

Gross Outbound Enrolment ratio 0.5 0.1 0.1 1.0 0.4 0.4 0.1 1.5 0.3 

Inbound Mobility ratio N/A 1.2 0.4 0.5 N/A 4.3 4.2 N/A 1.9 

UIS.Stat. (2014) data extracted in March 2017 from http://uis.unesco.org/en/uis-student-flow 

 

The analysis of African student mobility, and particularly Angolan student mobility, shows that 

most of the destination countries are no longer the former “colonisers”, or countries with shared 

linguistic background. Students from Lusophone or Francophone countries, for example, are 

seeking English-speaking countries as their main destination, traveling to the USA and the 

United Kingdom to acquire academic qualifications. These are the two largest markets for 

international students, up until now. In the case of Angolans, statistics for 2014 reveal that 

those who migrated attended HEIs in 86 different countries in the world, mostly in the USA, 

Latin and Central America (36 percent), and Europe (35 percent). 

 

Data from the Angolan Government Report on Scholarships (Memorando Sobre a Gestão das 

Bolsas de Estudo Externas), issued by the Ministry of Higher Education on 31 March 2016, 

shows that in 2015, the Angolan Institute for Scholarships (INAGBE) controlled over 5,598 

students studying abroad – directly supported by the Angolan government. The main 

destination countries were Cuba, Russia, Portugal, Algeria and the United Kingdom. Of these, 

2,123 were female students (38 percent). See Table 4. 

  

http://uis.unesco.org/en/uis-student-flow
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Table 4 Data on Angolan Students’ Mobility (extracted by this research from UNESCO, UIS, 2017 and 

from MES, 2016) 
Country No. of students 

From UNESCO Database 

No. of students from Angolan 

Government Report (MES, 2016) 

Brazil 2,283 - 

Portugal 2,121 349 

USA 1,278 - 

Namibia 956 - 

South Africa 826 - 

Algeria - 260 

Rep. Democratic of Congo 648 - 

Cuba 566 2,378 

Ukraine 447 - 

Russia 401 1,519 

United Kingdom 302 146 

Other countries 1,293 691 

Total 11,121 5,343 

 

Source: by the author, extracted from the UNESCO, 2017 Institute of Statistics, Global Flow of Tertiary-Level Student – 

available at http://uis.unesco.org/en/uis-student-flow and the MES, 2017 

 

In the following sections, I focus specifically on the three ‘host’ contexts selected for this study.  

 

3.4.1. Angolan Students Studying in Cuba 

 

Since the 1960s, Cuba has organised an extensive assistance program to low-income states 

under the South-South international cooperation and solidarity principles (Hickling-Hudson, 

Gonzalez & Preston, 2012). Since the 1970s, Cuba has also made an enormous contribution to 

teaching international students from primary to tertiary education. Prior to the 1990s, Cuba’s 

educational assistance included a vast scholarship programme that produced large numbers of 

medical and education specialists. It is estimated that by 2009, about 50,000 international 

students had graduated from secondary or tertiary education in Cuba from over 120 countries 

and had studied with full scholarships (Martin-Sabina, 2010).  

 

A report on South-South cooperation by the United Nations Office of the Special Adviser to 

Africa (2004) recognised the active role played by Cuba in providing education programmes 

for African students in Cuba. This source reports that from 1961 to 2002, an estimated 29,106 

African students graduated from Cuba’s higher education system.  

 

http://uis.unesco.org/en/uis-student-flow
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According to Zeigler (1995), the number of graduates from universities in Cuba is lower, at an 

estimated 16,500. Limitations to available data mean only estimates can be provided. 

Meanwhile, it is worth noting that a massive programme of training was developed in the Isle 

of Youth (Isla de la Juventud) in Cuba in the 1980s and 1990s with thousands of students from 

Portuguese African colonies – Angola, Mozambique, Sao Tome, Guinea Bissau – from 

Namibia, Ethiopia, Zimbabwe, Ghana, Congo, South Africa, Western Sahara, and from Latin-

American Nicaragua, Bolivia and Ecuador, were trained in secondary schools and at university 

or technical colleges (Zeigler, 1995). These covered areas of mathematics and sciences, and 

include students from Zimbabwe, Angola, and Namibia. In 2007-08, 2,481 international 

students graduated from Cuban HEIs (Zeigler, 1995, p. 27). 

 

The programme of cooperation between Angola and Cuba included extensive military 

assistance to Angola and was also linked to this vast educational programme. It is estimated 

that over 450,000 Cuban troops (approximately 5 percent of the entire Cuban population) went 

to Angola over a 15-year period (1975 to 1990) to provide military assistance to the country 

during the war against South Africa and the internal civil war against UNITA. A further civilian 

mission is estimated to have comprised 50,000 Cubans to support Angola’s educational and 

health programmes (George, 2005; Hatzky, 2008). Cuba’s education programme in Angola is 

known as Cuba’s largest-ever international educational mission (Hatzky, 2008). 

 

I could not find a specific source that stated the exact number of Angolan students to graduate 

from higher education in Cuba. From my knowledge, as a former student in Cuba from 1979 

to 1999, we know that on average, from 1975 to 198910, more than 500 Angolans were sent 

annually to Cuba to complete education in many different areas. In 2017, during fieldwork for 

data collection for this research, one representative of the Embassy reported 2,771 students 

enrolled in HEIs in that year. The numbers had decreased compared to previous years. 

According to data from the Institute of Scholarship (INAGBE), in 2016, the number of Angolan 

students studying in Cuba was estimated at 2,800. Estimates suggest that from 1977 to 1991, 

more than 1,000 Angolan students were sent annually to the Isle of Youth (Isla de La Juventud). 

 
10 The process of sending young Angolans to Cuba, particularly to the Isle of Youth (Isla de la Juventud) was part of the 

MPLA programme of training Angolans. Students were attending international secondary schools called ESBECs – Escuelas 

Secondarias Basicas en el Campo. This process was interrupted, or started diminishing, from 1989, when the beginning of 

“period especial” and the end of Perestroika in the Soviet Union, affected the cooperation between Cuba and the USSR. 
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These students were young children who studied in Cuba, some of them staying there for more 

than ten years. 

 

In a recent interview, the Cuban Ambassador to Angola pointed out that, as of 2019, more than 

2,000 Cubans worked in the 18 Angolan provinces, 800 in health and 1,093 in education (Jornal 

de Angola, 2019). On the other hand, the Ambassador highlighted that, to date, at least 8,000 

Angolans have graduated in Cuba and are currently offering their services in Angola, and more 

than 2,000 young Angolans are currently studying in Cuba in different areas.  

 

3.4.2. Angolan Students in Portugal (1969 to 2012) 

 

The number of students in higher education in Portugal rose from 30,000 in the1960s to 81,582 

in 1978 (Pedreira, 2012). In 2019, the number of enrolled students reached 385,247 (DGES, 

2019). The majority of students (316,189) are enrolled in public HEIs, nearly 82.1 percent, in 

contrast to 69,058 enrolled in private HEIs (17.9 percent). About 25 percent of adults (aged 25 

to 64) in Portugal have attained higher education, compared to a 40 percent average in OECD 

countries. The tertiary attainment rate in 2018 was 35 percent for the group aged 25 to 34, 

which is considerably higher than the attainment rate among 55- to 64-year-olds (OECD, 

2019).  

 

The number of international students in Portugal was 17,066 in 2018-19, representing 4.4 

percent of the total of students enrolled (DGES, 2019). Students from the Community of 

Portuguese Speaking Countries (CPLP)11 represent the highest number of international students 

enrolled in higher education in Portugal. From 1995 to 2012, there was a growth of 7.9 percent 

in students from the CPLP, increasing from 4,036 students to 14,870 (or even 16,019, counting 

students in international mobility programs for short periods of three and six months). In 2012-

13 the number of international students reached 30,800. This data is from the Inquérito ao 

Registo de Alunos Inscritos e Diplomados do Ensino Superior (DGEEC/MEC, 2012/13; 

Eurostat, 2011).  

 
11 The CPLP integrates the following countries: Portugal, Angola, Brazil, Cape Verde, Guinea Bissau, Mozambique, São Tomé 

and Principe and East Timor.   
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Students from countries that make up the CPLP represent the largest group among international 

students attending higher education in Portugal (Pedreira, Roriz & Duarte, 2012). The number 

of students from CPLP countries enrolled in higher education in Portugal ranged from 13,511 

in 2006-07 to 14,870 in 2011-12. According to Pedreira, Roriz and Duarte (2012), the highest 

numbers of enrolled students are originally from Angola, Cape Verde and Brazil. However, the 

number of students from Cape Verde has been decreasing over time, while there is an increase 

in Brazilian students. 

 

Moreover, it seems important to understand the migratory flows between Angola and Portugal. 

According to Grassi and Vivet (2015), the migratory flows between Angola and Portugal have 

historically been very significant. This process has been greatly facilitated by historical, 

linguistic and cultural ties. For instance, in 2012, at least 22.6 percent (94,267) of foreigners in 

Portugal (out of a total of 417,042 legal residents) were citizens of former Portuguese colonies 

(SEF, 2010). The history of migration to Portugal from former colonial countries has 

significant moments. First, the migratory flow dates back to the 1960s and the struggles for 

independence in the colonial countries, where a group of Angolan students, for example, 

arrived in Portugal to be trained at Portuguese universities.  

 

A second moment occurred between 1975 and the mid-1980s, after independence in former 

Portuguese African colonies, when an extensive movement of so-called “returnees” 

(Lubkemann, 2003; Ovalle-Bahamón, 2003) brought back to Portugal hundreds of thousands 

of people including Portuguese national and migrant families. The third moment is attributed 

to the migratory cycle that emerged with Portugal’s entry into the European Economic 

Community in 1986. During this period, there was an increased demand for labour for 

infrastructure projects in Portugal.  

 

The most intense period of Angolan migration occurred during the 1990s and early 2000s, due 

to the resumption of the war and the failure of peace agreements (the Bicesse and Lusaka peace 

processes). Some of the migrants were children of the elite and the middle class in Angola, 

who fled compulsory military service. They migrated mostly to continue their education, but 
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some were unskilled migrants who took on construction and cleaning jobs (Grassi & Vivet, 

2015).  

 

The presence of Angolan students in Portugal dates from a period before Angolan 

independence. During the colonial period, higher education was a privilege for some Angolans 

who were able to travel to Portugal to study (Carvalho, 2011). From 1961 to 1969, the number 

of Angolans studying in higher education in Portugal was higher than the number of students 

enrolled in their home country (Liberato, 2012). Only in 1970 did the number of Angolan 

students in universities in Portugal start to decrease, compared to an increase in the number of 

students in Angola. This could be interpreted as a signal of a possible increase in investments 

by the Portuguese authorities in higher education in Angola, influenced by political pressures 

from the movement for liberation.  

 

Table 5 presents the number of students enrolled in HEIs in Portugal and in Angola, during 

the period before independence.  

 
Table 5 Number of Angolans Enrolled in higher education in Portugal and in Angola (1961-1973) 

Year 
Angolan students 

in universities in Portugal 

Angolan students enrolled in the University in 

Angola (Estudos Gerais de Angola) 

1961/62 855 -  

1962/63 896 -  

1963/64 839 286 

1964/65 951 418 

1965/66 1,035 477 

1966/67 1,065 607 

1967/68 1,200 827 

1968/69 1,172 1,074 

1969/70 1,305 1,570 

1970/71 1,297 2,088 

1971/72 1,345 2,435 

1972/73 1,337  - 
 

Source: Anuario Estatistico do Ultramar e Anuario Estatistico da Provincia de Angola (cited by Liberato, 2012) 

 

In 2008-09 Angola was the country of the Portuguese speaking countries community (CPLP) 

with the largest number of students studying in Portugal (Pedreira, 2012). More recently, Brazil 

accounts for a higher number of students in Portugal, representing more than 40 percent of the 

total enrolment of the CPLP. The number of students from Mozambique has declined from 11 

percent to 4.5 percent in 2012 (Pedreira, 2012). More recently, there has been an increase in 

the number of students from Europe and the Americas (mainly Brazil), along with a steady 

growth, but on a smaller scale, in Asian students.  
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3.4.3. Angolan Students in the United Kingdom 

 

The total number of non-UK students studying in the UK in 2017-18 was 458,490. The largest 

number of non-UK-domiciled students were from China, with 106,530 (31 percent). African 

students accounted for 27,815 (6 percent) in 2018. These were mostly from nine countries; 

Nigeria has the higher number, 10,540 (38 percent) of the total (HESA, 2019). See Table 6.  

 

There has been a small decrease in the number of first-year non-UK-domiciled students from 

Africa during academic years between 2006-07 and 2017-18. African students attending HEIs 

in the United Kingdom in 2009-10 totalled 20,310, which reduced to 13,080 in 2017-18. 

 
Table 6 Number of African Students in HEIs in the United Kingdom in 2017-18, (extracted by this 

researcher from HESA, 2019).  

 Country Number of students Percent 

Angola 760 2.73 

Egypt 2,570 9.24 

Ghana 1,475 5.30 

Kenya 2,195 7.89 

Libya 745 2.68 

Mauritius 1,050 3.77 

Nigeria 10,540 37.89 

South Africa 1,495 5.37 

Zimbabwe 950 3.42 

Other countries in Africa 6,035 21.70 

Total 27,815 100.00 

 

The number of Angolan students attending HEIs in the United Kingdom increased to 760 in 

2017-19. This represents an increase on 2016-17, when only 360 students were attending HEIs. 

The largest numbers of Angolan students are enrolled at Coventry University, the University 

of Oxford, Glasgow Caledonian University, and the University of Liverpool.  

 

Table 7 for the number of Angolan students studying in HEIs in the United Kingdom. 
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Table 7 Number of Angolan students in HEIs in United Kingdom 2017/2018 (extracted by this researcher 

from HESA, 2019). 
 

 

HE Provider 

  

Number of Angolan 

Students enrolled  
1 The University of Aberdeen 35 

2 Anglia Ruskin University 10 

3 Aston University 10 

4 Queen's University Belfast 15 

5 The University of Birmingham 10 

6 The University of Brighton 35 

7 City, University of London 10 

8 Coventry University 45 

9 University of Derby 15 

10 The University of Exeter 15 

11 Glasgow Caledonian University 45 

12 The University of Glasgow 10 

13 The University of Huddersfield 10 

14 Kingston University 15 

15 The University of Leeds 20 

16 Liverpool John Moores University 10 

17 The University of Liverpool 40 

18 London South Bank University 15 

19 Newcastle University 25 

20 University of Nottingham 15 

21 The Nottingham Trent University 10 

22 Oxford Brookes University 15 

23 The University of Oxford 40 

24 The University of Portsmouth 25 

25 The Robert Gordon University 15 

26 The University of Sheffield 10 

27 Solent University 15 

28 The University of Stirling 10 

29 The University of Surrey 10 

30 Swansea University 10 

31 University of the West of England, Bristol 20 

32 The University of Westminster 15 

  Other universities 160 

  Total 760 

 

3.5. Angola: Context, Socioeconomic Reality and Challenges 

 

Angola is situated on the west coast of Southern Africa with a population of 25,789,024 and a 

surface area of about 1,246,700 sq. km, which is five times bigger than the United Kingdom, 

but with a very low demographic density of 20.6 people per km² (Instituto Nacional de 

Estatistica [INE, 2015]. The majority of the population is female, 100 women for 94 men, and 

extremely young, with 65 percent of the population below the age of 24. This represents a very 

important challenge for education and social policies in general. Almost half of the population 

47.2 percent, is aged 0-14 years, 50.3 percent are 15-64 and only 2.3 percent is over 64 years 

(INE, 2015). Portuguese is the language most spoken, with 71.2 percent of the population using 

Portuguese as the official language and their main means of communication. Among the other 
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languages are Umbundu, 23 percent; Kikongo, 8.2 percent; Kimbundu, 7.8 percent; and 

Chokwe, 6.5 percent.  

 

There are four major problems in Angola that need to be considered when conducting research 

or scrutinizing Angolan’s people reality and context. These problems were analysed in detail 

in a report by the World Bank (2018). First, there is a high dependence on oil revenues with 

international macroeconomic and fiscal imbalances in oil prices, which obstructs sustainable 

development and poverty reduction. Second, a weak private sector that is largely unable to 

contribute to economic growth and poverty reduction. Third, social exclusion which maintain 

the marginalisation of poor people. Fourth, weak governance systems which contribute to 

unsatisfactory policy outcomes. In addition to these problems, one could include the high level 

of imports, which increases living costs for the majority of the population; and poor governance 

systems and human capital, that increases the need for capacity development and training and 

for better accountability, transparency and anti-corruption policies and practices. 

 

The problems in Angolan’s economy have been associated with the “resource curse” or 

“paradox of plenty” thesis which considers that developing countries with large amounts of 

natural resources (e.g. oil), frequently do not achieve sustainable economic development. This 

is related mostly to the unpredictability of oil revenues which is believed to encourage 

mismanagement, corruption, and authoritarian governments (Hammond, 2011). This is 

supported by Ross (2015), who claims that there is robust evidence that mineral wealth has a 

harmful effect on governance in low- and middle-income countries. 

 

The above-mentioned problems affect the provision of quality social services, prompting 

inequalities and disparities in access to education, health, transport, and other social services. 

For example, in relation to infrastructure, only 11 percent of the population has access to 

running tap water at their homes, and this is even worse in rural areas, where only 3 percent of 

the population has running water; in urban areas this raises to 51 percent (INE, 2015). Only 17 

percent of classified and urban roads are paved in a country where more than 70 percent of the 

road network was highly damaged during the civil war (World Bank, 2018). In general, access 

to information, communications, and technology (ICT) remains very low. Only 38 percent of 

the population has a cell phone, 10 percent has access to the internet and only 10 percent has 
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access to a computer; only 32 percent of the population in the whole country has access to 

electricity (INE, 2015). Despite its huge agriculture potential estimated in 57.4 million hectares 

of agricultural land, only about 8-14 percent of land is currently being used. Reasons for that 

are said to be related to poor road infrastructure, lack of mechanisation, and poor markets 

(World Bank, 2018); plus, landmines inherited from the war and limit access to financing 

schemes for small farmers. Not surprisingly, nearly a third of Angolans still live in poverty 

(Ibidem).  

 

Delving on the economic impact in families, it is known that despite an apparent increase in 

the GDP per capita from 2000 to 2014 (from US$ 2,293 (PPP) to US$ 4,164), Angola’s 

economy did not produce effective development and did not reduce poverty. The level of 

poverty remains similar to few years ago, though, it is reported a reduction in the proportion of 

people living below US$ 1.90, from 32.3 percent (2000) to 28.0 percent (in 2014). 

Nevertheless, the absolute number of poor people in Angola increased from 4.9 million to 6.7 

million from 2000 to 2014 (World Bank, 2018).  

 

3.6. Characteristics of the Higher Education System 

 

The history of higher education in Angola, according to Santos (1970), should be traced back 

to the 18th century, specifically in 1791 with the foundation of the “Medical School of 

Luanda”. In 1844, the Medical School was replaced by a Medical Institute, which expanded 

its interventions to include the disciplines of anatomy and physiology, clinical medicine, 

surgical clinic, pathology, therapeutics and hygiene, and pharmacy.  

 

However, most literature show that higher education system in Angola has about half century 

of existence. The longest-established university, currently renamed to the “Universidade 

Agostinho Neto” (UAN), was created in 1962 by colonial authorities as the “Estudos Gerais 

Universitários de Angola”, according to the Legislative Diploma No. 3235, from the Governor-

General of Angola, in the same time it was created in Mozambique (Carvalho, 2012; Kandingi, 

2015; Langa, 2014).  
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Notable changes in higher education occurred from 1975 to 1992. Higher education, as in other 

African countries, was marked by the influence of the independence movement. In Angola, 

independence occurred in 1975, some years later than the wave of independence in other 

African countries (in 1960s), and it was followed by the establishment of the socialist regime 

and a surge of political changes linked to the Cold War. During this period, there was an 

expansion of access to higher education that was nonetheless provided by only one university, 

with campuses in some of the provinces.  

 

A massive expansion of higher education has happened since 2000, with the introduction of 

multi-partyism, the establishment of democracy, the privatisation and liberalisation of the 

economy, and the end of the armed conflict in 2002. Private HEIs were created from 1992; the 

first private higher education institution was the Catholic University of Angola (UCAN), 

created in 1992, but which started operations in 1999. This was followed by the creation of the 

Universidade Lusíada de Angola (ULA), the Instituto Superior Privado de Angola (ISPRA) in 

1999, and the Universidade Jean Piaget in 2000 (Carvalho, 2012).  In 2009, seven new public 

universities of regional scope were created from the partition of Universidade Agostinho Neto, 

which maintained its operations only in Luanda and in the province of Bengo. The colleges, 

institutes and schools in other provinces that were allocated to UAN began to be assigned to 

the six newly created public universities.  

 

The scenery of growth in higher education system in Angola can be demonstrated through the 

increase in the number of enrolled students from 1964 to 2018, explaining a rise from 531 to 

261,214, representing a 492-fold increase. This substantial expansion occurred mostly from 

2002, after the end of the civil war and the establishment of the peace and reconciliation process 

(see Figure 8). During 2002-11, the average growth in the number of students per year was 

30.7 percent (Carvalho, 2012).  

 

According to Carvalho (2012), three main factors influenced such growth in access to higher 

education. First, the end of the civil war and the consequent increase in budget allocations for 

higher education. Second, the expansion of higher education to the provinces, through the split 

of the Agostinho Neto University into seven public state HEIs at regional and provincial levels. 

Third, the liberalisation of the economy and of higher education by the creation of private HEIs. 
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Figure 8 Expansion of Higher Education in Angola – 1964 to 2017 

 

Sources: Carvalho, Kajibanga and Heimer (2003); Carvalho (2012); MES (2015); MESCTI (2017; 2018) 

 

The gross enrolment rate in higher education in 2017 was estimated in 7.41 percent and the net 

enrolment rate was very low, estimated in 2.7 percent. Only 95,297 students enrolled were in 

the ages 18-24, against a general population in the same ages estimated in 3,527,379 

(Ministério do Ensino Superior, Ciência, Tecnologia e Inovação [MESCTI], 2018). As 

represented in Figure 8 above, the total number of enrolments accounted for 261,214 students, 

of whom 45.2 percent are female (MESCTI, 2018), lower than the average for Sub-Saharan 

African countries, with 51 percent of enrolled students female and 49 percent male (Kotecha, 

2012).  

 

In this same year (2017), a total of 72 HEIs operated in the country, from which 47 were private 

institutions (65.3 percent) and 25 were public institutions (34.7 percent). The entire system 

comprised 18 universities (10 private), 49 higher institutes (37 private), 4 technical and 

vocational colleges (all public), and one academia (public)12. Despite a lower percentage of 

public or state-owned HEIs, compared to private ones, Angola is among the countries in 

Southern Africa with the highest numbers of enrolments in public higher education. 

Approximately 1.3 million students are enrolled in public universities across the Sub Saharan 

 
12 Comparing to Zimbabwe, in 2018 there were 24 registered universities, 14 public and 10 private. However, five of the 12 

polytechnics, three of the 15 teachers’ colleges and over 100 public and private colleges offer degree programmes, though in 

association with registered universities (Garwe & Thondhlana, 2019). 
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Africa. South Africa enrols the largest number of students in public HEIs (826,817). This is 

followed by the DRC (70,564), Mozambique (57,130) and Angola (47,353) (Kotecha, 2012).  

 

HEIs in Angola deliver academic programmes approved by the Council of Ministers, according 

to the law, from higher certificates (named bacharelatos), and bachelor’s degrees (named 

licenciaturas), masters and doctorate degrees. Extrapolating estimates for Sub-Saharan Africa, 

probably, only one percent of students in higher education attend doctorate programmes and 

eight percent or less are enrolled in master’s degree programmes13 (United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2019). Consequently, the higher 

education system is primarily centred on undergraduate programmes’ delivery, and it is 

considerably focused on teaching.  

 

According to Fonteyne and Langa (2017), this system is still relatively weak in knowledge 

production and is focused on coping with the demand for teaching and learning, struggling to 

keep an acceptable equilibrium between access, quality, and relevance of higher education. 

This is evident because the system is in the early stages of its development and, consequently, 

is affected by, and subjected to, incipient and not fully formed governance modes and 

structures, and to an embryonic quality assurance system. Approximately 80 percent of HEIs 

have exist for less than 20 years (estimates by this author), which leaves the higher education 

system operating in very complex quality conditions. In addition, the coordination of the higher 

education system is highly affected by dynamic relationships among different stakeholders – 

the state, the market, and academia (Burton Clark, 1983) – exhibiting at times tensions and a 

complex interface, and by lack of financial resources and support. 

 

In terms of results of policies and programmes, it is worth noting that in the last five years, new 

policies have been developed and approved by the government, imposing a new legal 

 
13 In 1960 (the year of African independence), there were an estimated 120,000 students enrolled in African universities. This 

number rose to 782,503 in 1975 and to 3,461,822 in 1995 (Zeleza, 2009). Student enrolments across all levels was estimated 

at 10 million in 2018. It is estimated that about 1,500 public and private universities exist across Africa (Friesenhahn, 2014). 

Sub-Saharan Africa enrolled in 2017 eight million students in tertiary education, from which only one percent was enrolled in 

doctorate programmes and eight percent in master’s degree programmes (UNESCO, 2019). The gross enrolment ratio in 

tertiary education in 2017 was only nine percent in Sub-Saharan Africa, far behind the ratio in other parts of the world – for 

example 51 percent in Latin American and the Caribbean and 77 percent in Europe and North America (UNESCO, 2019, p. 

146).  
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framework for quality assurance in higher education (See Appendix 3). On the other hand, 

aiming at social support to students, a program of scholarships in universities outside Angola 

has been implemented for more than three decades. In the last five years, this programme of 

scholarships was expanded to Angolan students attending HEIs in the country. For example, in 

2019, internal scholarships were awarded to 5,500 students. The number of internal graduate 

scholarships increased by 233 percent, from 300 to 1,000 students attending masters and 

doctoral courses. In the period from 2017 to 2019, the training offer of doctoral courses at 

country level increased by 43 percent, with doctoral programs in geology, biomedical sciences, 

and public health. (Discurso do Presidente João Lourenço, 2019).  

 

Based on a diagnosis of the Angolan higher education system carried out by consultants from 

the European Union, it was recommended the adoption of a system-wide approach to higher 

education in order to ensure a holistic response to the needs of society and the economy. This 

approach should allow institutions to differentiate, specialise and complement one another in a 

coherent system of knowledge production and transmission, while also increasing cooperation 

in research and innovation (Fonteyne and Langa (2017) 

 

Informed by these studies, and my own experience as a researcher and policy advisor in higher 

education, and taking into account previous analysis of the challenges facing higher education 

in Sub-Saharan African countries (e.g. Sawyerr 2004; Teferra, & Altbach, 2004; Assié-

Lumumba, 2006; Kotecha, 2012; Materu, & Righetti, 2010; Zeleza, 2003, 2009, 2012, 2017; 

Teferra, 2017; Langa, 2010, 2014, 2017; Uetela, 2017), I identify the following major problems 

in higher education in Angola: massive and deregulated expansion with inequalities in access 

and demand; absence of a robust quality assurance system and embryonic institutional cultures 

of quality; lack of focus on research and science and innovation; lack of qualified academic 

staff; and poor quality of teaching and learning.  I have outlined a number of these problems 

within Appendix 4. 
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Conclusion 

 

In this chapter I presented an analysis of theoretical aspects related to challenges faced by 

international students’ integration and adaptation to university. I also presented some results 

from research on Angolan students studying “abroad” in their host countries (Cuba, Portugal, 

and the United Kingdom).  

 

This review informed the formulation of one more research question and allowed to 

purposively select the two contexts for comparison.  

 

1. To what extent are students in Angola (Context 1) and Angolan students studying 

abroad (in Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom) (Context 2) engaged with practices 

that promote effective learning? 

 

The methodology for the selection of students and the research strategies and methods adopted 

are explained in next chapter. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter describes the methodology of this study. The chapter is divided into four parts. 

Part one covers all aspects related to research design. It starts with the presentation of the aims, 

research questions and objectives. This is followed with a description of the research design 

and strategy, which includes an explanation of pragmatism as the research paradigm, and an 

analysis of the mixed methods research (MMR) approach. Then there is a description of the 

two research methods used for data collection (qualitative and quantitative), with an explication 

of how these methods were designed. There follows a presentation of research methods, the 

design of research instruments (survey and interview guide), and procedures for determining 

survey and interview samples.  

 

The second part includes a presentation of the data collection process, with a description of 

how instruments were piloted, the recruitment of participants, data collection and fieldwork, 

and the interview process. The third part of this chapter includes the data analysis process with 

the description of the strategies adopted for both quantitative and qualitative data. Within this 

is a mapping of the alignment of research questions and the coding structure. The last part 

presents the ethical considerations. 

 

4.1. Part I: Research Design  

 

4.1.1. Research Questions, Sub-Research Questions and Objectives 

 

Research Questions and Sub-Questions 

 

This research is guided by the following research questions: 

 

RQ1:  To what extent are students in Angola (Context 1) and Angolan students studying 

abroad (in Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom) (Context 2) engaged with 

practices that promote effective learning? 
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Sub-questions: 

1. Are there any differences between C1 (Angola) and C2 (abroad) in relation to all 

student engagement scale scores, as measured by the SSEQL14? (LAE, ACL, EEE, 

SSI, SCE, QT, LR, OQS and IIPD15)? 

2. Are there any differences between full-time students in C1 and full-time students in 

C2 in relation to the student engagement average scores as measured by the SSEQL?  

3. Are there any differences between male and female full-time students in C1 and C2 

in relation to student engagement average scores as measured by the SSEQL?  

 

RQ2:  What are the main factors influencing student engagement in effective learning and how 

might the national context affect that? 

 

RQ3: What are the challenges and barriers students report in their engagement in effective 

learning? 

 

As was indicated within the conclusions of Chapters Two and Three, these questions were 

informed by a review of the state of the art in the field of higher education studies and informed 

by the needs and specificity of the context.  

  

Objectives 

 

The objectives of this study are the following:  

 

1. To assess, describe and understand students’ experiences of engagement in higher 

education in Angola (C1), and in other international contexts (C2), from quantitative 

and qualitative research approaches.  

 
14 SSEQL- Survey on Student Engagement and Quality Learning, adapted from the US NSSE- National Student Engagement 

Survey (Kuh et al., 2007). 

15 LAC – Level of Academic Challenge, ACL- Active and Collaborative Learning, EEE- Enriching Educational 
Experience, SSI- Student and Staff Interactions, SCE- Supportive Campus Environment, QT/ Quality Teaching, 
LR- Quality of Learning Resources, OQS- Overall Quality and Satisfaction, and IIPD- In Institutional Impact In 
Personal Development.  
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2. To assess, describe and understand students’ perceptions of the conditions and 

opportunities HEIs in (C1) and (C2) are providing (both inside and outside the 

classroom) that stimulate effective learning.  

3. To analyse the possible factors influencing student engagement and quality learning in 

(C1) and in (C2). 

4. To identify the main barriers and challenges to their engagement students report at 

higher education institutions. 

5. To identify key recommendations and suggestions for improvements to student 

engagement practice in Angola. 

 

4.1.2. Research Paradigm – Ontology and Epistemology 

 

The term paradigm in research is understood as the basic system or worldview that guides the 

entire investigation from ontological and epistemological perspectives, and which informs the 

selection of methods (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p. 105). Paradigm refers to “a loose collection 

of logically related assumptions, concepts, or propositions that orient thinking and research” 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1998, p. 22); or as “a way of thinking about and making sense of the 

complexities of the real world” (Patton, 2002, p. 69).  

 

In this study, the paradigm adopted was pragmatism. Pragmatism has often been acknowledged 

as the appropriated paradigm for carrying out mixed-methods research (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 

2009; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Morgan, 2007; Denscombe, 2008; and Creswell and 

Plano Clark, 2011). The adoption of pragmatism is justified as it is a philosophical worldview 

that evolves out of actions, situations, and consequences, rather than antecedent conditions 

(Creswell, 2014, p. 10), where concern is placed on the application and solutions to problems 

(Patton, 1990). The focus is on the research problem, and on the use of pluralistic approaches 

to originate knowledge (Creswell, 2014, p. 11). Moreover, pragmatism allows us to interpret 

the nature of knowledge, science, beliefs, and language, of meanings and concepts in relation 

to their practical use, how they are applied and the value they have (Biesta & Burbules, 2014, 

p. 119).   
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In this study, pragmatism is chosen for the following reasons: first, because it helps to explore 

the problem and reality from pluralistic approaches (quantitative and qualitative), which offer 

insight into the processes by which students go through acquiring knowledge, their 

relationships, and the meanings they create or the ways they interpret the world around them. 

Second, pragmatism helps in comprehending students’ experiences as they relate to students’ 

agency (Legg & Hookway, 2019), and as part of a research approach that always values the 

social, historical, political, and other contexts (Creswell, 2014). Third, through the lens of 

pragmatism, the world and the reality are not seen in absolute unity (Creswell, 2014), so 

students’ experiences and perceptions are interpreted as a consequence of actions (practices 

and interactions with university, lecturers, staff, and students) that occur under specific 

conditions (teaching, resources, supportive systems). Importantly, this study has a pragmatic 

worldview, because the focus of the formulations is on its value and contribution to social 

progress (Legg & Hookway, 2019).  

 

4.1.3. Research Strategy – Mixed-Methods Research Approach 

 

This study has been designed as an evidence-based inquiry, directed by empirical findings. The 

study has been designed with a convergent parallel mixed methods research (MMR) approach. 

MMR is considered the third methodological research approach within social and behavioural 

sciences (Teddie and Tashakkori, 2009; Schoonenboom and Johnson, 2017; Johnson and 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004).  

 

The origins of MMR can be traced back to the fieldwork of sociologists and cultural 

anthropologists in the early 20th century (Creswell, 1999). MMR involves the collection and 

integration of quantitative and qualitative data, allowing to draw inferences from results 

obtained from both methods (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007). 

The main assumption of MMR is to produce understanding beyond the data provided by a sole 

method – it is carried out with the purpose of producing a more robust comprehension of what 

is studied. According to Creswell & Creswell (2017, p. 215), there are four main benefits of 

MMR. First, it permits the collection of open-ended data (qualitative research) and closed 

ended data (quantitative research); second, it includes rigorous methods of data collection, 

analysis and interpretation; third, it has an integrated design that permits an embedding of 
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information within a wider framework of analysis; fourth, it includes procedures that are 

informed by philosophical and theoretical understanding. 

 

Based on Descombe (2008, p. 272), this study uses the MMR approach for the following 

reasons: (a) to improve the accuracy of data, combining quantitative and qualitative data so as 

to provide in-depth insights on students’ experiences and perceptions; (b) to produce a more 

comprehensive image of what is happening and how students view and perceive their 

engagement; (c) as means of avoiding the potential biases of single-method approaches.  

 

Additionally, MMR allows the interlinking of different viewpoints and data, in a way that 

ensures the incorporation of multiple perspectives, producing a bricolage that can enhance 

usefulness, richness and heuristic formulations (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Furthermore, its 

methodological pluralism or eclecticism could influence stronger and more in-depth research, 

compared to mono-method research (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).  

 

In this study, both methods (QUAN + QUAL) are used in combination, from an integrative and 

interdisciplinary perspective, helping to examine, interpret and elucidate the experiences of 

students, and the meaning of different events and experiences in higher education at university. 

The quantitative research method strand was used: (a) to collect facts, and to study the 

relationship between set of facts (Bell & Waters, 2014, p. 11); (b) to generate statistical data, 

adjusted to the structured and predetermined research questions and designs (Punch, 2005, p. 

28); (c) to make use of methods that are likely to produce quantified and, to the extent possible, 

generalisable conclusions (Bell & Waters, 2007). The qualitative research method strand 

enables this researcher to understand students’ individual perceptions of the world (Bell & 

Waters, 2007), and to understand human behaviour and experiences, as well as to understand 

how students construct meaning, and how they describe such meaning (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1998).  

 

The need to adopt an MMR approach originates from the observation that there is an extensive 

body of research on student engagement that focuses mostly on quantitative research (Trowler, 

2010; Bryson, 2014) (see Chapter two, Section 2.4, p. 31). Trowler (2010) reviewed a large 

number of quantitative studies on student engagement and recommended the development of 
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a more robust body of evidence through small-scale local studies that confirm, challenge or 

redefine current research. Likewise, Haggis (2009) recognised the need for research into 

student engagement to focus on new perspectives in order to broaden understanding. 

Wimpenny and Savin-Baden (2012) reviewed various qualitative studies and suggest that 

further understanding is required about the personal and psychological responses towards 

engagement and students’ will to learn in higher education. 

 

The research strategy involved the adoption of the convergent parallel MMR design. According 

to Creswell (2014, p. 219), in this approach, researchers collect both quantitative and 

qualitative data, analyse them separately, and compare the results to see it the findings confirm 

or contradict one another. Figure 9 presents a visualisation of how the convergent parallel 

MMR is implemented in this study.  

 
Figure 9 Research Design - Convergent Parallel Mixed Methods Research, adapted from Creswell (2014) 
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4.1.4. Research Methods and Approaches  

 

4.2. Quantitative Research Method  

 

Quantitative research is an approach used for testing theories by examining the relationships 

among variables (Creswell, 2014, p. 4). The variables are measured based on instruments that 

can be analysed using statistical methods. Thus, assumptions in this study are employed to test 

theories and protect against bias, allowing control of explanations, and allowance for 

generalisations and replication of findings (Creswell, 2014). Surveys provide a set of numeric 

descriptions in relation to trends, views, and opinions, and also in relation to different 

behaviours identified in a population sample. According to Creswell (2014) studies may be 

cross-sectional or longitudinal. This research uses a cross-sectional study, which aims to collect 

data at a particular point in time, and allows researchers to analyse different characteristics of 

a population, and differences between groups at a specific moment in time, rather than 

something that happened over a period of time (Cohen, Marion, & Morrison, 2018).  

 

Qualitative Research Method  

 

Denzin and Lincoln (2018, p. 3) consider qualitative research as “a situated activity that locates 

the observer in the world. It is a set of interpretative, material practices that make the world 

visible”. Qualitative research is considered pragmatic, interpretative, and grounded in the lived 

experiences of people (Marshall & Rossman, 2014, p. 2). It is a study of people’s lives, their 

behaviours, their thoughts, feelings, their social life, and interactions (Given, 2008).  

 

In this research, interviews and focus group discussions were used with an exploratory and 

explanatory aim – not to test propositions (Yin, 2014), but rather to produce knowledge and 

subjective understanding and interpretation, and to explore the profundity and complexities of 

processes and experiences (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Marshall & Rossman, 2014, p. 53). I used 

both methods, interviews and focus-group discussions, to get insights from various students, 

individually and in groups, knowing that focus-group participants can sometimes feel more 

confident about expressing their views and opinions freely. 
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The qualitative research method was used for epistemological reasons, in order to provide an 

understanding of the differences between diverse groups of students. Students were perceived, 

during this study, as individuals that are able to create, modify and interpret their own academic 

world. Therefore, their views and opinions were taken as valuable means for research and 

further policy development.  

 
4.1.5. Geographic Focus of this Study and Reasons for Selecting the Countries and 

Groups in this Study 

 

4.1.5.1. Contexts involved in this Study 

 

This study included the following contexts: first, a post-colonial and post-conflict country, 

affected by 27 years of war (Angola), and by the colonial legacy of its colonial power, Portugal, 

and also affected by a communist regime, the Cold War, and the new wave of neoliberalism. 

Second, a country under a communist regime (Cuba), which struggles with economic, social 

and ideological restrictions, but has accommodated for many decades a large international 

educational programme hosting international, mostly African, students, through South-South 

cooperation programmes. Third, a country with very long-standing cultural and historic roots 

in Angola (Portugal), which was the “colonial master” for many centuries, and which 

influenced Angola in various spheres – political, legal, cultural, economic, and educational. 

Finally, a well-developed and significantly stable European country (the United Kingdom), 

with highly reputable higher education institutions with “aggressive” international recruitment 

strategies, and with little tradition of overt cooperation and influence in Angola.  

 

The selection of countries may appear to be wide and diverse. However, the study has a focus 

on Angolan students’ experiences of studying “at home” and studying “abroad”. Hence, the 

analysis centres on Angolan students’ experiences and perceptions. This allows the researcher 

to hold and compare the same subjects with the same educational background and previous life 

experiences. All participants in this study completed high school in Angola.  
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4.1.5.2. Reasons to focus on Students’ Experiences and Perceptions 

 

The approach adopted focused on students’ experience and perceptions in HEIs at home and 

abroad, with the detailed sampling strategy outlined in the methods section. An important issue 

was to identify whose perceptions could inform the evaluation of quality in ways that would 

produce a greater change. Based on previous studies on perceptions of quality, students 

perceive quality differently than do academic staff. Studies by Anderson (2006) and Newton 

(2000, 2002) show that academics view quality assurance measures as a bureaucracy, a burden, 

game playing, and a way to acquire more power. Students, on the contrary, when defining 

quality, value academic instruction and good teaching, and the good quality of their lectures 

(Gatfield, 2000; Hill, Lomas, & MacGregor, 2003; Akareem, & Hossain, 2016).  

 

Higher education institutions have used students’ evaluation of teaching and learning largely 

as a mechanism to measure the quality and effectiveness of teaching, curricula, and assessment 

(Spooren, 2010; Hobson & Talbot, 2001; Marsh, 1987); and as a tool to understanding the 

strengths and weaknesses of teaching in higher education and the effectiveness of learning, and 

as a mechanism to assess internal systems and practices. 

 

4.1.5.3. Reasons for the Selecting Specific Groups 

 

The sample included two groups with the following characteristics: (a) students in Angola 

attending professional degree programmes; (b) Angolan students studying abroad, enrolled in 

professional degree programmes. Five types of professional degree programmes were decided 

as the criteria of inclusion: Law, Nursing, Accounting, Psychology, and Engineering. In the 

international contexts, since the number of Angolan students is smaller, students attending 

other courses were also selected, mostly students attending teaching/education programmes.  

 

Professional degree programmes were selected for their importance and relevance to the 

present status of development of Angola, and for the lack of attention they still command within 

policy making and quality assurance. There are no benchmarks established for these courses, 

and there is a lack of consistency and harmonisation in the ways they have been imparted to 

students. Professional degree programmes lay a particular emphasis in preparing students for 
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careers in their specific fields, and their curricula put a great focus on real-world application of 

subject knowledge. 

 

4.1.6. Design of Research Instruments  

 

4.1.6.1.Design of the Questionnaire and the Structure of the SSEQL’ Scales 

 

The Survey on Student Engagement and Quality Learning (SSEQL) was adapted from the US 

National Survey on Student Engagement (NSSE) and Kuh and colleagues’ conceptualisation 

of student engagement. For more details on the NSSE and Kuh’s conceptualisation see Chapter 

two, Section 2.4.2.1, p. 35. The purpose of the SSEQL was to collect actionable insights from 

data related to core elements related to learning that reflect students’ experiences of 

engagement, their perception of the quality of teaching and, more generally, the institutional 

quality. The SSEQL condensed nine psychometric benchmarks (scales). Psychometric 

benchmarks are normally used to assess the individual differences or overall performance 

scores on a test or questionnaire. Psychometric measurements are an important method to make 

appropriate comparisons among groups of individuals. They include measurements of 

individual characteristics, such as knowledge, skills, attitudes, personality traits, or educational 

attainment.  

 

The SSEQL scrutinises nine specific psychometric scales: level of academic effort (LAE), 

active and collaborative learning (ACL), student and academic staff interaction (SSI), enriching 

educational experience (EEE) and supportive campus environment (SCE), quality teaching 

(QT), quality of learning resources (LR), overall quality and satisfaction (OQS), and 

institutional impact and value (IIV). Most of the scales were adopted/adjusted from the US 

NSSE (the 2011 version). The scales on QT and OQ were adapted from the UK National 

Student Survey (2017). The scale on LR was adapted from the African Quality Rating 

Mechanism (AQRM) survey questionnaire, used for self-assessment of HEIs on the continent.  

 

The dataset comprised 115 variables, from which 18 variables were related to specific 

information on individual demographics and educational contexts, and 97 to information on 

learning behaviour and conditions related to student engagement and quality learning. The 
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survey instrument (SSEQL) encompassed 20 core questions, plus 14 questions on student 

profile that allowed a collection of descriptive, behavioural, and attitudinal information (Rea 

& Parker, 2014), such as age, ethnicity, religious background, household income, family 

background, and information in relation to types of enrolment, which allows for a better 

understanding and analysis of the larger population represented by the sample (Rea & Parker, 

2014). See the SSEQL in Appendix 5. 

 

The scales were grouped into two main dimensions, according to the two main components of 

student engagement developed by Kuh et al. (2007). The first dimension is on students’ 

experiences of engagement, and includes individual influences on engagement, especially 

related to activities that students carry out to learn effectively. The second dimension is mostly 

related to students’ perceptions of quality learning, which encompasses their evaluation of the 

institutional conditions and opportunities offered for effective learning. These two dimensions 

are represented in Figure 10.  

 
Figure 10 Visualisation of the Structure of the Student Engagement Construct 
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second dimension on students’ perceptions of quality learning. The individual dimension 

includes the following scales: level of academic effort (LAE) with 11 indicators, active and 

collaborative learning (ACL) with seven items, student-staff interaction (SSI) with six items 

and enriching educational experience (EEE) with 11 items. The scales to measure the students’ 

perceptions of quality learning include an analysis of the institutional conditions and 

opportunities for student engagement. This comprises: supportive campus environment (SCE) 

with six items, quality teaching (QT) with four items, access and quality of learning resources 

(LR) with ten items, overall quality and satisfaction (OQ) with two items, and institutional 

impact in knowledge, attitudes and values (IIV) with 14 items.   

 

The items contained in the SSEQL are presented in Table 8, with a description of the 

designation of the scales, items and the number attributed in the survey questions. 

 

Table 8 Scales and Items Covered in the Survey by Dimensions of Analysis and the Questions in the 

Survey 
 

 Scales Number of  

Items 

 Survey  

 Questions  

Dimension # 1: Students’ Experiences of Engagement  

1. Level of Academic Effort (LAE)  11  13a); 3b);  5a); 5c); 5d); 5e); 4b); 4c); 4d); 

4e); 14a) 

2. Active and Collaborative Learning 

(ACL) 

 7 1 a); 1b); 1g); 1h); 2b); 2c); 3d) 

3. Student and Staff Interaction (SSI)  6 2e); 2f); 2g); 2c); 3a)9d 

4. Enriching Educational Experiences 

(EEE) 

 11 14c); 14c); 2d); 14g); 9a); 9b); 9e); 9f); 9c); 

13d) 

Sub-Total  35  

Dimension #2: Students’ Perceptions of Quality Learning  

5. Supportive Campus Environment 

(SCE) 

 6  14b); 14d); 14e); 10; 11; 12 

6. Quality Teaching (QT)  4  17a); 18b); 19c); 20d) 

7. Learning Resources (LR)  10  18a); 18b); 18c); 18d); 18e); 18f); 18g); 18h); 

18i); 18j) 

8. Perception of overall Quality & 

Satisfaction (OQ) 

 2 

 

19; 20 

9. Institutional Impact in Personal 

Development (II) 

 14 15a); 15b); 15c); 15d); 15e;; 15f); 15h); 16a); 

16b); 16c); 16e); 16f); 16g); 16h) 

Sub-total  36  

Total indicators  71  

 

Most of the questions of SSEQL derived from the NSSE. Table 9 presents the content of each 

scale, the specific questions and how they are interrelated to the questions in the NSSE 

questionnaire. 
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Table 9 Operational Definition of the SSEQL Scales and Items Compared to the NSSE 2011 Survey Version 

Operational Definition  

of the Scales 
Corresponding Questions/ Items 

Question 

in the SSQL-

Angola 

Question 

in the 

NSSE 

Level of Academic Effort (LAE) 

Focus on the extent to which students 

perceive their academic work as 

intellectually challenging (academic 

effort, time dedicated to academic 

tasks, number of reading and writing 

assignments, and use of higher 

degree of learning strategies 

(Bloom’s taxonomy)). 

Adapted from the US NSSE 

  

1. Time spent preparing for class (studying, reading, 

writing, rehearsing, and other activities related to 

your academic programme) 

13 a) 9 a) 

2. Worked harder than you thought you could to 

meet a lecturer’s standards or expectations 
3 b) 1 r) 

3. Number of assigned textbooks, books, or book-

length course packages or subject readings 
5 a) 3 a) 

4. Number of written pages or assignments of 20 

pages or more 
5 c) 2 c) 

5. Number of written pages or assignments of 

between five and 19 pages 
5 d)  3 d 

6. Number of written pages or assignments fewer 

than five pages 
5 e) 3 e 

7. Coursework emphasised: analysing the basic 

elements of an idea, experience, or theory 
4 b) 2 b 

8. Coursework emphasised: synthesising/integrating 

and organising ideas, information, or experiences 
4 c) 2 c) 

9. Coursework emphasised: making judgments 

about the value of information, arguments, or 

methods 

4d) 2 d) 

10. Coursework emphasised: applying theories or 

concepts to practical problems or in new 

situations 

4e) 2 e) 

11. Spending significant amounts of time studying 

and on academic work 
14 a) 10 a) 

Active and Collaborative  

Learning (ACL) 

Focus on activities that show the 

extent to which students are actively 

engaged in learning. These include 

using learning strategies that 

emphasise their participation in class 

discussions, working with other 

students, making presentations, or 

attending community-based projects. 

 

Adapted from the US NSSE  

12. Asked questions in class or contributed to class 

discussions 
1 a) 1 a) 

13. Made a class presentation 1 b) 1 b) 

14. Worked with other students on projects during 

class 
1 g) 1 g) 

15. Worked with classmates outside of class to 

prepare class assignments 
1 h) 1 h) 

16. Tutored or taught other students (paid or 

voluntary) 
2 b) 1 j) 

17. Participated in a community-based project as part 

of a regular course 
2 c) 1 k) 

18. Discussed ideas from readings or classes with 

others outside of class (students, family members, 

co-workers, etc.) 

3 d) 1 t) 

Student-Staff Interaction (SSI) 

The extent to which students interact 

with academic staff lecturers in 

learning and assessment activities. 

Adapted from the US NSSE 

19. Discussed marks or assignments with a lecturer 

or tutor 
2 e) 1 n) 

20. Talked about career plans with a lecturer or 

counsellor 
2 f) 1 o) 

21. Discussed ideas from readings or classes with a 

lecturer outside class 
2 g) 1 p) 

22. Worked with staff members on activities other 

than coursework (committees, orientation, 

student life activities, etc.) 

2 c) 1 g) 

23. Received prompt feedback (written or oral) from 

lecturers on performance 
3 a) 1 q) 

24. Worked with a staff member on a research project 

outside of course or programme requirements 
9 d) 7 d) 
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Enriching Educational  

Experiences (EEE) 

Focus on students’ experiences that 

develop their ability to integrate and 

apply knowledge, including 

multicultural perspectives, use of IT, 

internships, learning other languages 

and independent study habits. 

Adapted from the US NSSE 

25. Understanding students of a different race or 

ethnicity 
16d) 11 L) 

26. Contact among students from different economic, 

social, and racial or ethnic backgrounds 
14 c) 10 c) 

27. Using electronic technology to discuss or 

complete assignments – electronic media  
2 d) 1 L) 

28. Using a computer in academic work 14 g) 10 g) 

29. Internships or field experiences, co-op experience 9 a) 7 a) 

30. Participate in community service or volunteer 

work 
9 b) 7 b) 

31. Participate in foreign or additional language 

coursework 
9 e) 7 e) 

32. Plan to study abroad 9 f) 7 f) 

33. Independent study or self-designed major 9 g) 7 g) 

34. Learning community or another formal 

programme 
9 c) 7 c) 

35. Co-curricular activities 13 d) 9 d) 

Supportive Campus  

Environment (SCE) 

Focus on student’s experiences at the 

university campus, the support they 

receive and the quality of their 

relationships with other students and 

staff members. 

Adapted from the US NSSE 

36. The institution provides support needed to help 

you succeed academically 
14 b) 10 b) 

37. The institution helps you to cope with non-

academic responsibilities (work, family, etc.) 
14 d) 10 d) 

38. Attending campus events and activities (special 

speakers, cultural performances, athletic events) 
14 f) 10 f) 

39. Quality of relationships with other students 10 8 a) 

40. Quality of relationships with lecturers and staff 

members 
11 8 b) 

41. Quality of relationships with administrative 

personnel and offices 
12 8 c) 

Quality Teaching – QT 

Focus on how students perceive the 

quality of teaching in their course.  

Adapted from the UK National 

Student Survey 2017 

42. Lecturers are good at explaining things 17 a) 

Not in 

NSSE 

43. Lecturers have made the subject interesting 18 b) 

44. Lecturers are enthusiastic about what they are 

teaching 
19 c) 

45. The course is intellectually stimulating 20 d) 

Quality of Learning Resources 

(LR) 

Focus on students’ evaluation of the 

level of access and quality of 

learning resources available at their 

institutions. 

Adapted from the African Quality 

Rating Mechanism (AQRM) Survey 

Questionnaire  

46. The institution has an updated library and a 

digital library  
18 a)  

Not in 

NSSE 

 

Adapted 

from 

AQRM 

47. The library resources and services are good 

enough for my needs 
18 b) 

48. I have been able to access general IT resources 

and specialised equipment, facilities, or rooms 

when I need to  

18c) 

49. The institution has science laboratories, language 

laboratories and others 
18 d) 

50. The institution has student hostels/residences 18 e) 

51. The institution has sports and recreational 

facilities  
18f) 

52. Students have access to scientific journals/articles 

and databases 
18g) 

53. Students have access to textbooks and reference 

materials 
18h) 

54. Students have access to the internet  18i) 

55. Students have access to study spaces  18 j) 
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Overall Quality and Satisfaction 

(OQS) 

Focus on students’ perception of the 

quality of their entire educational 

experience and the degree of 

satisfaction. 

Adapted from the UK National 

Student Survey 

56. How would you evaluate your entire educational 

experience at this institution? 
19 13 b) 

57. If you could start over again, would you go to the 

same institution you are now attending? 
20 14 

Institutional Impact on personal 

development (IIPD)  

Focus the analysis on the extent to 

which the experience in HEI 

contributed to the development of 

knowledge, skills, attitudes, and 

values. 

Adapted from the NSSE 

58. Acquiring a broad general education 15a 11 a) 

59. Acquiring job or work-related knowledge and 

skills 
15b 11 b) 

60. Writing clearly and effectively 15c 11 c) 

61. Speaking clearly and effectively 15d 11 d) 

62. Thinking critically and analytically 15e 11 e) 

63. Analysing quantitative problems 15f 11 f) 

64. Working effectively with others 15h 11 h) 

65. Voting in local, state, or national elections 16a 11 i) 

66. Learning effectively on your own 16b 11 j) 

67. Understanding yourself 16c 11 k) 

68. Solving complex real-world problems 16e 11 m) 

69. Developing a personal code of values and ethics 16f 11 n) 

70. Contributing to the welfare of your community 16g 11 o) 

71. Developing a deepened sense of spirituality 16h 11 p) 

 

4.1.6.2. Design of the Interview Guide 

 

Interviews are conversations with a purpose (Kahn & Cannell, 1957), whereby researchers 

explore general topics to uncover participants’ views, while respecting participants’ ways of 

framing their responses (Marshall & Rossman, 2014, p. 101). In this process researchers are 

challenged to produce valuable and useful information. 

 

The design of the interview guide took the form of a semi-structured interview, designed to 

guide the researcher on the primary emphasis of the interviews. The interview guide was 

designed based on the theoretical framework of student engagement, mostly influenced by the 

framework offered by Kuh et al. (2007).The interpretation of findings from the interviews  took 

into account insights from Kahu (2013), Bryson (2014), Zepke (2016) and Lawson and Lawson 

(2013).  

 

The aim of the interviews was to generate an in-depth understanding of students’ experiences 

of engagement and their perceptions of quality learning in both contexts of analysis (Angola, 

Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom). The interview focused on three major aspects and 

nine specific questions (see Interview Guide in Appendix 6).  
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The aspects contained in the interview guide were based on the elements of the SSEQL survey 

previously carried out among students and integrated the central concept of student engagement 

that guided this study (Kuh et al., 2007). These aspects were: (1) what students do to learn: 

their preparation, motivation for learning, level of academic effort, study methods and learning 

approaches; (2) evaluation of the degree of interaction, enriching educational experiences, and 

the extent to which the campus environment is supportive; (3) evaluation of the overall 

educational experience, and plans for the future. 

 

Interviews were designed to take an average of 45 minutes, while focus groups were designed 

to take one or two hours, depending on the number of participants, and on the fluidity of 

conversation. Focus group discussions were designed to accommodate six students in each. 

Details on how many participated in the interview are presented in Chapter six, Section 6.1, p. 

155), along with issues/concerns/limitations, etc.  

 

4.1.7. Determination of the Sample for Survey and Interviews 

 

The determination of the sample for the survey followed rigorous sampling strategies. A 

purposive sampling method was used, for both online survey and printed-format questionnaires 

(with surveys having the same structure and content).  

 

Purposive sampling was undertaken for various reasons: (a) to achieve representativeness; (b) 

to enable comparisons; and (c) to focus on specific issues and cases (Cohen, Manion, & 

Morrison, 2018, p. 218). In this study in particular, I chose purposive sampling to work with 

specific groups of students (attending professional degree programmes, and senior students) 

because they might most distinctly represent student engagement. 

 

The determination of the sample size for this survey followed statistics principles and was 

calculated based on Cochran (1977). Based on the calculation, the minimum number of 

respondents established was 385. The calculation of the necessary sample size was based on 

the standard 95 percent – Z-score = 1.96, and a population size of 72,945 students enrolled in 

target courses in Angola. The Margin of Error (Confidence Interval) defined accordingly, is 
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+/- 5 percent and the Confidence Level adopted is 95 percent confident. The Standard of 

Deviation is of .5. The formula used is the following:  

Necessary Sample Size = (Z-score)2 * StdDev*(1-StdDev) / (margin of error)2 

((1.96)2 x .5(.5)) / (.05)2 

(3.8416 x .25) / .0025 

.9604 / .0025 

384.16 

 

The determination of the size of sample took into account the population size of students 

enrolled in Angola in four undergraduate programmes or units of analysis (Law, Nursing, 

Accounting and Psychology) (n = 72,945, representing about 28 percent of total enrolled 

students in higher education institutions (MES, 2018). See Table 10.  

 

Table 10 Students Enrolled in Higher Education Institutions in the Selected Courses in Angola, year 2017, 

(MES, 2018) 

Course enrolled Public HEIs Private HEIs Total 

Percent of total 

enrolled in the 

country 

Law 9,625 20,788 30,413 11.64 

Nursing 4,232 10,773 15,005 5.74 

Accounting 7,062 5,527 12,589 4.82 

Psychology 3,283 11,655 14,938 5.72 

Total 24,202 48,743 72,945 27.93 

 

The sample of 924 students who responded to the survey in Angola represents 1.26 percent of 

the population of students enrolled in the four courses in Angola. See the description of survey 

sample characteristics in Chapter five, Section 5.1, p. 132. 

 

In the international contexts, students were selected from three countries (Cuba, Portugal and 

the United Kingdom because these countries accommodate larger numbers of Angolan 

students. According to data extracted from the UNESCO UIS database, in 2016, a total of 

11,121 Angolans students were studying in HEIs abroad. Combining data from UNESCO and 

from the Government of Angola on students’ recipients of scholarships, the three countries 

alone accommodated nearly 3,801 Angolan students, representing 34.1 percent of the total. 

 

The definition of sampling for both survey and interviews rigorously followed inclusion and 

exclusion criteria. Inclusion criteria refers to: (a) students attending degrees of Law, Nursing, 
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Accounting, Psychology, and Engineering. In the international contexts, this criterion was not 

viable due to reduced numbers of students; (b) students in senior years (second, third or fourth 

year of their studies); (c) students who are nationals of Angola. The basis of this selection rests 

in the need for creating certain homogeneity in the characteristics of the group in analysis. 

 

4.2. Part II: Data Collection Process 

 

4.2.1. Pilot Phase for Research Instruments in Angola 

 

The two research instruments (survey questionnaire-SSEQL and semi-structured interview 

guide) were piloted in Angola. A group of ten students responded to the questionnaire and 

provided feedback on its length, and on the nature and complexity of the questions. They also 

advised on improvements to its clarity. The interview guide was also piloted with three students 

in Angola, who provided feedback on the clarity of the questions.  

 

The pilot period was from September to October 2017, and took place in Luanda, Angola. 

Changes suggested by participants in the pilot phase were mostly related to the length of the 

questionnaire, lack of clarity in some questions, and the need to review some concepts that 

required better translation from the English version of the questionnaire (e.g. learning 

community). Adjustments to the questionnaire and to the interview guide were made 

accordingly. Some items were deleted from the original version of the SSEQL. 

 

4.2.2. Recruitment of Participants – Methods and Procedures 

 

The selection of students to respond to this study was accomplished through two strategies in 

dealing with the samples:  

i) Selection of undergraduate students in Angola for the survey and a further 

sample for semi-structured interviews.  

ii) Selection of undergraduate Angolan students studying abroad (in three 

international contexts: Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom) for the survey 

and for the semi-structured interviews. 
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Selection of undergraduate students in Angola for the survey and a further sample for  

semi-structured interviews  

 

Ten higher education institutions in Angola were approached for permission to seek recruits 

for the study. Invitation letters were sent to these institutions (see Appendix 7). Students were 

undergraduates in Law, Nursing, Accounting, and Psychology. Eight HEIs accepted the 

invitation and took part in this study, allowing the researcher to meet directly with students. 

The researcher visited classrooms and provided a brief presentation on the purpose of the study, 

distributed the Information Sheet (see Appendix 8) and the Recruitment Letter to Participants 

(see Appendix 9) to all students in visited classrooms.  

 

Students who showed an interest in participating in the study were invited to fill in the Consent 

Form and responded to the questionnaire (SSEQL) in a second day of this researcher’s visit to 

classrooms (see Appendix 10 to view the Consent Form). 

 

The researcher visited classrooms and, in some cases, had to make arrangements with students 

and with HEI management on best suitable dates for delivering questionnaires and consent 

forms to students. No incentives were offered to encourage participation in the study, for 

cultural reasons – it is not a practice in the country and could be misinterpreted. Participants 

were asked not to indicate their names or any other contact details on the questionnaire. It was 

not possible to attribute any survey to an individual, and while the institution of participants 

was coded in the dataset, no report or presentation of the data with the name of any participating 

student, or the names of the institutions, is displayed.  

 

Selection of undergraduate Angolan students studying abroad (in three international contexts: 

Cuba, Portugal and the United Kingdom) for the survey and for semi-structured interviews  

 

Selection of participants in the survey in the international context included undergraduate 

Angolan students studying in Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom. Field visits to the three 

locations and online contacts were established with students in these three jurisdictions where 

the largest proportion of Angolan students studying abroad is to be found. The only central 

register of Angolan students in these three jurisdictions is held either by the Angolan Embassies 
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in those countries or the local national chapter of the Angolan Students’ Association. The 

registers allowed for the identification of undergraduate students in some cases in Cuba and 

Portugal. For students in Portugal and the United Kingdom, the researcher experienced some 

difficulties in contacting the students.  

 

Students were also identified through social media (Facebook and WhatsApp groups) or were 

referred by friends who participated in the research. A request was made to the Angolan 

Embassy in Cuba and to the Angolan Students’ Association, as appropriate, and an email was 

sent to them to deliver a message to undergraduate students known to be studying in that 

jurisdiction. The message contained a copy of the information sheet on the project, a consent 

form for the survey, and a form indicating willingness to participate in the semi-structured 

interviews.  

 

No incentives were offered to encourage participation in the study. Students who were prepared 

to participate in the study were asked to respond to the researcher. Students who were prepared 

to participate in the survey were sent a link to an online version of the questionnaire. Once they 

completed the online questionnaire, the data was returned to the researcher with no details or 

information on the identity of the person who completed it. 

 

Sample of students to participate in interviews 

 

Recruitment for interviews in Angola was carried out through purposive sampling. Students 

who were interested in being interviewed were asked to indicate their willingness to do so 

during the application of the survey and provided contact details for email or social media. A 

sample of those willing to participate in the semi-structured interviews was selected from 

students who indicated their interest, and they were contacted to set a date and place for the 

interview. Once this process was complete, the contact details for all participants were 

destroyed after the interviews. 

 

Angolan students studying abroad were selected for interviews through purposive sampling. 

The selection process involved previous contact with Angolan Embassies and Angolan 

students’ associations. The sample was drawn from students who had indicated a willingness 
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to participate in the semi-structured interviews. In order to render a practical fieldwork strategy, 

samples were drawn from students in the universities in each of the jurisdictions who had 

returned the largest numbers of agreement to participate. The researcher contacted the students 

to arrange visits to their jurisdiction for interview. Once this process was completed, all records 

of contact details for all the participants was destroyed.   

 

4.2.3. Data Collection Process and Fieldwork 

 

Data collection started in May 2018 and ended in May 2019 and included seven field trips in 

total to the various cities and locations in Angola, Cuba, Portugal and the United Kingdom. In 

Angola, data was collected in three different regions (Luanda, Huambo and Kuanza-Sul 

provinces).  

 

The survey responses were collected online through in Google Forms. Students were informed 

and invited to participate in the survey via email, and via social media (Facebook and 

WhatsApp). For students in Angola and Cuba, due to issues related to limited internet 

availability, the survey was distributed to students in a printed format and were completed 

manually, under the direct supervision of the researcher. The questionnaire responses were 

inserted in SPSS. Answers from the questionnaire were translated into English and inputted in 

SPSS. Approval from HEIs management was required and their support was important in 

ensuring times for the researcher to meet the students. Outside Angola, data collection was 

facilitated by the Angola students’ unions and associations and by the heads of student 

departments at the Angolan Embassies. The SSEQL was conducted in a printed format in 

Angola and in Cuba and distributed to all students individually in their classrooms by the 

researcher. In other countries (Portugal and the UK) the survey was completed online, sent to 

students via email and WhatsApp.  

 

The SSEQL was approved by the Ethics Committee of QUB and was then translated into 

Portuguese. All answers were inserted in Google Forms and then exported to SPSS. The student 

associations in Cuba and Portugal helped to contact the students in those countries. In Angola, 

the interaction with students was facilitated by the heads of the HEIs, who accepted 

participation in this research. Formal active and passive consent was provided in all instances 
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of this research. Participants opted out if they did not want to be involved in the survey or 

interviews. 

 

4.2.4. The Interviews Process 

 

The strategy adopted was semi-structured interviews. The interview guide was not a rigid 

instrument, but rather was an adaptable guide to allow participants’ free expression of views 

and ideas, and open conversations. The process was conducted by treating participants 

respectfully, and not with an interrogatory approach. As a researcher, I positioned myself as a 

student who was interested in listening to their voices and concerns. Such a position enabled 

students to be frank, openly expressing their critical views and opinions. 

 

Locations for interviews included university campus, and classrooms with students living in 

ten different cities (Havana, Lisbon, Coimbra, Manchester, Edinburg, London, Belfast, 

Luanda, Sumbe and Huambo). Most interviews were face-to-face, and others were conducted 

by phone. Informed consent was asked from all participants prior to meetings. The interviews 

took an average of about 30 to 45 minutes, while focus groups took around 90 minutes to two 

hours, depending on the number of participants and on the fluidity of conversations. During 

the interviews, the researcher reassured participants about confidentiality, anonymity, and the 

right to withdraw at any point of the research. The researcher focused on asking questions that 

were in the semi-structured interview guide, and probed responses. 

 

Most face-to-face interviews in Angola and Cuba were held at the universities, after students 

had completed the survey, and where they had indicated their interest in participating in 

interviews. Some interviews took place one or two days after the completion of the survey. 

Interviews with students in the United Kingdom and Portugal were held with any Angolan 

student made available for the researcher to contact via the students’ association or via personal 

indication from other students.  

 

The researcher visited the jurisdictions to interview the participants. Interviews were tape-

recorded prior to verbal and written consent from students. Once interviews were completed, 

records of contact details for all participants were destroyed. Interviews were all conducted and 
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transcribed in Portuguese. Translation into English was carried out by the researcher so as to 

maintain confidentiality. All transcribed interviews were inserted into NVivo 12, and themes 

were generated through that process. Participants were assigned a personal identification 

number, and the identity is known only to the researcher. Transcribed interviews are secured 

on a QUB computer drive. All recordings will be destroyed after five years, according to QUB 

ethical guidelines. 

 

4.2.5. Difficulties and Challenges Encountered in Data Collection and Fieldwork 

 

During fieldwork, a number of difficulties were encountered across the contexts. Four main 

challenges are discussed in this section.  

 

Firstly, difficulties in dealing with the administrative procedures, and delays at the beginning 

of fieldwork in Angola were considerable. Some HEIs delayed responding to letters inviting 

their participation in this research. Three HEIs did not respond to communications whatsoever, 

therefore limiting the scope of the study. Within Angola, in person meetings with leadership 

of HEIs were required to explain the nature of this research and to get prior authorisation to 

contact the students. In Angola, it is not good conduct to enter HEIs and interview students 

without prior authorisation. I assured institutions that all data and results would be confidential, 

and that institutions would remain unidentifiable.   

 

A second problem in Angola was related to satisfying the conventions of individual written 

consent from participants, as preferred by Queen’s University Belfast, and the preferences of 

the participants who completed the printed questionnaire. The majority of participants filled in 

the consent forms without concerns. However, some participants reluctantly after I explained 

the reasoning in full, refused to do so and provided verbal consent instead. Within that context 

in Angola, distrust and fear is evoked when being asked to sign one’s name, because of political 

misuse. During the war-affected period and during political parties’ election rallies, university 

students were frequently made to sign petitions for political purposes. The forms evoked such 

fears of coercion and ramifications of being identified and perhaps also suffering penalties 

where institutions might be negatively “evaluated” by the students.  
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To address these concerns, I assured participants of the principle of informed consent, their  

autonomy and rights of freedom to participate and withdraw from research, based on 

competence, voluntarism, full information and comprehension (Cohen, Marion & Morrison, 

2018, pp. 122-123). However, as “written informed consent” is also about trust between the 

researcher and participants (Crow, Wiles, Heath, & Charles, 2006), applying the general rule 

was not always easy. In the two institutions where the problem was most strongly expressed, I 

requested a formal group consent, based on verbal consent. I also invited participants who did 

not want to provide the consent form to decide on opting out and not completing the survey.  

 

The issue of written informed consent is very controversial in social research in political 

contexts of fear, and in emergent democracies such as Angola. This brings into question how 

to reconcile tensions between the local and the presumed “universal” or imposed “best 

practice” in research projects, especially when negotiating local realities (Shamim & Qureshi, 

2013). It is due to such tensions that ethical guidelines are often critiqued as Eurocentric, with 

ethical clearance determined by formulism, relying excessively on standardised analyses that 

disguise the complexity of the social context in which the research takes place (Tauri, 2017, 

p. 10). For this reason, ethics committees in western countries such as those at QUB need to be 

aware of these concerns, and should adopt flexible mechanisms that reassure early researchers 

and students about the challenges they face in obtaining written consent in contexts of fear and 

political instability. 

 

Thirdly, I encountered difficulties related to negotiating spaces for data collection. This is not 

unprecedented, as HEIs have rigid timetables with students occupied with specific activities. 

Although HEIs managements cooperated in principle, allowing me access to enter classrooms 

and discuss directly with students the most suitable times for completing the survey, some 

difficulties related to availability an getting authorization from lecturers was the major 

challenge. In all HEIs in Angola, support from the Students’ Association was of great value 

and helped me to overcome this difficulty.  

 

Another challenge is related to the dearth of safe and reliable technology and internet access in 

Angola and Cuba. Printed questionnaires in hard-copy format were required in these two 

contexts rather than the more convenient online survey. Paying to get the questionnaires printed 
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locally in adequate quality, carrying them to all locations and storing them safely, and travelling 

with almost 1,000 completed questionnaires from Cuba to Angola and to the United Kingdom 

was a real endeavour. This challenge was anticipated, but still proved onerous.  

 

In the international contexts, the support from the Angolan Embassies and the Angolan 

students’ associations made fieldwork less challenging. However, I experienced difficulties in 

contacting students studying abroad, especially in Portugal and the United Kingdom. In 

Portugal, I counted on direct support from the Angolan Embassy. However, most students were 

taking exams and were unavailable for interview. In the United Kingdom, the lack of a 

structured student association and lack of support from the embassy led me to count only on 

contacts through Facebook and WhatsApp. The locations for data collection were university 

campuses or open spaces suggested by students, and online.   

 

4.3. Part III: Data Analysis Process 

 

4.3.1. Strategies Adopted for Data Analysis for Quantitative and Qualitative Research 

 

Based on Field (2013), data analysis was carried out to support a theory or to give reasons to 

modify (or to contribute) to theory. In this way, there was always a concern in making a 

connection between data collection, data analysis and theory, bearing in mind Field’s guiding 

principle that theories direct data collection/analysis, and data collection and analysis inform 

theory. Therefore, in this research, data analysis was directed by the central concepts, ideas and 

research on student engagement presented in Chapter two, Section 2.4, p. 31, and it was 

oriented to respond to the research questions presented Section 4.1.1 of this chapter).  

 

The inquiry was guided by the premise of student engagement as a meta-construct, scrutinised 

from its multidimensionality. The design and analysis of survey responses was directed by 

conceptualisations of student engagement by Kuh et al. (2007). The design and analysis of 

interviews was aimed at understanding students’ experiences and their perceptions – what 

meaning they attribute to engagement from a more holistic and multidimensional perspective, 

using conceptualisations derived from Kahu (2013), Bryson (2014), Lawson and Lawson 

(2013) and Zepke (2016). 
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Quantitative data was analysed through descriptive statistics and cross-tabulation, and 

inferential statistics using SPSS 25, with main references to procedures highlighted mostly by 

Creswell (2014); de Vaus (2002; 2014); Muijs (2010) and Field (2013). Qualitative data was 

analysed with support from NVivo 12 software and following analytic procedures suggested 

by Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 9). The main approach used was applied thematic analysis 

(Guest, MacQueen & Namey, 2011). 

 

The methods and approaches used for quantitative and qualitative research are described in 

more detail in the next two sections. 

 

4.3.2. Quantitative Data Analysis: Measurements, Scoring and Interpretation  

 

The method of analysis of survey responses comprised a description of the characteristics of a 

set of cases, drawing causal inferences through an evaluation and comparison of different 

characteristics of the cases (de Vaus, 2014, p. 5).  The statistical analysis of survey data 

comprised preparation and interpretation of tables and summary measures, including frequency 

distributions, mean scores and ranges, and some more advanced analyses (Moser and Kalton, 

1971, p. 227).  

 

The analysis of data followed various steps. First, a description of the attitudes and 

characteristics of the people in the sample. This description of the observed units was based on 

the analysis and production of elementary and intermediate statistics, such as tables, diagrams 

and charts, and also “elementary measures of location and spread” (Moser and Kalton, 1971, 

p. 227).  

 

Second, the researcher carried out an analysis of measures of central tendency (the mean), and 

analysis of variance and standard deviation, and an analysis of distribution. The analysis of 

distribution allowed an assessment of the properties of the distribution of scores, and enabled 

the generation of histograms to plot values of observation on the horizontal axis, with a bar 

showing how many times each value occurred in the data set (Field, 2013, p. 64).  
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Third, inferential statistics were produced to “generalize the results from the sample to a wider 

population and to provide an idea about whether the patterns described in the sample are likely 

to apply in the population from which the sample is drawn” (de Vaus, 2014; 2007). In this case, 

tests of statistical significance were conducted. Finally, an analysis of the internal consistency 

reliability of the survey was conducted, using Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient, to identify the 

underlying factor structure of students’ responses in the Angola dataset and its consistency. 

These steps for descriptive and inferential statistical analysis and rationale for the strategy 

adopted are outlined in Table 11. 

 

Table 11 Procedures for Data Analysis and Justification 

Statistical Analytical Procedure Justification 

1. Analysis of students’ responses 

from survey and production of 

descriptive statistics 

- Summarise patterns in the responses of cases in the sample (de Vaus, 2014; 

2007). 

- Identity the demographic and attitudinal and behavioural characteristics of 

respondents using descriptive statistics (tables, graphs and summary 

statistics). 

- Describe the scores for each scale and identify common patterns (similarities 

and differences) between compared groups. 

2. Tests of distribution and test of 

normality 

- Describe the distribution of variables. 

- Identify how homogeneous or heterogeneous is the sample. 

- Describe how variables cluster towards the middle of the low or high end. 

3. Inferential statistical analysis 

(interval estimates (margin of 

error)) 

- To generalise the results from the sample to a wider population, and to be 

able to offer an indication on how the patterns described in the sample are 

likely to be applied to the wider population (de Vaus, 2014; 2007). 

- Interval estimates allow calculation of margin of error – to enable inferences 

from the sample to the population (de Vaus, 2014; 2007).   

4. Analysis of the internal 

consistency of the SSEQL 

- Analyse the internal consistency reliability of the survey using Cronbach’s 

Alpha coefficient. The purpose is to show which factors were significant for 

predicting students’ engagement experience in Angola.  

 

Data Entry with SPSS  

 

The responses to the questionnaire were entered in two datasets (one for Angola and one for 

other countries) and comprised 114 variables and a total of 115,140 records. Data was 

organised in the form of a “variable by case data grid” (de Vaus, 2014, p. 4). All data from 

questionnaires was entered firstly in a Google Forms questionnaire, and then the Excel 

spreadsheet generated by Google Forms was exported to SPSS. All analysis of data was carried 

out via SPSS 25.  
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Each indicator or item of the questionnaire was scored from 0 – 100 points. As questions used 

a Likert-scale with three, four or five options, responses obtained were categorised in nominal 

variables (e.g. female and male), in ordinal variables (never, very often, sometimes, never) or 

interval variables (1-7). These variables were turned into numeric values and were recoded in 

SPPS through the recoding procedure.  

 

As presented in Table 12, answers to questions Q1-4; Q8; Q14; Q15; Q16 with options “very 

often, sometimes and never” were coded in 0, 50 and 100. Answers to Q5 and Q13 with options 

on number of hours “none, 1-4, 5-10, more than 20” or as “0 hours, or 1-8, 9-16, 17-25 and 

more than 25 hours”, were coded as 0, 25, 50, 75 and 100, respectively. Similarly, answers to 

Q6 with none, 1-2, 3-4, 5-6, 7 or more were coded as 0, 20, 50, 75 and 100. Answers to Q9, 

recorded as “done” were scored with 100, while the other options – “plan to do” “do not plan 

to do”, or “have not decided” – were recorded with 0. Answers to questions with the options 

“strongly agree”, “agree”, “neither agree nor disagree”, “disagree”, “strongly disagree” were 

recorded as 100, 75, 50, 25, 0, respectively.  

 

The quality of relationships between students and staff stablished in questions Q10, Q11 and 

Q12 that were scaled “1- 7”, were recoded to the following: 0; 16.7; 33.4; 50.1; 55.8; 88.5 and 

100. Answers to Q17, Q18 and Q18 with the options “strongly disagree, mostly disagree, 

neither agree nor disagree, I agree and strongly agree” were coded as 0, 25, 50, 75 and 100. 

Finally, Q19 with options on “poor, fair, good and excellent” was coded as 0; 33.33; 66.66 and 

100. 

 

Table 12 Summary of Recoding Process 

Questions Original Options 

 

Recoded into 

Q1-4; Q8; Q14; Q15; 

Q16 

“Very often, Sometimes. Never” 0, 50 and 100 

Q5 and Q13 Options of No. of hours: “None, 1-4, 5-10, more than 20 

hours” or “0 hours, 1-8, 9-16, 17-25” 

0, 25, 50, 75 and 100 

Q6 None, 1-2, 3-4, 5-6, 7 or more 0, 20, 50, 75 and 100 

Q9 “Done”, “Plan to do”. “do not plan to do”, or “have not 

decided”  

100 and 0 

 “Strongly agree”, “agree”, “neither agree nor disagree”, 

“disagree”, “strongly disagree” 

100, 75, 50, 25, 0, 

Q10, Q11 and Q12 

 

1- 7 scale 0; 16.7; 33.4; 50.1; 55.8; 88.5 

and 100 
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Q17, Q18 and Q18 “Strongly disagree, mostly disagree, neither agree nor 

disagree, I agree and strongly agree”   

0, 25, 50, 75 and 100 

Q19 “Poor, fair, good and excellent” 0; 33.33; 66.66 and 100 

 

4.3.3. Qualitative Data Analysis and Interpretation 

 

4.3.3.1. Analytic Process and Reasoning 

 

This research is developed under two main methods of reasoning, the inductive and deductive 

approaches, described by Trochim (2006) and Creswell and Plano Clark (2017). The inductive 

method is employed to work from specific to general, from data to theory, as a bottom-to-up 

strategy, departing from participants’ narratives and views to build broader themes and 

generate a theory. In contrast, the deductive method is used for the analysis from general to 

specific, from theory to data, using a top-to-down approach or from theory to hypotheses and 

then to data, in a process that refutes or contradicts a theory (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017,  

p. 13).  

 

Qualitative data analysis was conducted through a threefold analytic process. First, the 

generation of specific units of meaning related to student engagement and quality learning in 

higher education was extracted from students’ narratives. Second, classification, categorisation 

and organisation of the units of meaning. Third, building a systematic structuring of students’ 

narratives so as to facilitate interpretation in line with the theoretical framework. Thus, the 

analysis is interpretative, and results from a “reflexive, reactive interaction between the 

researcher and the decontextualized data that are already interpretations of a social encounter” 

(Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2002, p. 282). 

 

The analysis was conducted to respond to two research questions posed in this qualitative 

strand of this study. The analysis of findings followed Wolcott’s (1994) suggestion of balancing 

description, analysis, and interpretation. Therefore, as this study follows an MMR design, the 

interpretation of qualitative data is conducted separately from analysis, and follows 

considerations proposed by Creswell (2014).  
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4.3.3.2.Recording and Managing Data 

 

All interviews were recorded with prior consent from participants, using a voice recorder 

device. Telephone interviews were also recorded after prior authorisation from participants. 

Data was recorded in a systematic manner and followed data-recording strategies adjusted to 

the context and to participants’ sensitivities (Marshall & Rossman, 2014, p. 160). The 

researcher also had a consistent plan and took notes of dates, places, ages, and assigned 

fictitious names. Also, the researcher developed descriptions of settings and mind maps that 

were drawn after interviews, summarising the key issues raised by participants.  

 

All interviews were diligently transcribed by the researcher. All data was organised and 

managed using NVivo software. The transcriptions and notes taken during or after interviews 

were invaluable assets that helped for further predetermination of codes, categories, and 

themes. Transcriptions were read several times to facilitate “immersion in data” (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2014, p. 158) and a greater and intimate familiarisation with data. This was important 

for the selection of “conceptually intriguing phrases that [were] either connected with previous 

literature or [were] suggested patterns emerging from the analysis of previous data” (Ibidem, 

2006, p. 153). 

 

4.3.3.3.Applied Thematic Analysis 

 

The density and compactness of data collected is described through Applied Thematic Analysis 

(ATA), which focuses on detecting and unfolding ideas and themes included within data. 

Thematic Analysis was developed as an approach that encompasses “a rigorous, yet inductive, 

set of procedures designed to identify and examine themes from textual data in a way that is 

transparent and credible” (Guest, MacQueen & Namey, 2012, p. 15).  

 

Due to the richness of data collected, and the complexity and multidimensionality of student 

engagement as a construct, this report of findings carries the duty of “maintaining a sense of 

the holism of the interview[s]”, avoiding a fragmentation of data or its analysis in single parts 

(Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2012, p. 282). In using this approach, the premise was to build a 

coherent interpretation of data, with a clear coding structure developed from initial concepts 
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derived from data. These initial codes were then developed and modified during a continuous 

process of data analysis. The idea was to analyse the relevance and frequency of occurrence of 

events, as well as to discover the substantial elements, events, circumstances, or properties that 

characterise the subjects under analysis (Schatzman & Straus, 1973, pp. 108-110).  

 

Qualitative data analysis followed seven analytic procedures (Marshall and Rossman, 2014, 

pp.156-165), namely: (1) data organisation; (2) data immersion; (3) generation of categories 

and themes; (4) coding data; (5) offering interpretations; (6) searching for alternative 

understandings; and (7) writing findings of the study. Similarly, based on Miles and Huberman 

(1994), four main components of data analysis were also considered: data collection, data 

display, data condensation and drawing conclusions and verification. These components were 

recurrent in the entire process of data analysis and can demonstrate the interactive nature of 

this process.  

 

4.3.3.4. Coding Structure and Process 

 

Coding is the formal representation of analytic thinking (Marshall & Rossman, 2014, p. 160). 

Based on analytical procedures described by Crabtree and Miller (1992) and Miles and 

Huberman (1994), this research followed four main steps. First, initial codes, nodes or themes 

were assigned to a set of interview transcripts (references and quotes from students). Second, 

coded materials were organised, sorted or classified in order to identify key words, similar 

phrases, common issues or situations, events or recurrent information. Third, associations 

between different sets of themes or patterns were identified in order to generate categories, and 

to cluster the topics and subthemes into subgroups of analysis, and to produce common and 

general classifications. Four, common patterns and themes were isolated and compared with 

theoretical and conceptual understandings of student engagement in order to evaluate the 

fitness of themes to the research questions and, therefore, validate theoretical formulations of 

this study. 

 

The coding process was facilitated by data organised with NVivo 25. An illustration of the 

coding strategy adopted is presented in Figure 11. From a larger number of initial codes 

(nodes) that derived from the interview transcripts, the process evolved to generating categories 
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and then final themes. Categories were reduced through a process designated as sequential 

analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The process of generating the codes (nodes) was flexible 

and, during the process, new understandings emerged.  

 
Figure 11 Coding Strategy Adopted in this Study 

 

 

Initially, a total of 83 nodes were extracted from the transcripts of interviews and focus groups. 

The number of codes was reduced through repeated sweeps of data until reaching a manageable 

and coherent set of nine themes. Data was reviewed repeatedly, in line with the theoretical 

framework and for generating grand themes. Most of the themes emerged from the research 

questions, from the data itself, and later from the theory, from an inductive reasoning process 

to a more deductive reasoning process.  

 

The process of categorisation and classification of data ended with the selection of the six 

themes highlighted in this thesis. The selection of these themes is based on the number of 

references made by students, established on their recurrence, richness, significance, and fitness 

for the purposes of this research. The categories for analysis were reduced through a process 

of sequential analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The selection of final themes was informed 

by the theoretical perspectives offered by Kuh et al. (2007), Kahu (2013), Bryson (2014), 

Lawson & Lawson (2013), Zepke (2016) and Mann (2001).  

 

4.3.3.5. Alignment of Research Questions and Sub-questions for Qualitative Research  

 

In this study, the analysis of interviews was directed by the conceptual framework on student 

engagement, and by the research questions presented previously. Nine categories of influences 

Step 1: Initial 85 nodes and child-nodes created –
Directed by data. Inductive reasoning process

Step 2: Nodes were grouped and reduced to 20 categories

Step 3: Data was sorted into nine grand-themes.
Informed by theory in a deductive reasoning process

Step 4: Five final themes were selected and reported in this thesis
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on student engagement derived from the analysis of students’ narratives. These nine categories 

were employed to redesign the final themes that were then clustered in the codes that emerged 

from participants’ references/quotes. Concurrently, the analysis is not exclusively grounded in 

theory; rather it builds on data gathered from the empirical study based on interviews and focus 

group discussions. This generates a fluid, flexible and dynamic interaction between data and 

theory. This process is explained in Table 13 below, which represents the alignment between 

the research questions, and the sub-themes generated in this qualitative analysis. 

 

Table 13 Alignment of Research Questions for Qualitative Research, Themes, and their Correspondence with Survey 

Scales  

Research 

Question 

Sub research questions Themes  Sub-themes Corresponding 

Scales in the Survey 

RQ2 

Factors 

influencing 

student 

engagement  

1. What are the perceived 

differences in study 
methods and learning 

strategies employed by 

students when studying 
abroad compared to 

studying in their home 
country? 

 

Theme 1 

Individual 
Investment in 

Learning 

 
 

 
 

1. Individual study methods and 

level of academic effort 
2. Learning strategies and 

learning approaches 

(deep/surface learning) 
3. Personal commitment, degree 

of responsibilities and goal 
setting 

4. Metacognitive learning 

strategies and self-efficacy 

LAE – Level of 

Academic Effort 
 

ACL – Active and 

Collaborative 
Learning 

2. What are the main 
characteristics of the 

interactions among 

students and between 
students and academic 

staff? 

Theme 2 
Interactions and 

relationships  

 

5. Interactions among peers 
6. Interactions between students 

and academic staff 

SSI – Student and 
Staff Interactions  

3. How do students perceive 
the quality of teaching? 

Theme 3 
Quality teaching 

7. Level 1 of Teaching Model – 
focus on what students do 

8. Level 2 of Teaching Model – 

focus on what teachers do 
9. Level 3 of Teaching Model – 

focus on student learning 

QT – Quality 
Teaching 

4. How do students perceive 

the quality of learning 
resources and 

infrastructures? 

Theme 4 

Quality of learning 
resources 

 

10. Learning resources, 

infrastructures and supportive 
systems 

LR – Learning 

Resources 
SCE – Supportive 

Campus Environment 

RQ 3 

Barriers and 

challenges 

reported by 

students 

5. What are the barriers and 
challenges faced by 

students in their 

experience at the 
university? 

Theme 5 
Experiences of 

alienation 

11. Alienation from language, 
culture and institutional 

practice 

12. Alienation due to loss of sense 
of self, or feeling as an 

outsider 

13. Alienation as a survival 
strategy 

EEE – Enriching 
Educational 

Experience 

 
QT – Quality 

Teaching 

 
SSI – Student and 

Staff Interactions 

 

 

4.3.3.6. Interpretation of Findings and Searching for Alternative Understandings 

 

According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005, p. 404), interpretation of data, as the final stage of 

qualitative inquiry, demands that researchers implement a range of analytical procedures in 
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order to produce interpretations that can be integrated into theory, or contribute to developing 

a set of policy recommendations. In this research, the process of interpretation of findings is 

about giving meaning to data (Hatch, 2002); and it is viewed as an ongoing, emergent, 

unpredictable and unfinished process, entrenched in the continuous historical and political 

context (Denzin & Lincoln (2005). 

 

In this study, data was interpreted based on the practicality and relevance of information 

gathered in ways to support the research inquiry. Integrative interpretations of data were 

conducted mostly to bring “meaning and coherence to the themes, patterns and categories” 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2014, p. 161). An evaluation of the reasonableness of data was 

conducted by the researcher after a careful formulation of primary findings. This exercise was 

based on Marshall and Rossman’s (2014) argument that justifies a critical search for 

understanding, and a search for other credible explanations of data and patterns, in order to 

construct larger concepts and/or to justify the adopted interpretations. 

 

Findings were interpreted in line with the theoretical formulations defined by Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1979; 2005) theory of human development and its socioecological system theory, especially 

its mature version of the Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) proximal process model. This 

theory offers a valuable framework for examining and exploring students’ experiences of 

engagement, as they occur within broader systemic interactions between the person and the 

context. A framework for interpretation of findings and synthesis of student engagement, based 

on Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT bioecological model, is presented in Appendix 1. 

 

The discussion of findings is structured in three analytical categories that directly relate to the 

three research questions in line with Bloomberg and Volpe (2016). The development of 

analytical categories involved a re-examination of findings from both quantitative and 

qualitative research, a review of themes, patterns and findings, and a careful review of central 

concepts, ideas, and studies of student engagement.  

 

For the purpose of clarity and readability, this discussion of findings followed the 

“interpretation outline tool” developed by Bloomberg and Volpe (2016, p. 237). Consequently, 

interpretations were sought to explore assumptions, alternative elucidations, or patterns within 
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and across findings, and across individual cases, stating linkages with central concepts, ideas 

and evidences from previous studies on student engagement – stating, when possible, the 

implications and possible reasons.  

 

4.4. Part IV: Ethics Considerations 

 

This research adheres to the ethical standards in use at Queen’s University Belfast (QUB). A 

research proposal was submitted and approved by the QUB Research Ethics Committee of the 

School of Social Science, Education and Social Work (SSSESW). The research involved 

human participants in a survey and interviews, and, for this reason, careful attention was given 

to the ethical principles invoked by Emanuel et al. (2000, p. 126). Consideration of these 

principles was taken in relation to the social and scientific value of knowledge. Based on an 

evaluation of the possible risks and benefits of this study, possible harms were minimised.  

 

This study followed the ethical principles and guidelines of the British Educational Research 

Association (2004) Revised Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research. The ethics 

considerations encompassed several steps that were important in ensuring accuracy and 

avoiding fraudulent results, omissions, or misconduct. The guidelines also covered informed 

consent, voluntary participation in research, and fair judgments and analysis. Moreover, the 

researcher followed the ethics principles of respect for the circumstances and different contexts 

under analysis, and showed respect to participants, allowing space for feedback and positive 

exchange.  

 

This research also followed the scientific principles of evidence-based inquiry in educational 

research (Erickson & Gutierrez, 2002)16. Based on these principles, research questions were 

formulated so as to allow empirical investigation; efforts were made to ensure consistency and 

alignment between theory and data gathered from participants; and to the extent possible, there 

has been an effort to ensure a coherent chain of reasoning, and use of both deductive and 

 
16 Principles of evidence-based inquiry: “i) pose significant questions that can be investigated empirically; ii) link research to 

a relevant theory or conceptual framework; iii) use methods that allow direct investigation of the research question; iv) provide 

a coherent and explicit chain of reasoning; v) replicate/generalize or extend across studies; vi) disclose research to encourage 

professional scrutiny and critique” (in McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, pp. 14-16). 
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inductive analytical approaches. Notwithstanding that, results obtained can be replicated and 

generalised, and will be shared with professionals and policy makers to seek scrutiny, critique, 

and the practical application of knowledge. 

 

4.4.1. Ethics Considerations for the Quantitative Study 

 

This research adhered to and respected research conduct in relation to the rights of participants 

and the institutions involved, including confidentiality and a right for withdrawal from the 

study, validity and reliability. 

 

Confidentiality. Voluntary and informed consent was sought. Online survey questionnaires 

were completed by students studying abroad and printed-format questionnaires were completed 

by students in Angola. In both formats, participants were asked to provide informed consent 

and received an information sheet with detailed information about the research. Confidentiality 

was preserved through anonymous questionnaires and no identification of individuals or 

institutions. Each survey was encrypted with an encryption algorithm and all data was 

processed through SPSS. Returned questionnaires are kept in a storeroom at the SSSESW at 

Queen’s University Belfast. Online questionnaires are kept in a QUB computer drive. The 

survey included information about the participants demographics that were necessary for the 

study, but participants were not asked for identifying information such as their names or 

addresses. Where participants were contacted via email, those addresses were kept 

confidentially and destroyed once they served the purpose. No data was shared with third 

parties. Participants in this study were informed about the right to withdraw.  

 

Reliability. This research is based on a reliable data collection instrument, the National Survey 

of Student Engagement (NSSE), developed in the US in 1999 by reputable higher education 

specialists and experts at the Indiana University. The NSSE has been implemented since 2000, 

with more than 1,500 HEIs using it as a tool to measure and assess quality learning, success 

and student engagement. Statistical analyses show that the NSSE is a reliable instrument in the 

US and Canada. Several researchers tried to test the instrument in Australia, China, and South 

Africa. In addition, the definition of sampling followed rigorously inclusion and exclusion 

criteria and determinations techniques.  
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In this quantitative research, risks were minimised in order to ensure a degree of analysis that 

can offer credibility and transferability. Systematic procedures were rigorously followed, 

including the use of SPSS 25 as the software for statistical analysis (descriptive and inferential). 

The study was fully conducted in Portuguese. Survey data was all translated into English, and 

transcriptions of interviews, when necessary, were translated into English. No limitations in 

translation or interpretation of meanings occur – from Portuguese into English or vice-versa – 

as interpretation relied on the researcher’s ability, and Portuguese is her first language.  

 

Validity. The validity of this study can be considered in relation to various aspects. First, the 

instrument used to examine student engagement as a construct is a valid tool tested in several 

countries, and the psychometric properties of the instrument are valid inferences of the nature 

and manifestations of the phenomenon under analysis. This refers to “construct validity” 

(Shadish et al, 2002, p. 37). Second, the instrument measured “what it intends, purports or 

claims to measure” (Cohen, Marion & Morrison, 2018, p. 249). Third, data was interpreted and 

is warranted by the theories and evidence used (Ary et al., 2018, p. 267). 

 

4.4.2. Ethics Considerations in Relation to the Qualitative Study 

 

This research followed Tracy’s (2010, pp. 831-847) “eight big-tent” criteria for quality of 

qualitative research, which are considered a pedagogical archetype of qualitative research. 

These criteria are related to worthiness of topic, rich rigour, sincerity, credibility, and 

resonance, significance of contribution, ethics, and meaningful coherence.  

 

Worthy topic. It is believed that this research has a “worthy topic” for its relevance, and timely 

interest for academia and practice in higher education in Angola. The content and units of 

analysis in this study are relevant for their contribution to knowledge and for their contribution 

to improvements in policy making. 

 

Scientific rigour. This research has “rich rigour” as it uses, in the entire structure, appropriate 

and complex theoretical constructs related to student engagement and quality learning. There 

was a constant effort to ensure an alignment among paradigms, theoretical and conceptual 
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frameworks with the research methods. Moreover, this research uses well-established datasets 

and information management technologies (SPSS, NVivo), and complex data analysis 

techniques that can ensure precision, consistency, rigour, objectivity, and unbiased 

interpretation of data. Fieldwork and data analysis processes were designed and implemented 

according to scientific procedures and followed a rigorously established plan.  

 

Sincerity and reflexivity. This study observes the principles of sincerity and self-reflexivity, in 

relation to blocking the researcher’s personal values, and potential biases and predilections. 

Reflexivity was carried out as an act of continuous and critical reflection by this researcher on 

my role, beliefs, values and experiences, and how they may impact the quality of research 

findings and conclusions (Patton, 2002; and King & Horrocks, 2010). During the research 

process, the researcher developed concept maps, mind maps, kept a registration of facts, events 

and situations. Such registration of information was used as a reflective tool that facilitated (a) 

discerning and expounding students’ views and opinions; (b) questioning the entire research 

process and outcomes; (c) identifying concrete issues, interpretations and analysis on how 

personal beliefs and assumptions could be influencing data analysis; (d) examining cases or 

situations for self-awareness and identification of ways for improvement. A very conscious and 

deliberate effort was made to focus uniquely on students’ views and experiences. Such effort 

was guided by the principle of keeping true to participants’ views, guaranteeing an accurate 

and truthful analysis, constructing the themes, or making inferences faithful to participants’ 

opinions. A presentation of my positionality as the researcher is provided in the introductory 

chapter, Section 1.4.2, p. 17). 

 

Credibility. This research fits credibility criteria through the way that the descriptions, analysis 

and interpretation reflect reality, and are “plausible and persuasive” (Tracy, 2010). This is also 

related to the trustworthiness of findings of this research, in ways that allow readers and public 

to use and act on them, and to make decisions in line with them. Credibility is an ideal criterion 

for assessing the value of qualitative research (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). It is also linked to 

reliability, replicability, consistency, and accuracy in research (Golafshani, 2003). Credibility 

is also assured through what Tracy (2010, p. 843) terms “tick description, triangulation or 

crystallization, and multivocality and partiality”. During data collection, this researcher 

following these procedures, manifested sensitivity to participants’ own social identities and 
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idiosyncrasies and tried not to interfere in participants’ formulations and views. Moreover, 

during qualitative data analysis, the researcher tried to engage, significantly, with the multiple 

voices of students, providing a faithful representation of their queries and postulations.  

 

Resonance. This study adheres to the resonance criterion in that there is an evocative 

representation of students’ accounts. Findings can be generalised and transferred in view of 

their assuring “research’s ability to meaningfully reverberate and affect an audience” (Tracy, 

2010, p. 844). In this way, the study was constructed and developed so as to show empathy 

with readers (who will be primary the Angolan public). The ultimate purpose was to produce 

an echoed research that can influence a desired impact in policy making. 

 

Significant contribution. This study is designed to make a significant contribution to 

knowledge, practice and policy making. The ultimate intent was to develop a conceptual, 

practical and methodological contribution to society, in ways that would contribute to the 

development of knowledge on student engagement as a pedagogic tool, and as a political 

framework for change in quality assurance in higher education. This research is theoretically 

significant for its contribution to enhancing knowledge; it is heuristically significant by 

compelling and urging professionals in higher education in Angola to act and further explore 

the tools offered by student engagement conceptualisations. This research is also significant in 

helping society to frame and understand a contemporary social and educational problem. See 

more about the contribution to knowledge of this study in Chapter Eight, Section 8.2, p. 251. 

 

Meaningful coherence. This research was designed and implemented with meaningful 

coherence in ways that abide by its stated research purpose; it seeks to accomplish its 

advocating value; it employs methods and practices that are aligned with the theories and 

paradigms, and interconnects literature with research methods and findings. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter presented the methodology of this study. The chapter was organized in four 

sections. The first section presented the details of research design, focusing on research aims 

and questions, the strategy and research methods, approaches and design of research 
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instruments. The second section presented the procedures for data collection, including the 

recruitment of participants, fieldwork and the interviews process and challenges. The third 

section presented the strategies adopted for quantitative and qualitative data analysis, the 

analytical tools and process, coding structure, and the procedures for interpretation of findings. 

The last section outlined the ethical consideration of this entire research. 

 

In the next two chapters I present the data collected from survey and the results of the statistical 

analysis of the survey, and the results from the interviews and focus group discussions  
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CHAPTER FIVE: MEASURING STUDENT ENGAGEMENT IN ANGOLA AND IN 

OTHER INTERNATIONAL CONTEXTS - FINDINGS FROM QUANTITATIVE 

RESEARCH 

 

Introduction  

 

This chapter presents findings from students’ responses of the Survey on Student Engagement 

and Quality Learning (SSEQL) administrated to Angolan students studying in Angola and in 

other international contexts (Cuba, United Kingdom and Portugal). In Angola, the survey was 

administered in printed format, while in other contexts the survey was online. This chapter 

reports on the quantitative findings in answer to the first research question that sought to 

understand the extent to which students in Angola and in other international contexts are 

engaged in effective learning. The definitions of student engagement and effective learning can 

be found in Chapter two, Section 2.4, and Section 2.5.   

 

Participants (n=1010) were senior undergraduate students attending professional degree 

programs (Law, Nursing, Accounting, and Psychology). The response rate in Angola was 

satisfactory (924/1300, 71 percent) and in other international context the response rate was 

highly satisfactory (86/101, 85 percent).  

 

The purpose of the SSEQL was to collect actionable data related to the extent of engagement 

of Angolan students in Angola and in other international contexts. This data provided insights 

to reflect on student learning and the conditions provided by HEIs for effective learning. The 

survey was adapted from the U.S. National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), in its old 

format (2011). It integrates nine scales, from which, six scales are adapted from the US NSSE, 

two scales adapted from the UK National Student Survey (2017) and one scale adapted from 

the questionnaire of the African Quality Rating Mechanism (AQRM, 2017).  

 

The procedures for the design, data collection and data analysis of this quantitative study are 

presented in Chapter four (Methodology). See Section 4.1.6 for the design of the survey and 

for the determination of survey sampling; and Section 4.2.2 for recruitment of participants; 

Section 4.2.3 for data collection process; and Section 4.3.2 for information on the procedures 
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adopted for data analysis. The descriptive and inferential statistics tables (SPSS output tables) 

are presented in Appendix 11. 

 

The results are presented below to respond to the first research question and two sub-questions 

designed. The RQ 1 was: to what extent students in Angola (C1) and Angolan students studying 

abroad (Cuba, Portugal, and United Kingdom) (C2) are engaged with practices that promote 

effective learning? 

 

The research sub-questions are:  

(1) are there any differences between C1 (Angola) and C2 (abroad) in relation to all 

student engagement scale scores, as measured by the SSEQL17? (LAE, ACL, EEE, 

SSI, SCE, QT, LR, OQS and IIPD)?  

(2) Are there any differences between full-time students in C1 and full-time students in 

C2 in relation to the student engagement average scores as measured by the SSEQL?  

(3) Are there any differences between male and female full-time students in C1 and C2 

in relation to student engagement average scores as measured by the SSEQL?  

 

5.1. Description of the Survey Sample 

 

The total sample for the Survey on Student Engagement and Quality Learning (SSEQL) 

involved 1010 students (n =1010), from which 924 are studying in HEIs in Angola (91.5 

percent) and 86 students attending universities in other countries (Cuba, Portugal and United 

Kingdom) (8.5 percent).  

 

In Angola, respondents were randomly selected from eight HEIs that accepted to take part in 

this study. Students from other international contexts were from 27 HEIs who accepted to 

participate in the online survey, or who were directly contacted by the researcher. In Angola, 

students represent three main geographic regions: Huambo province (29.8 percent), Kuanza-

Sul province (30.8 percent) and Luanda province (39.4 percent). Respondents studying in other 

 
17 SSEQL- Survey on Student Engagement and Quality Learning, adapted from the US NSSE- National Student Engagement 

Survey (Kuh et al., 2007) 
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contexts are 51 in Cuba (5 percent), 16 in United Kingdom (1.5 percent) and 19 in Portugal 

(1.9 percent) of the total sample.   

 

Behavioural and Attitudinal Information of Respondents 

 

Seven main characteristics were extracted from the data collected. Those characteristics are 

related to gender, age group, course enrolled, type of employment status, type of enrolment, 

and academic qualification of parents. These characteristics are described in Table 14. The 

majority of participants studying abroad are male (57 percent), while in Angola, most of 

respondents were female (53.2 percent). Many participants in Angola were between 18 to 28 

years old (73.8 percent). From this, 26.6 percent are between 18-22 years old and 47.2 percent 

between 23-28 years old). In other contexts, respondents are mostly between 23-28 years old 

(61.6 percent).   

 
Table 14 Results from respondents based on six main demographic characteristics 
 Angola Other contexts 

Gender Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 

Missing 15 1.6 - - 

Female 492 53.2 37 43.0 

Male 417 45.1 49 57.0 

Total 924 100.0 86 100.0 

Age group     

18 to 22 246 26.6 28 32.6 

23 to 28 436 47.2 53 61.6 

29 and above 233 25.2 5 5.8 

 Missing System 9 1.0 - - 

Total 924 100.0 86 100.0 

Course enrolled     

Accounting 249 26.9 2 2.3 

Law 237 25.6 4 4.7 

Psychology 81 8.8 1 1.2 

Nursing 357 38.6 1 1.2 

Other Courses - - 78 90.7 

Total 924 100.0 86 100.0 

Type of Employment     

Not working 491 53.1 69 80.2 

Working 433 46.9 17 19.8 

Total 924 100.0 86 100.0 

Mode of Financing studies     

Scholarship 190 20.6 58 67.4 

Parents and other 392 42.4 24 27.9 

With my own income 320 34.6 4 4.7 

Missing system 22 2.4 - - 

Total 924 100.0 86 100.0 

Parent’s Academic Qualification     

University Degree 279 30.2 49 57.0 

No more than high school 465 50.3 33 38.4 

No more than primary school 159 17.2 4 4.7 

Missing system 21 2.3 - - 

Total 924 100.0 86 100.0 
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Most of participants in Angola are enrolled in Nursing course (n = 351 - 38.6 percent), 

Accounting (n = 249- 26.9 percent), and in Law (n= 237- 25.6 percent). The smallest number 

of respondents were enrolled in psychology (n= 81- 8.8 percent). Participants studying abroad 

are enrolled mostly in other courses (n= 78 – 90.7 percent), mainly in Medicine, Education and 

Engineering. It was difficult to find students attending the four specific professional degree 

programmes that were investigated in depth in Angola sample.  

 

Respondents outside Angola were all enrolled full-time students (n=86). In Angola, 577 

respondents (62.4 percent) were full-time (FT) students, 182 respondents (19.69 percent) were 

Part-time (PT) students in day shift programmes, and 162 respondents (6.8 percent) were 

enrolled in night shift (NS). This corresponds with the characteristics of student population in 

higher education were in 2017 at least 37 percent of student were part-time students (MESCTI, 

2018). 

 

The percentage of students who work or have a source of income from any form of employment 

in Angola is very high (n= 433 - 46.9 percent) compared to students studying abroad (n=69 - 

19.8 percent). Only 7.3 percent respondents in Angola and 5.7 percent in other contexts are 

self-employed or running their own business. In Angola 20.8 percent of participants are public 

servants.  

 

Respondents studying abroad finance their studies mostly through scholarships from the 

Angolan government (n=58 - 67.4 percent), while in Angola respondents are financed mostly 

by parents and family members (n= 392 - 42.4 percent), or with their own sources of income 

(n= 320 - 34.6 percent). In Angola, respondents receiving scholarships from government are 

(n=190 - 20.5 percent. There was no responses or indication of any other external type of 

funding available for students (e.g. scholarships from donors or private companies).  

 

Regarding academic qualifications of parents, respondents studying abroad have more 

educated parents. More than half of respondents studying abroad (n= 49, 57 percent) reported 

having parents with a university degree (8 percent with doctor degree, 14 percent with master’s 

degree and 35 percent with undergraduate degree); while in Angola only 30.2 percent have 
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university degree. In Angola, 17.2 percent of parents have no more than primary school, 

contrasting to only 4.7 percent in other countries. 

 

Other Sample Characteristics 

 

Some other sample’s characteristics were examined. A significant majority of respondents who 

participated in this research are single (83.3 percent in Angola and 95.4 percent in the other 

international contexts). A large percentage of students enrolled both in HEIs in Angola and 

abroad are originally from the province of Luanda, the capital city of Angola (30.8 percent and 

47.1 percent, respectively). This shows disparities in access to opportunities and to higher 

education. 

 

Respondents in Angola are students from second to fifth year of enrolment, attending second 

year (31.8 percent), third year (24.8 percent), fourth year (28.7 percent) and fifth year (14.4 

percent). To note that undergraduate degree courses in Nursing and Law in Angola are offered 

in five years. Due to an error in the online questionnaire, the year of enrolment has not been 

collected for students studying abroad. Respondents are attending programmes with a duration 

that varies from 3 to 6 years. In Angola 72.7 percent are enrolled in programmes that are 

established for 5 years of duration, while students surveyed abroad are mostly (45.3 percent) 

attending a 6 years’ programme (generally Medicine or Engineering).  Most of participants are 

full-time students, not employed (95.3 percent in Angola and 62.4 percent in other countries).  

 

Participants studying abroad live in a dormitory within university campus (58.1 percent) while 

in Angola students are mostly living with parents or family members (55.7 percent). This issue 

could be influencing the time they dedicate to academic work or the whole learning outcomes.  

The majority of participants in both contexts are not earning a salary (57 percent in Angola and 

90.7 percent in other countries). This is related to the earlier comment on the status of 

employment and on type of enrolment (part-time and full-time students). Students studying 

abroad are most full-time students and have no employment as they are mostly recipients of 

scholarships. 
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In terms of religious affiliation, the vast number of students reported to be Protestant (52.3 

percent in Angola and 56.9 percent in international context), while Catholics are 39.8 percent 

in Angola and 40.7 percent in other countries. Roman Catholic with 41.1 percent of population 

and Protestant 38.1 percent. According to data from the Census 2014 it is noted that 12.3 

percent of population declared that they do not have any religion (beliefs or practices). Only 

one percent belongs to Animist religion, while 0.4 percent are Islamic and 0.2 percent are Jews 

(INE, 2015).  

 

Regarding the ethnic and linguistic background, 20 percent of students studying abroad 

indicated that they do not know to which ethnic group they belong to, while this percentage is 

lower in Angola were only 6.1 percent indicated the same. This could indicate certain degree 

of acculturation or indifference in students studying abroad in relation to their own ethic 

background.  

 

Participants in both contexts are predominantly from Kimbundu ethnic group (40 percent in 

Angola and 30 percent in other countries).  This is not representative of the demographics of 

the country, where according to the last Census, Ovimbundu ethic group represents 37 percent 

and Kimbundu 25 percent (INE, 2015). This could indicate an ethic dominance of Kimbundu 

group when it comes to access to higher education in Angola and to scholarships to study 

abroad. These other survey sample characteristics are presented in Appendix 12.  

 

5.2. Analysis of Results from the SSEQL Survey: Research Question 1 

 

This survey aimed at responding to one research question that intended to explore to what 

extent students in Angola (C1) and Angolan students studying abroad (Cuba, Portugal, and 

United Kingdom) (C2) are engaged in effective learning. To explore this research question, a 

Survey on Student Engagement and Quality Learning (SSEQL) was used, adapted from the US 

NSSE (Kuh et al., 2007). Three research sub-questions are addressed and responded. 
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5.2.1. Findings for Sub-Question 1: Differences between C1 (Angola) and C2 (abroad) 

in relation to all student engagement scale scores 

 

This sub-question examines two dimensions of student engagement: the individual/behavioural 

dimension, which comprises four scales (LAC, ACL, SSI and EEE), and the dimension on 

institutional conditions for effective learning that comprises five subscales (SCE, QT, LR, 

OQS, and IIPD). 

 

Individual/Behavioural Dimension of Student Engagement 

 

The LAC subscale of the student engagement survey has 11 items, and 1010 participants 

completed this. As Kolmogorov-Smirnov test suggests, LAC data of these participants is not 

distributed normally (Statistics = .245, df = 1010, p > .000). Therefore, a Mann-Whitney U test 

is conducted, and its results show that there was a significant difference (U = 29417.00, p < 

.001) between LAC for C1 compared to C2. The median LAC was 50.00 units for C1 compared 

to 60.00 units for C2 suggesting that C2 has higher level of academic challenge. 

 

Table 15. Mann-Whitney U test results for LAC 

Group N Mean/ Median sd Mean 

Rank 

Sum of 

Ranks  

U p η2 

Angola 924 53.32/50.00 46.93 494.34 456767.00 29417.00 .000 .016 

Others 86 58.12/60.00 15.33 625.44 53788.00 

 

The ACL subscale of the student engagement survey has 7 items, and 831 participants 

completed this. As Kolmogorov-Smirnov test suggests, ACL data of these participants is not 

distributed normally (Statistics = .979, df = 831, p > .000). Therefore, a Mann-Whitney U test 

is conducted, and its results show that there was a significant difference (U = 24710.50, p < 

.001) between ACL for C1 compared to C2. The median ACL was 68.75 units for C1 compared 

to 75.00 units for C2, suggesting that C2 engage in more active and collaborative learning 

activities. 

 

Table 16. Mann-Whitney U test results for ACL 

Group N Mean/ Median sd Mean 

Rank 

Sum of 

Ranks 

U p η2 

Angola 745 65.07/68.75 16.01 406.17 302595.50 24710.50 .000 .015 

Others 86 71.22/75.00 14.61 501.17 43100.50 
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The SSI subscale of the student engagement survey has 6 items, and 851 participants completed 

this. As Kolmogorov-Smirnov test suggests, SSI data of these participants is not distributed 

normally (Statistics = .118, df = 851, p > .000). Therefore, a Mann-Whitney U test is conducted, 

and its results show that there was a significant difference (U = 19639.00, p < .001) between 

SSI for C1 compared to C2. The median SSI was 30.00 units for C1 compared to 41.67 units 

for C2 suggesting that C2 has more student-faculty interactions. 

 

Table 17. Mann-Whitney U test results for SSI 

Group N Mean/ Median sd Mean 

Rank 

Sum of 

Ranks 

U p η2 

Angola 765 31.74/30.00 20.42 408.67 312634.00 19639.00 .000 .042 

Others 86 46.71/41.67 20.30 580.14 49892.00 

 

The EEE subscale of the student engagement survey has 11 items, and 623 participants 

completed this. As Kolmogorov-Smirnov test suggests, EEE data of these participants is not 

distributed normally (Statistics = .081, df = 623, p > .000). Therefore, a Mann-Whitney U test 

is conducted, and its results show that there was a significant difference (U = 1604.00, p < 

.001) between EEE for C1 compared to C2. The median LAC was 31.82 units for C1 compared 

to 68.18 units for C2 suggesting that C2 has higher enriching educational experiences. 

 

Table 18. Mann-Whitney U test results for EEE 

Group N Mean/ Median sd Mean 

Rank 

Sum of 

Ranks 

U p η2 

Angola 608 33.06/31.82 14.60 307.14 186740.00 1604.00 .000 .030 

Others 15 59.85/68.18 22.84 509.07 7636.00 

 

The results for the four items on the individual dimension of engagement suggest that students 

studying abroad have a richer educational experience than those studying in Angola. This is 

probably linked to fact that largely the former are full-time students and most of the latter are 

part-time. 

 

Institutional Conditions and Quality Learning dimension 

 

The institutional conditions and quality learning dimension of the student engagement survey 

includes five sub-scales SCE, QT, LR, OQS and IIPD. Below the analysis of these sub-scales. 
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The SCE subscale of the student engagement survey has 14 items, and 768 participants 

completed this. As Kolmogorov-Smirnov test suggests, SCE data of these participants is 

distributed normally (Statistics = .031, df = 768, p = .058). Therefore, an independent sample 

t test is conducted, and its results show that there was a significant difference (t = 7.452, p < 

.001) between SCE for C1 compared to C2. The mean SCE was 55.85 units for C1 compared 

to 71.13 units for C2 suggesting that C2 has higher perception of supportive campus 

environment. 

 

Table 19. Mann-Whitney U test results for SCE 

Group N Mean/Median sd df t p dcohen 

Angola  754 55.85/55.60 18.01 838 7.452 .000 .848 

Others  86 71.13/71.57 18.01 

 

The QT subscale of the student engagement survey has 4 items, and 424 participants completed 

this. As Kolmogorov-Smirnov test suggests, QT data of these participants is not distributed 

normally (Statistics = .088, df = 424, p > .000). Therefore, a Mann-Whitney U test is conducted, 

and its results show that there was a significant difference (U = 3738.00, p < .001) between QT 

for C1 compared to C2. The median QT was 56.25 units for C1 compared to 87.50 units for 

C2 suggesting that C2 has higher quality teaching. 

 

Table 20. Mann-Whitney U test results for QT 

Group N Mean/ Median Sd Mean Rank Sum of Ranks U p η2 

Angola 338 54.23/56.25 15.79 180.56 61029.00 3738.00 .000 .267 

Others 86 81.03/87.50 17.66 338.03 29071.00 

 

The LR subscale of the student engagement survey has 10 items, and 526 participants 

completed this. As Kolmogorov-Smirnov test suggests, LR data of these participants is not 

distributed normally (Statistics = .093, df = 526, p > .000). Therefore, a Mann-Whitney U test 

is conducted, and its results show that there was a significant difference (U = 1985.50, p < 

.001) between LR for C1 compared to C2. The median LR was 30.00 units for C1 compared 

to 82.50 units for C2, suggesting that C2 access to more learning resources. 

 
Table 21. Mann-Whitney U test results for LR 

Group N Mean/ Median sd Mean Rank Sum of Ranks U p η2 

Angola 440 32.25/30.00 17.60 225.01 99005.50 1985.5

0 

.000 .328 

Others 86 77.97/82.50 19.48 460.41 39595.50 
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The OQS subscale of the student engagement survey has 2 items, and 812 participants 

completed this. As Kolmogorov-Smirnov test suggests, OQS data of these participants is not 

distributed normally (Statistics = .175, df = 812, p > .000). Therefore, a Mann-Whitney U test 

is conducted, and its results show that there was a significant difference (U = 19283.00, p < 

.001) between OQS for C1 compared to C2. The median OQS was 66.66 units for C1 compared 

to 83.33 units for C2 suggesting that C2 has higher perception of overall quality and 

satisfaction. 

 

Table 22. Mann-Whitney U test results for OQS 

Group N Mean/ Median sd Mean Rank Sum of Ranks U p η2 

Angola 726 53.92/66.66 29.32 390.06 283184.00 19283.00 .000 .041 

Others 86 73.45/83.33 18.85 545.28 46894.00 

 

The IIPD subscale of the student engagement survey has 14 items, and 768 participants 

completed this. As Kolmogorov-Smirnov test suggests, IIPD data of these participants is not 

distributed normally (Statistics = .075, df = 768, p > .000). Therefore, a Mann-Whitney U test 

is conducted, and its results show that there was a significant difference (U = 20748.50, p < 

.001) between IIPD for C1 compared to C2. The median IIPD was 64.29 units for C1 compared 

to 75.00 units for C2 suggesting that C2 has higher perception of institutional impact in 

personal development. 

 

Table 23. Mann-Whitney U test results for IIPD 

Group N Mean/ Median sd Mean Rank Sum of Ranks U p η2 

Angola 682 63.96/64.29 20.84 371.92 253651.50 20748.50 .000 .025 

Others 86 74.46/75.00 17.22 484.24 41644.50 

 

The results for the five items on the perceptions of the institutional conditions and quality 

learning suggest that students studying abroad have a more positive perception of the 

conditions offered to them to engage in effective learning than those studying in Angola. This 

is probably linked to fact that largely higher educations in international contexts are well 

resourced and have a long-standing history and academic tradition in the provision of higher 

education. 
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5.2.2. Findings for Sub-Question 2: Differences between full-time students in C1 and 

full-time students in C2 in relation to overall student engagement mean scores 

 

Table 24 shows the scores for each of the overall indicators broken down by the location of the 

students and their mode of study, with the number of respondents and the score for each 

category.  

 

Table 24 Scores for overall scales/indicators by location of students and type of enrolment 

The indicators of academic engagement FT Angola 

The number of 

students (Mean) 

FT Other contexts 

The number of 

students (Mean) 

Part Time* 

The number of 

students Mean) 

Night Shift* 

The number of 

students (Mean) 

Level of academic challenge (LAC) 577 (51.7) 86 (58.1) 182 (50.9) 162 (50.4) 

Active and collaborative learning (ACL) 483 (66.5) 86 (71.2) 127 (63.9) 134 (60.7) 

Student and faculty staff interaction (SSI) 492 (33.6) 86 (46.7) 139 (33.2) 133 (23.1) 
Enriching educational experiences (EEE) 403 (33.6) 15 (59.8) 106 (33.7) 98 (30.1) 

Supportive campus environment (SCE) 483 (56.0) 86 (71.1) 140 (57.4) 130 (53.4) 

Quality teaching (QT) 209 (54.5) 86 (81.0) 62 (55.8) 67 (52.0) 
Learning resources (LR) 292 (32.1) 86 (78.0) 73 (31.5) 75 (33.4) 

Overall quality & satisfaction (OQS) 449 (50.3) 86 (73.4) 147 (59.1) 128 (60.8) 

Institutional impact in personal development 
(IIPD) 

443 (64.2) 86 (74.5) 116 (64.1) 122 (62.8) 

* These students were studying in Angola. 

 
When the sample composition of this study was examined based on the location of the students 

and their mode of study/ type of enrolment, it was found that there were not any students 

studying outside Angola whose mode of study was part time and night shift. Consequently, 

further analyses aiming to investigate the differences between students studying in Angola and 

those studying outside Angola in terms of their perception of engagement were conducted with 

the scores for full-time students only. 

 
Figure 12 illustrates these data and indicates that the average scores for full-time students 

outside Angola were higher on each of these in comparison with full-time, part-time, or night-

shift students in Angola. 

 

In Table 25 it is illustrated that the average scores for full-time students outside Angola were 

higher on each of these in comparison with full-time, part-time, or night-shift students in 

Angola. 
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Figure 12 Mean Overall Scores for Each Scale by Type of Enrolment and Place of Study 

 
 

To decide which statistical test to use in these analyses, normality tests were performed for 

each indicator of student engagement, and the results of these tests are shown below. 

 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov test for LAC and SCE indicators suggests that independent samples t-

test should be used (p > .05) whereas Kolmogorov-Smirnov test for the other indicators reveals 

that Mann-Whitney U should be used (p < .05). 
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Table 25 Normality Test for Full-time Student Scores on All Indicators of Academic Engagement 

 Kolmogorov-Smirnov Shapiro-Wilk 

 Statistics df p Statistics df P 

LAC .039 663 .019* .997 663 .237 

ACL .120 569 .000 .975 569 .000 

SSI .100 578 .000 .968 578 .000 

EEE .079 418 .000 .973 418 .000 

SCE .034 569 .173* .994 569 .033 

QT .080 295 .000 .975 295 .000 

LR .095 378 .000 .942 378 .000 

OQS .157 536 .000 .932 536 .000 

IIPD .073 529 .000 .979 529 .000 

* Normally distributed data. 

 

Comparison of overall scores between full-time students studying in Angola and full-

time students studying abroad 

 

An independent sample t test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between level of 

academic challenge (LAC) for C1 and C2, and its results show that there was a significant 

difference (t = 3.536, p < .001) between LAC for C1 compared to C2. The mean LAC was 

51.7 units for C1 compared to 58.1 units for C2 suggesting that students outside Angola 

perceive their academic work as more intellectually challenging in terms of academic effort, 

time dedicated to academic tasks, number of reading and writing assignments, and use of 

higher degree of learning strategies. 

 

Table 26. T-test comparison of overall scores between full-time students in Angola and those outside 

Angola for LAC and SCE indicators 
 

 Group N Mean/Median sd df t p dcohen 

LAC Angola  577 51.7/50.0 15.8 661 3.536 .000* .407 

Others  86 58.1/60.0 15.3 

SCE Angola  483 56.0/55.6 17.6 567 7.307 .000* .855 

Others  86 71.1/72.2 18.0 

Note. * p < .05 

 

Another independent sample t test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between 

supportive campus environment (SCE) for C1 and C2, and its results show that there was a 

significant difference (t = 7.307, p < .001) between SCE for C1 compared to C2. The mean 

SCE was 56.0 units for C1 compared to 71.1 units for C2 suggesting that students outside 

Angola perceive better experiences at the university campus, much support they receive and 

higher quality of their relationships with other students and staff members. 
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A Mann-Whitney U test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between active and 

collaborative learning (ACL) for C1 and C2, and its results show that there was a significant 

difference (U = 17104.5, p < .001) between ACL for C1 compared to C2. The median ACL 

was 68.8 units for C1 compared to 71.2 units for C2 suggesting that students studying abroad 

are actively engaged in learning more by using more learning strategies, participating more 

classroom discussions, making more presentations and attending community-based projects. 

 

A Mann-Whitney U test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between student-faculty 

interaction (SSI) for C1 and C2, and its results show that there was a significant difference (U 

=13688.0, p < .001) between SCI for C1 compared to C2. The median SSI was 30.0 units for 

C1 compared to 41.7 units for C2 suggesting that students outside Angola more interact with 

academic staff lecturers in learning and assessment activities. 

 

A Mann-Whitney U test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between enriching 

educational experiences (EEE) for C1 and C2, and its results show that there was a significant 

difference (U = 1093.5, p < .001) between EEE for C1 compared to C2. The median EEE was 

31.8 units for C1 compared to 68.2 units for C2 suggesting that students studying abroad 

develop their ability to integrate and apply knowledge more, and this knowledge includes 

multicultural perspectives, use of IT, internships, learning other languages and independent 

study habits. 

 
Table 27. Mann-Whitney U comparison of overall scores between full-time students in Angola and those 

outside Angola for ACL, SSI, EEE, QT, LR, OQS and IIPD indicators 

 
 Group N Mean/ Median sd Mean Rank Sum of Ranks  U p η2 

ACL Angola 483 66.5/68.8 15.7 277.41 133990.5 17104.5 .000* .012 

Others 86 71.2/75.0 14.6 327.61 28174.5 

SSI Angola 492 33.6/30.0 20.4 274.32 134966.0 13688.0 .000* .047 

Others 86 46.7/41.7 20.3 376.34 32365.0 

EEE Angola 403 33.6/31.8 14.5 204.71 82499.5 1093.5 .000* .042 

Others 15 59.8/68.2 22.8 338.10 5071.5 

QT Angola 209 54.5/56.3 15.5 116.07 24259.5 2314.5 .000* .340 

Others 86 81.0/87.5 17.7 225.59 19400.5 

LR Angola 292 32.1/30.0 17.2 150.79 44031.0 1253.0 .000* .426 

Others 86 78.0/82.5 19.5 320.93 27600.0 

OQS Angola 450 50.3/50.0 29.6 249.34 112204.5 10729.5 .000* .080 

Others 86 73.4/83.3 18.9 368.74 31711.5 

IIPD Angola 443 64.2/67.9 19.3 251.88 111584.5 13238.5 .000* .038 

Others 86 74.5/75.0 17.2 332.56 28600.5 
 

Note. * p < .05 
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A Mann-Whitney U test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between quality teaching 

(QT) for C1 and C2, and its results show that there was a significant difference (U = 2314.5, p 

< .001) between QT for C1 compared to C2. The median QT was 56.3 units for C1 compared 

to 87.5 units for C2 suggesting that students studying abroad have higher quality of teaching 

in their courses. 

 

A Mann-Whitney U test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between learning 

resources (LR) for C1 and C2, and its results show that there was a significant difference (U = 

1253.0, p < .001) between LR for C1 compared to C2. The median LR was 30.0 units for C1 

compared to 82.5 units for C2 suggesting that students studying abroad have more access to 

learning resources and higher quality of learning resources available at their institutions. 

 

A Mann-Whitney U test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between perception of 

overall quality & satisfaction (OQS) for C1 and C2, and its results show that there was a 

significant difference (U = 10729.5, p < .001) between OQS for C1 compared to C2. The 

median OQS was 50.0 units for C1 compared to 83.3 units for C2 suggesting that students 

outside Angola perceive higher quality of their entire educational experience and degree of 

satisfaction. 

 

A Mann-Whitney U test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between institutional 

impact in personal development (IIPD) for C1 and C2, and its results show that there was a 

significant difference (U = 13238.5, p < .001) between IIPD for C1 compared to C2. The 

median IIPD was 67.9 units for C1 compared to 75.0 units for C2 suggesting that C2 have 

higher perception of institutional impact in their personal development of knowledge, skills, 

attitudes, and values. 

 

Overall, students outside Angola have significantly better perceptions in each indicator of 

academic engagement compared to those studying in Angola.  
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5.2.3. Findings for Sub-Question 3: Differences Between Male and Female Full-Time 

Students in C1 and C2 in Relation to Student Engagement Average Scores 

 

An independent sample t test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between level of 

academic challenge (LAC) for men and women, and its results show that there was a significant 

difference (t = 3.281, p < .001) between LAC for men compared to women. The mean LAC 

was 54.9 units for men compared to 50.8 units for women suggesting that men found their 

academic work more intellectually challenging in terms of academic effort, time dedicated to 

academic tasks, number of reading and writing assignments, and use of higher degree of 

learning strategies. 

 

Table 28. T-test comparison of overall scores between men and women full-time students for LAC and 

SCE indicators 

 Group N Mean/Median sd df t p dcohen 

LAC Men 268 54.9/55.0 16.2 654 3.281 .001* .259 

Women 388 50.8/50.0 15.6 

SCE Men 237 57.2/55.6 18.8 561 -1.237 .217 .103 

Women 326 59.1/59.2 18.1 

Note. * p < .05 

 

Another independent sample t test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between 

supportive campus environment (SCE) for C1 and C2, and its results show that there was not 

a significant difference (t = -1.237, p = .217) between SCE for men compared to women. The 

mean SCE was 57.2 units for men compared to 59.1 units for women suggesting that men and 

women have similar perception of supportive campus environment. 

 

A Mann-Whitney U test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between active and 

collaborative learning (ACL) for men and women, and its results show that there was not 

significant difference (U = 38088.0, p = .661) between ACL for men compared to women. The 

median ACL was 68.8 units for men and women suggesting that men and women engage in 

active and collaborative learning activities at similar level. 
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Table 29. Mann-Whitney U comparison of overall scores between men and women full-time students for 

ACL, SSI, EEE, QT, LR, OQS and IIPD indicators 
 

 Group N Mean/ Median sd Mean 

Rank 

Sum of 

Ranks  

U p η2 

ACL Men 241 67.6/68.8 15.4 286.0 68916.0 38088.0 .661 .000 

Women 323 66.9/68.8 15.8 280.0 90414.0 

SSI Men 249 34.8/30.0 22.1 279.2 69512.0 38387.0 .317 .002 

Women 324 36.1/40.0 19.9 293.0 94939.0 

EEE Men 172 33.0/31.8 16.0 194.9 33516.0 18638.0 .070 .008 

Women 242 35.6/34.1 15.4 216.5 52389.0 

QT Men 137 63.2/62.5 20.7 150.1 20564.0 10261.0 .555 .001 

Women 156 61.4/62.5 19.8 144.3 22507.0 

LR Men 165 43.8/37.5 29.2 187.6 30947.0 17233.0 .993 .000 

Women 209 41.8/37.5 23.8 187.5 39178.0 

OQS Men 216 56.6/66.7 29.8 278.8 60215.5 30828.5 .082 .006 

Women 313 52.2/50.0 29.1 255.5 79969.5 

IIPD Men 232 65.7/64.3 19.3 259.6 60220.0 33192.0 .742 .000 

Women 291 66.0/67.9 19.6 263.9 76806.0 

 

A Mann-Whitney U test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between student and 

staff interaction (SSI) for men and women, and its results show that there was no significant 

difference (U =38387.0, p = .317) between SSI for men compared to women. The median SSI 

was 30.0 units for men compared to 40.0 units for women suggesting that men and women 

have similar student-faculty interactions. 

 

A Mann-Whitney U test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between enriching 

educational experiences (EEE) for men and women, and its results show that there was no 

significant difference (U = 18638.0, p = .070) between EEE for men compared to women. The 

median EEE was 31.8 units for men compared to 34.1 units for women suggesting that men 

and women have similar enriching educational experiences. 

 

A Mann-Whitney U test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between quality teaching 

(QT) for men and women, and its results show that there was no significant difference (U = 

10261.0, p = .555) between QT for men compared to women. The median QT was 62.5 units 

for men and women suggesting that men and women have similar perception of quality 

teaching. 
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A Mann-Whitney U test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between learning 

resources (LR) for men and women, and its results show that there was no significant difference 

(U = 17233.0, p = .993) between LR for men compared to women. The median LR was 37.5 

units for men and women suggesting that men and women access to learning resources at 

similar level. 

 

A Mann-Whitney U test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between perception of 

overall quality & satisfaction (OQS) for men and women, and its results show that there was 

no significant difference (U = 30828.5, p = .082) between OQS for men compared to women. 

The median OQS was 66.7 units for men compared to 50.0 units for women suggesting that 

men and women have similar perception of overall quality and satisfaction. 

 

A Mann-Whitney U test is conducted to explore if there is a difference between institutional 

impact in personal development (IIPD) for men and women, and its results show that there was 

no significant difference (U = 33192.0, p = .742) between IIPD for men compared to women. 

The median IIPD was 64.3 units for men compared to 67.9 units for women suggesting that 

men and women have similar perception of institutional impact in personal development. 

 

To sum up, men devoted more academic effort, dedicated more time to academic tasks, did 

more reading and writing assignments, and used of higher degree of learning strategies as 

compared to women. On the other hand, men and women have similar perceptions on the other 

indicators of academic engagement. 

 

5.3.Analysis of Mean Score Scales in Angola Dataset (C1) and in the International 

Context Dataset (C2). Descriptive Analysis 

 

Table 30 and Figure 13 below shows that are great variances in student engagement scales 

mean scores in the two contexts in analysis- C1-Angola and C2- Cuba, UK and Portugal. The 

table below illustrates the overall mean scores for the scales comparing the results in the two 

contexts of analysis. All scales scores are a mean score calculated from 0 to 100 points each. 

Students studying in C2 have higher mean scores in all nine scales. The extent of engagement 

is 49.06 in C1 and 68.2 in C2. 
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Table 30 Mean Scores for all Student Engagement Scales in Angola and in other international context  

Scales Number of Items/ 

indicators 

Angola Dataset 

Overall Mean Score 

International Context 

Dataset  
Overall Mean Score 

LAE- Level of Academic Effort 11 51.7 58.1 

ACL- Active &Collaborative Learning 7 65.1 71.2 
SSI- Student and Academic Staff Interactions 6 31.7 46.7 

EEE- Enriching Educational Experience 11 33.1 59.8 

SCE- Supportive Campus Environment 14 55.9 71.1 
QT- Quality Teaching 4 54.2 81.0 

LR- Learning Resources 10 32.3 78.0 

OQS-Overall Quality Satisfaction 2 53.9 73.4 
IIPD- Institutional Impact in Personal Development 14 64.0 74.5 

Average 79 49.06 68.2 

 

 
Figure 13 Overall Scale Scores of Student Engagement in Angola and in International Contexts 

 

 

In the Angola dataset, respondents’ extent of engagement score scales mean ranged from 31.7 

(SSI) to 65.1 (ACL), while in international context the mean scores ranged from 46.7 (SSI) to 

81.0 (QT). The highest ranked scales are in quality teaching (QT=81), learning resources 

(LR=78), in institutional impact (IIPD= 74.5) and in the overall quality and satisfaction 

(OQS=73.4). 

 

In both contexts the lowest mean score is in student and academic staff interaction (SSI) 

(Angola is 31.7; in other contexts, is 46.7). It is found that students in Angola perceived more 

negatively three main scales: SSI (31.7), LR (32.2) and EEE (33). However, students in Angola 

have a more positive perception in two scales: ACL= 65 and in the impact of HEIs in their lives 
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(IIPD= 64). In other contexts, the main concern appears to be in SSI (46.7), in LAE (58.1) and 

in EEE (59.8).  

 

Students in both contexts perceive their entire educational experience at university to be good. 

31.5 percent in international contexts and 11.1 percent in Angola evaluated their experience as 

excellent.  Only 8.8 percent in Angola and 1.1 percent in international contexts perceived their 

education as poor. The degree of students’ satisfaction appears to be lower in Angola where 

26.5 percent of students reported that if they would start again, they would not attend the same 

university, 19 percent said that they probably would not attend the same institution and only 

23.2 percent reported that they would go to the same institution. The degree of satisfaction is 

higher in international contexts (36 percent reported yes; 53 percent reported probably yes; 6 

percent reported probably no; and only 2.2 percent reported no). 

 

Looking at greater variances between the two contexts, they are seeing in four main domains: 

first, the ways students reported on access and quality of learning resources with a high gap 

between the two contexts (difference = 45), in favour of international contexts. Second, in the 

way student perceived the quality of teaching, (difference= 26.8), showing that students 

studying in international contexts evaluated teaching as the highest score scale. Third, the way 

students dedicate to tasks and respond to intellectually challenging activities (difference= 

26.7). Four, in students’ perception of the overall quality of their education (difference= 19.5).  

 

Variations are lesser in relation to participation and adoption of active and collaborative 

learning strategies (difference= 6.1), in level of academic effort (difference= 6.8), in their 

perception of how their institutions contribute to the development of general competencies 

(knowledge, skills and values) (difference= 10.5). Though students reported high scores in 

quality teaching, they manifested concerns in relation to student and academic staff interactions 

and rated it poorly.  

 

See Appendix 13 for a detailed comparison of mean scores for all scales of student engagement 

in relation to students studying in Angola and abroad.  
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5.4.Analysis of Reliability and Internal Consistency  

 

An analysis of the internal consistency and reliability of the SSEQL survey instrument was 

conducted. Reliability “refers to the extent to which test scores are free of measurement error” 

(Muijs, 2011; 61).  Internal consistency is a form of reliability that is applicable to measure 

“how homogeneous the items of the test are or how well they measure the same construct” 

(Muijs, 2011; 63).  

 

The SSEQL was adapted from the US NSSE, which is an instrument with high consistency and 

reliability that is framed under the NSSE “Psychometric Reliability Framework” (2012). In 

their analysis, the overall Cronbach alpha is α = .877. The Cronbach’s alphas range between 

.877 for senior Gains in Personal and Social Development and .823 for senior Gains in Practical 

Competence.  

 

However, the correlations described in the NSSE cannot be generalised to other contexts or 

students, implying that they may only apply to students with similar characteristics analyzed 

in the US context. It then suggests that the alpha coefficient and correlations for other sub-

population groups of students can be very different (NSSE, 2012). For this reason, an analysis 

of the internal consistency reliability of the SSEQL and its validity for the Angolan context 

was conducted. The analysis is based on the calculation of the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 

and inter-correlations for the scales. The internal consistency of a set of items established in a 

scale is an indicator of how well the items measure the same variable or construct (NSSE, 

2011).  

 

A calculation of Cronbach’s Alpha Coefficient was performed for all scales with the measure 

expected to be over 0.7. This measurement allowed to assess how strongly the individual items 

are correlated with the scale score (Muijis, 2011; 64). Items found lower the reliability of the 

test were suggested to be removed from the instrument in case this instrument is applied in 

future. The reliability analysis was carried out for all scales.  

 

Cronbach’s alpha showed the questionnaire to reach acceptable reliability, α = 0.704 on quality 

teaching scale (QT); α = 0.820 on Learning Resources (LR); α = 0.704 on overall quality scale 
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(OQ); and α = 0.875 on institutional impact (IIPD). However, the scales on LAE, ACL, SSI, 

EEE, and SCE have low reliability results.  

 

Most items appeared to be worthy of retention, resulting in a decrease in the alpha if deleted. 

In this case, five items were deleted 14a); 2c); 9e); and 14f), which would increase the alpha 

for each of the scales. As such, removal of these items has been considered. A redesign of the 

structure of the questionnaire is suggested for future use, based on an Explanatory Factor 

Analysis to be performed to determine the structure of students’ responses in the Angola 

dataset.  

 

Table 31 below shows the calculation of Cronbach’s Alpha for the SSEQL in Angola dataset 

  No. of Items Cronbach’s 

Alpha 

Cronbach's Alpha based on 

standardised Items 

Items to be deleted 

LAE – Level of Academic Effort 11 .639 .637 14a) 
ACL- Active and Collaborative Learning 8 .548 .575 2c) 

SSI- Student and academic staff Interactions 5 .494 .503 - 

EEE- Enriching Educational Experience 11 .462 .463 9e) 
SCE- Supportive Campus Environment 4 .594 .601 14f) 

QT – Quality Teaching 4 .704 .695 - 

LR – Learning Resources 10 .820 .820 - 
OQS – Overall Quality & Satisfaction 2 .704 .695 Too little items 

IIPD – Institutional Impact in Personal 

Development 

14 .875 .877 - 

     

 

Conclusion 

 

In this chapter I presented the findings from students’ responses of the Survey on Student 

Engagement and Quality Learning (SSEQL) from Angolan students studying in Angola and in 

other international contexts (Cuba, the United Kingdom and Portugal). These findings are 

related to research question one and respond to three sub-research questions that sought to 

understand the extent to which students in Angola and in other international contexts are 

engaged in effective learning.   

 

Four dominant conclusions for this quantitative study are indicated below.  

 

First, the evidence suggests that there are significant differences in student engagement in 

Angola compared to other international contexts. Students studying abroad reported a richer 

and more positive experience in all scales analyzed. The discrepancies identified show that 
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these students have a more positive and enriching educational experience and are more likely 

to be actively engaged as their responses indicate that they are exposed to, and have access to 

resources, opportunities and conditions that stimulate effective learning. This is evident as 

students abroad highly ranked quality teaching (QT=81), access to learning resources (LR=78), 

institutional impact (IIPD= 74.5) and overall quality and satisfaction (OQS=73.4).  

 

Second, the sample composition of this study revealed that respondents outside Angola were 

all enrolled as full-time students (n=86). In Angola, while the majority were full-time (n=577, 

62 percent), a significant percentage (28 percent) were part-time students enrolled in day shift 

or night shift. The analysis carried out shows that the average scores for full-time students 

outside Angola were higher on each of student engagement scales, in comparison with full-

time, part-time or night-shift students in Angola. 

 

Third, there is a correlation between student engagement and perceptions of the quality of 

teaching and learning. As mentioned above, quality teaching was the highest ranked score for 

students studying abroad that showed more positive extent of engagement. This finding 

confirms arguments that students are more likely to engage if they are supported by teaching 

staff who engage with students, with the subject, and with the teaching process (see for example 

Bryson & Hand 2007).  

 

Fourth, it is found that the reliability and internal consistency of the SSEQL scales are context-

oriented and further adjustments and tests are required to confirm its entire adequacy to the 

Angolan context. The purpose of this study was not to test the instrument per se for its 

generalisability, rather to study a problem, and thus a methodological recommendation would 

be that further analysis of the scales would be of benefit.  However, the SSEQL scales prove 

to be robust for the comparison of the extent of student engagement in the two compared groups 

(C1 and C2), and these are aligned with the NSSE scales and other related studies. 
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CHAPTER SIX: ENGAGEMENT, DISENGAGEMENT AND ALIENATION IN 

HIGHER EDUCATION IN DIFFERENT CONTEXTS – FINDINGS FROM 

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter presents findings from the analysis of the qualitative data on students’ experiences 

of engagement and their perception of quality learning in higher education. The study is based 

on interviews and focus group discussions carried out in Angola, Cuba, Portugal, and the 

United Kingdom between 2018 and 2019. The study involved randomly selected Angolan 

students attending undergraduate professional degree programmes in Nursing, Law, 

Accounting, Psychology, and Engineering. The sample comprised 43 students, from which 12 

students were studying in their “home” country (Angola), and 31 were studying abroad: Cuba 

(n=13); Portugal (n=10); and the United Kingdom (n=8).  

 

As explained in Chapter Four, this research adopted a mixed-methods research (MMR) 

approach, grounded in a convergent mixed-methods research design. For this reason, the 

discussion and interpretation of findings are carried out in Chapter 7, combining with the 

results from the quantitative data. This qualitative part is guided by thematic analysis and 

adopted the form of an exploratory and explanatory study, combining deductive and inductive 

data analysis methods.  

 

This chapter is structured in five sections. The first section presents the characteristics of the 

sample for this part of qualitative research. The second section presents a description of themes, 

sub-themes/indicators and sources of evidence in the third section. The fourth section presents 

a framework for thematic analysis; this was conducted using a thematic map that guided the 

structure of analysis of findings in relation to the central concepts and research on students. 

The final section presents findings, with quotations from students, in two groups. First, the 

findings gathered that respond to research question 2 (includes themes 1 to 4); second, the 

findings gathered that respond to research question 3 (includes findings for theme 5). Themes 

and sub-themes are described in Section 6.2. p. 156. 
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6.1. Description of the Sample of the Interviews and Focus Group  

 

Participants in this qualitative research (n=43) are students attending undergraduate 

programmes in Angola (n=12), Cuba (n=13), Portugal (n=10), and the United Kingdom (n=8). 

From the total, 27 students participated in face-to-face interviews (63 percent) and 16 in focus-

group discussions (37 percent). Participants were mostly male (n= 26), representing 60.5 

percent. Although the sample contained more male participants, in the analysis substantial 

differences are not detected between the narratives of men and women. Thus, gender 

differences are not an issue to feature in the reporting in this chapter, although it has been 

featured as an issue in other studies (e.g. Harper, Carini, Bridges & Kayek, 2004; Kinzie, 

Gonyea, Kuh, Umbach, Blaich & Korkmaz, 2007). 

 

The interviews and group discussions took place mostly through face-to-face contact (n=37). 

Six interviews were conducted remotely, by phone. Participants were mostly students aged 

between 20 and 23 (81.4 percent), enrolled in the second to fifth years of their courses in the 

disciplines of Engineering (n=13), Nursing (n=8), Accounting (n=7), Medicine (n=4), 

Education (n=7), Natural Sciences (n=2), Economics, Business and Finances (n=2). See Table 

32. 

 

Table 32 Number of Participants in Interviews and Focus Groups Conducted per Country and by Gender 

Country 
Participants in Interviews Participants in Focus Groups Total 

Female Male Total Female Male Total  

Angola 3 5 8 1 3 4 12 

Cuba 2 5 7 2 4 6 13 

Portugal 3 1  3 3 6 10 

United Kingdom 3 5 8 - -  8 

Total 11 16 27 6 10 16 43 

Percent 25.5 37.2 62.8 13.9 23.2 37.2 100 

 

Two important patterns emerge from the sample. One is that all participants studying abroad 

were full-time students (n=31), not having an employment or work (n=28, 90 percent), whereas 

in Angola, a third of the students interviewed have a job (n=4, 33.3 percent). Second, most of 

the students studying abroad were funded through scholarships (n=24, 77 percent), while in 
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Angola only 4 out of 12 students interviewed (33.3 percent) were on scholarships. The 

scholarships were mostly from the Angolan government, and from the national oil company.  

Patterns in the qualitative research are similar to patterns found in the quantitative research, 

and can be summarised as follows: participants were predominantly male in both contexts; they 

were mostly full-time students in both contexts; mostly funded by scholarships in international 

contexts (see Table 33).  

 

It is difficult, from the information provided in students’ narratives and data collected in the 

interviews, to establish a relationship with student engagement and their scholarship status, or 

mode of employment. During the interviews, students did not refer to the issues of working 

conditions and their scholarships as factors prompting their engagement in effective learning. 

 

Table 33 Participants in Interviews and Focus Group Conducted by Age and Course Enrolled 
 

Characteristics of Sample No. Percent 

Age groups   

20 years 
2 4.65 

21 years 
6 13.95 

22 years 
11 25.58 

23 years 
16 37.21 

24 years 
4 9.30 

25 years 
4 9.30 

Total 43 100.00 

Course enrolled   

Engineering 13 30.23 

Nursing 8 18.60 

Accounting 7 16.28 

Medicine 4 9.30 

Education/Teaching 7 16.28 

Natural Sciences 2 4.65 

Economics & Business 2 4.65 

Total 43 100.00 

 

6.2. Description of Themes, Sub-themes/Indicators and Source of Evidence 

 

The entire dataset of interviews and focus group discussions comprised a total tape-recording 

time of 1,108 minutes – 18 hours and 28 minutes of conversations. All interviews were 

transcribed and organised (filtered and classified) through NVivo 25. The process of coding 
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was developed under two main methods of reasoning, the inductive and deductive approaches, 

described by Creswell and Plano Clark (2017). The main approach for qualitative data analysis 

was Applied Thematic Analysis (ATA), (Guest, MacQueen & Namey, 2012). The process of 

coding followed analytical procedures described by Crabtree and Miller (1992) and Miles and 

Huberman (1994).  

 

A description regarding the coding structure and the alignment of research questions is 

presented in this chapter, Section 4.3.3.4. The alignment of research questions and sub-

questions are presented in Section 4.3.3.5.  

 

The total data reported in this thesis corresponds to 410 references/quotations from the data 

collected from transcribed interviews, and these were categorised into five themes and 14 sub-

themes. The sources of evidence gathered for the analysis are presented in Table 34, with a 

summary of the themes created and the number of references/quotations collected per country 

under analysis. This table presents the relevance of themes presented by country, determined 

based on the number and frequency of references/quotations. Students in each of the four 

countries were concerned about very specific themes or issues. For example, students in Angola 

and Cuba articulated more around Theme 3 (quality teaching). Students studying in Portugal 

emphasised issues related to Theme 2 (quality of interactions and relationships) and on Theme 

5 (challenges and barriers to academic and social integration). Those studying in the United 

Kingdom highlighted issues around Theme 2 (quality of relationships and interactions), Theme 

1 (individual investment in learning) and Theme 5 (challenges and barriers).  

 

Table 34 Relevance of the Themes and Sources of Evidence by Country 

  Angola Cuba Portugal UK Total 

Theme 1: Individual investment in learning (study 

methods and learning strategies) 
23 8 23 32 86 

Theme 2: Relationships & interactions 23 8 23 32 86 

Theme 3: Quality teaching and assessment 26 22 23 24 95 

Theme 4: Learning resources and supportive campus  20 13 6 9 48 

Theme 5: Challenges and barriers to academic/social 

integration at university and experiences of alienation  
18 20 26 31 95 

Total 110 71 101 128 410 

 



 

 

158 

 

The operational definition of each theme, and the sub-themes/indicators subsumed and 

synthesised under each theme, are presented below in Table 35. The operational definition of 

each theme includes a specification of the central concepts, or academics that guided the 

analysis of findings and the interpretation of results. The central concepts were presented in 

Chapter 3. 

 

Table 35 Summary of Themes and Sub-themes/Indicators Reported in this Qualitative Study (Second-Order Codes) 

Themes Operational definition Sub-themes/ 

Qualitative Indicators 

Theme 1: Individual 

investment in learning 

(study methods and 

learning strategies) 

 

This theme includes students’ descriptions of study 

methods and learning approaches and strategies. 

Comprises students’ explanations about the level 

of academic effort, time dedicated on academic 

tasks and their investment in educational activities 

that generate effective learning. 

The analysis is mostly grounded in Zepke (2016); 

Kuh, Pace and Vesper (1997); Astin (1984); Pace 

(1987); Pascarella and Terenzini (1991).  

1. Individual study methods and 

level of academic effort 

2. Learning strategies and 

approaches (deep/surface 

learning) 

3. Hardworking, personal 

commitment, degree of 

responsibilities and goal setting 

4. Metacognitive learning strategies 

and self-efficacy 

Theme 2: 

Relationships and 

interactions among 

students and between 

students and academic 

staff 

This includes an analysis of students’ views on the 

nature and quality of the interactions among 

students and between students and academic staff. 

The analysis is grounded in Kuh (2001); Kuh and 

Hu (2001); Pascarella and Terenzini (2005); and 

Astin (1993). 

 

5. Interactions among peers 

6. Interactions between students 

and academic staff 

Theme 3: Quality of 

teaching 

This theme includes students’ views and opinions 

about the structure and content of their education, 

the organisational and institutional pedagogic 

issues related to teaching, assessment, feedback 

and lecturers’ performance and posture. The 

analysis is framed under Biggs (2007). 

7. Level 1 of Teaching Model – 

focus on what students do 

8. Level 2 of Teaching Model – 

focus on what teachers do 

9. Level 3 of Teaching Model – 

focus on students’ learning 

Theme 4: Learning 

resources and 

infrastructures 

 

This theme comprises a description of students’ 

perceptions of quality of learning resources, 

infrastructures, and their experiences with other 

academic activities, such as with extra-curricular 

activities and involvement with associations. Also 

includes a description of students’ survival 

mechanisms and social networks.  

The analysis focused on the issues raised by the 

African Quality Rating Mechanism (AQRM) in 

relation to learning resources and infrastructures, 

and on supportive campus environment, by Kuh 

(2005). 

10. Learning resources 

11. Supportive campus environment 

Theme 5: Perceived 

challenges and barriers 

to academic/social 

integration, generating 

experiences of 

alienation and 

marginalisation 

 

This theme includes students’ views on negative 

factors influencing their engagement in effective 

learning, affecting their academic and social 

integration at university. This comprises 

challenges, and experiences of alienation and 

marginalisation; learning shock and other 

emotional and behavioural conditions that 

influence student engagement in effective learning.  

The analysis is based on Mann (2001). 

 

12. Alienation from language, 

culture, and institutional practice 

13. Alienation due to loss of sense of 

self, or feelings of being an 

outsider 

14. Alienation as a survival strategy 
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6.3. Framework for the Interpretative Analysis of Qualitative Data 

 

This qualitative research is guided by theoretical constructions set out in the diagram below. 

These conceptual grounds and theories are explained in Chapter three, Central Concepts, 

Ideas and Studies on Student Engagement.  

 

The diagram (Figure 14) illustrates the main thematic foci of analysis that derived from 

qualitative inquiry and which relate to potential factors influencing student engagement. The 

diagrammatic representation also shows the key assumptions and concepts informing the 

analysis of findings. 

 
 
Figure 14 Framework for the Interpretative Analysis of Qualitative Data 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Theme 1: Individual 

Investment in Learning 

Theme 3: Quality of 

Teaching, Curriculum, 

Assessment 

Theme 2: Quality of 

Interactions and 

Relationships 

Zepke (2016)  

Kuh (2001) 

• Study methods & academic effort 

• Learning Strategies and Approaches 

• Personal Commitment, degree of 

responsibilities and Goal setting 

• Metacognitive learning 
 

Theme 4: Quality of 

Resources and 

Infrastructures 

Biggs (2007) 

• Teaching centred on What students 

Are 

• Teaching centred in what teachers do 

• teaching centred in students’ learning 

Kuh (2005) 

• Interactions among peers 

• Interactions between students and 

academic staff 

• Resources and Infrastructures 

• Supportive systems 

Mann (2001) 

• Alienation from language, culture, and 

institutional practice 

• Alienation due to loss of sense of self, 

or feeling as the outsider 

• Alienation as a survival strategy 
 

Research Question 2: 
Factors influencing  

Student Engagement 

Research Question 3: 
Challenges and Barriers – 
Experiences of Alienation 

 

Theme 5: Experiences of 

Alienation 
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6.4. Research Question 2: Factors Influencing Student Engagement in Effective 

Learning 

 

Research question two sought to investigate the main factors reported by students that influence 

their engagement in effective learning in higher education. Students were asked about the 

positive and negative aspects influencing their experiences of engagement in higher education. 

The descriptions and narratives from students were disaggregated and are analysed in detail 

under four main themes derived from the coding process. The four themes are (1) individual 

investment in learning (study methods and learning approaches); (2) quality of interaction and 

relationships among students and between students and academic staff; (3) quality of teaching; 

(4) quality of learning resources and infrastructure. These themes are presented in the following 

pages. 

 

6.4.1. Theme 1: Individual Investment in Learning  

 

This theme was the second most predominant subject matter of the conversation with students. 

A total of 90 references/quotations were extracted from students’ narratives and organised in 

NVivo. The analysis of findings on this theme comprises four sub-themes: (a) individual study 

methods and level of academic effort (time management and time dedicated to academic tasks); 

(b) learning strategies and learning approaches (deep/surface learning); (c) personal 

commitment and degree of responsibilities; (d) metacognitive learning strategies and self-

efficacy. 

 

Grounded in theoretical discussions, many considerations employ students’ descriptions of 

different study methods and learning approaches as an indication of their individual investment 

in learning. The summary of findings is presented below in an attempt to explain the 

commonalities and differences within students’ narratives in this topic.  

 

Summary of characteristics described by students 

 

In Angola, in relation to study methods, students reported a focus on reading materials provided 

by lecturers, and the use of video classes from YouTube to complement deficiencies in 
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understanding the content of classes, several alluded to poor reading habits. In relation to 

learning approaches, some students described a reliance on surface learning approaches, based 

mostly on recalling content, and in memorising material in preparation for exams. They also 

revealed a use of active and collaborative learning, especially study groups and learning groups. 

The role of “explicadores” (student tutors/advisers) was highlighted as pivotal in studying and 

preparing for exams. 

 

In Cuba, in relation to study methods, students identified that they work hard to accomplish 

teachers’ requirements; they reported that they try to compensate for previous deficiencies by 

developing reading and study habits that allow them to immerse themselves in learning 

activities with commitment and a deep sense of responsibility. 

 

Students studying in Portugal and the United Kingdom reported employing various study 

methods and showed a preference for using books and the library, where a diversity of materials 

can be at their disposal. They also described using synthesis and summaries of class lessons, 

as well as recalling memories, reading an extensive number of books, and using video classes 

on YouTube to complement their reading, and enhance understanding of class content. Many 

students described working hard as a strategy and recounted having to spend extensive hours 

reading and in independent study.  

 

Students in the United Kingdom reported on the value of individual and autonomous learning 

approaches and highlighted the use of deep learning strategies focusing on analysis and 

understanding information and concepts. Furthermore, students felt they were in a far less 

collaborative learning environment compared to Angola, and they adopted specific self-

regulatory and self-efficacy methods, and metacognitive learning strategies (planning, 

organising, thinking about, structuring, evaluating and monitoring their own learning). 

 

6.4.1.1. Study Methods and Level of Academic Effort 

 

As mentioned above, students in Angola emphasised the use of reading materials mostly 

provided by lecturers as their main source of information, with the use of video classes on 

YouTube to make up deficiencies in understanding the content of classes:  
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In order to learn I dedicate myself a lot to the studies, I pay close attention to the 

teachers, and spend time reading the materials that they [teachers] give us to study… I 

also search in the internet, more and more, in YouTube, where I search the content 

given in class (Code 1418, Nursing, Angola). 

 

The use of YouTube videos was a commonly reported by students both in Angola and in other 

international contexts. Students referred to frequently using YouTube video lessons as means 

to complement their understanding of class content. 

 

Quite often I use YouTube. YouTube is one of the biggest schools, as we say. It has all 

kinds of videos and information. I learn a lot when using it, mostly from videos of 

Brazilian [lecturers] as they have many tutorials on how to solve certain problems. 

YouTube is a real world of knowledge (26, male, Engineering, Portugal).   

 

This viewed is shared by two other students; one of whom stated: 

 

We read the slides from class, then we go to YouTube, which is an excellent tool. The 

student of Engineering who never uses YouTube, I do not know how he can survive this 

course (laughs) (35, male, Engineering, Portugal). 

 

Students indicated that the study method employed depends on various factors and situations, 

especially on demands from lecturers, on the subject, and on the year of study: 

 

The study method I use depends firstly, on the year I am in, and on the type of teacher 

I have. There are teachers, that when I go to classes I do not understand anything. So, 

I prefer to use the books… There I can search for more [information] and get to 

understand the theory (34, male, Engineering, Portugal).  

 

This is supported by a student in the United Kingdom who explained the variety of methods he 

uses to engage in effective learning involving engagement in extracurricular activities outside 

university campus. 

 

 
18 This number represents the participant’s code. All participants received an encrypted code and for 

confidentiality purpose I omit their names and only use a number.  
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I read a lot. Then I try to remember it and talk with friends about what I just studied in 

such a way that it stays in my mind forever. There are other methods too. I do a lot of 

problem-solving exercises. I am also involved in associations related to my field, like 

the association of robotics… that can boost my skills. I believe that as members of those 

society groups we can even learn more than what we learn in the classroom (25, male, 

Engineering, UK). 

 

A student from an Accounting course in Angola stated that his study method is influenced by 

his preferences. He alluded to a dislike for reading books since he was a child, and to his 

preference for practical exercises and subjects such as mathematics over social sciences or 

literature:  

 

I like mostly the practical exercises [subjects], like mathematics. I do not like reading 

anything. Since I was a child I did not like reading stuff from the books. I did not get on 

so well on that. Just now, maybe I am getting more mature; I can see the importance of 

doing readings (13, Accounting, Angola). 

 

Likewise, a student in Cuba pointed out the same issue regarding reading behaviours, and 

highlighted how education contributes to change: 

 

The problem is sometimes in reading habits. We want to learn, but we are close-minded. 

We have to open our minds and see the subject… What helped me was my reading 

habits. In Angola, my father made me read, but I only saw the covers of the books… In 

Cuba we are forced to read. We must read two or three books per week and discuss 

them. We learn to see the undisclosed benefits of a book. This is a big gain we have in 

Cuban education (07, male, Teaching, Cuba). 

 

Apart from changes in reading habits, students also referred to working hard, pointing out that 

the differences in studying in Angola and studying abroad hinge extensively on the number of 

hours and degree of effort and commitment students put into academic tasks. Two quotes below 

illustrate these views:  

 

In Angola, when I was studying [there], I studied only what the teachers gave us to 

read. I would go home and read the handouts, and then that was it. Here, I tried it and 

I did not succeed (laughs). So, I started to be more focused; to study through the books, 

and for much longer periods of time (30, male, Engineering, Portugal, Focus Group).  
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I feel education there [in Angola] was far lighter [easier] compared to here [in 

Portugal]. I did not devote as much hours to study as I do here. I felt it was easy there. 

It was enough for me to go to class and write an exam and pass it comfortably. Right 

now, here, what I retain in my memory from classes I see that it is not enough to go and 

write an exam and pass it. So, now I devote a lot more hours studying at home, because 

the hours in the classroom are not enough (32, female, Engineering, Portugal, Focus 

Group).  

 

The same issue of working hard and spending extensive hours in study is highlighted by a male 

student in Portugal who explained how he learned to plan and structure his timetable in order 

to prepare for classes and maximise his own investment in learning:  

 

I go to bed very early and get up very early. Most of the time I go to bed at 9 pm and 

get up at 4 am. I normally spend five or six hours before classes reviewing the subject. 

When I go to class I am already prepared. Out of class, I spend the maximum limit of 

eight hours studying per day (38, male, Engineering, Portugal). 

 

6.4.1.2. Learning Strategies and Approaches – Deep and Surface Learning  

 

As described by Marlon and Saljo (1976), and subsequently researched by other scholars, there 

is a recognition that deep learning is characterised mostly by a personal commitment to 

learning. This can involve an adoption of a variety of strategies such as: reading extensively; 

discussing ideas; analysing and relating pieces of information; and applying knowledge to real 

world situations (Biggs, 1987; 1989; 2003; Entwistle, 1981; Ramsden, 2003).  

 

Based on this theoretical understanding, during interviews and focus group discussions it was 

important to understand how students are engaged in learning activities, and how they use 

different learning approaches to promote effective learning. From participants’ narratives, 

comparing the two contexts under analysis, it is possible to infer clear differences in students’ 

approaches.  

 

Students studying abroad reported using deep learning strategies and more active learning 

methods, compared to students studying in Angola. They added that some students in Angola 

mostly use learning strategies that typically focus on memorisation of contents, repetition and 
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surface methods – like studying only to pass exams, following rote-learning strategies, rather 

than focusing on analysis, synthesis or learning for deep understanding. Two quotes from 

students illustrate these views below. 

 

There is a shared perception that students in Angola are more dependent learners, and largely 

adopt the following behaviours. First, repeating concepts, memorising or reciting ideas and 

information provided by lecturers:  

 

Students here use memorisation a lot. But that is a temporary memorisation, [which is] 

more immediate… When we have a test most students use memorisation and after this 

test, they feel more relieved and the mind itself replaces that information; erases that 

[information] (11, male, Accounting, Angola). 

 

This view was expressed by another student: 

 

I used to memorise a lot. But now I am at a stage that I cannot do that anymore. I would 

rather [make] things fit in my mind. I am not memorising anymore. To understand I use 

conceptual maps in which I put a theme and I make ramifications, describing causes, 

symptoms, effects of that which makes it easier (16, male, Nursing, Angola). 

 

A student in the United Kingdom recognised the same situation among students in Angola and, 

based on his own experience as a final-year student in an international country, suggested an 

adoption of strategies that instead focus on promoting autonomous learners: 

 

I think students in Angola focus too much in memorising. I would recommend that they 

shift their focus from memorising contents to become more independent in learning. 

When doing more independent tasks, students can come up with new ideas on their own 

(20, male, Financing, UK).  

 

The second characteristic of students in Angola is their peculiar dependence on studying in 

groups, or group working; as stated: “We use group working. I think studying in groups is the 

best, because there are complementary things that a student can take [learn] from one 

another” (16, male, Nursing, Angola).  

 

This is also recognised by a student in Portugal: 
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In Angola, a good thing is that among classmates there is a lot of capacity to help each 

other, to teach each other, and to spend time with a classmate who does not understand 

the subject. And here it is totally different (32, male, Engineering, Portugal, Focus 

Group). 

 

Additionally, students in Angola referred to studying with academically advantaged peers, 

called “explicadores” (student tutors or advisors). These explicadores provide private lessons 

or explanations to less academically advantaged students in a paid or free-of-charge 

arrangement. This is clear in a statement from one of these students who is also an explicador:  

 

I normally learn through teaching others. We get into different groups and I explain to 

other classmates the subject given by teachers. I try to explain to someone and that 

helps me too. I do not need to study a lot. I need to understand the subject and then 

explain it to others (11, male, Accounting, Angola).  

 

However, statements from students in Portugal summarise the differences in learning strategies 

between the two contexts under analysis, expressed as a complete individual discovery, and as 

abandonment felt by students who are left unaccompanied on their own learning journeys.  

 

Here, learning is totally up to us, to us, and to us [aprender aqui é só nós, nós e nós] 

(laughs). If we do not look for things by ourselves, we do not get involved, there is no 

one who will think we need help. If we do not strive alone, do not seek for more, we will 

not succeed (33, male, Engineering, Portugal, Focus Group).  

 

Likewise, a female student in Portugal explained the same feeling using a metaphoric 

expression “cada um é por si só” [everyone stands on their own – everyone is for themselves]. 

This describes one of the features of learning in international contexts, which implies 

individualised and self-centred learning: 

 

I see that in Angola we study more in the collective [in groups], and here it is more 

about individual work; everyone is on their own [cada um é por si só]. Rarely there is 

a collective study. Here, I see a lot of selfishness, while in Angola I see that there is 

more sense of collectivism (21, female, Engineering, Portugal). 
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Such acknowledgement was also expressed by students in the United Kingdom, but with more 

positive nuances. A student suggested the need for autonomy in learning. He believes that 

reciting, for example, formulas from the 80s or 70s is not an effective way to learn economics 

concepts. He believes that understanding information helps a student to innovate and apply 

knowledge to new events and realities: 

 

Effective learning depends a lot on being independent and understanding that we have 

to study independently. Each one of us must come up with conclusions that originate 

from our own study habits. We must understand the concepts without reciting them, but 

to understand them, to be able to apply it to real life (16, male, financing, UK).  

 

Another student posits that independent learning presupposes many opportunities to access 

learning resources and sources of information:  

 

It has a lot to do with having the resources to study more independently… I think, having 

the resources makes it easier for students to become more independent, to have the 

content to read, so they can know what they are studying about (23, male, Engineering, 

UK).  

 

Finally, a student considered that study methods and learning approaches commonly depend 

on individual behaviours and attitudes, and not on any direct association with a higher degree 

of intelligence.  

 

This is not related to being more intelligent than students out there [in Angola]… We 

are here with a goal that is to finish the university and return to Angola to help the 

country grow. Those in Angola also have the same goal… I think it is not a matter of 

intelligence. It is a matter of people taking the responsibilities that are imposed on them 

(22, female, Engineering, UK). 

 

6.4.1.3. Personal Commitment and Degree of Responsibility and Goal-settings 

 

Students reported on their main driver, which is related to individual commitment and degree 

of responsibility towards studying.  
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Students studying abroad conveyed that, due to being away from their families, they put in 

much more effort, and develop a greater sense of responsibility towards academic tasks: 

 

I see a big difference. Those who study abroad are more overloaded, psychologically. 

Apart from workload with academic tasks, we have this family pressure (21, female, 

Engineering, Portugal).  

 

The family pressure this student refers to was mentioned several times by students, and it 

denotes “an obligation” to work harder, as explained more explicitly in this quote from another 

student:  

 

I think they [students in Angola] do not suffer this pressure that we get out here. We 

cannot let our parents down. Life here is not easy… And we know our parents struggle 

to send us money. We have an obligation to do more, to try harder and that makes a 

difference (26, male, Engineering, Portugal). 

 

Finally, students alluded to the commitment to accomplish their mandate. They identified the 

dream of returning home as the main extrinsic motivation that keeps them engaged. As one of 

the students in Portugal posits, “we cannot just continue to do things the way we were doing 

before”, indicating the strong commitment to study.   

 

In Angola there is a saying that the university has to be done with no rush [a 

universidade é para se ir fazendo]. And when we are here…  we realise that we cannot 

just continue to do things the way we were doing before. We must do everything to finish 

our degree and return to our homeland... Nothing is better than our own homeland (27, 

female, Nursing, Portugal). 

 

6.4.1.4. Metacognitive Learning Strategies and Self-efficacy 

 

Students studying abroad indicated that they use metacognitive learning strategies in relation 

to regulatory measures, and self-efficacy strategies connected to monitoring and evaluating 

their own learning. Some students interviewed reported that they plan, organise, and evaluate 

their own learning.  
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For example, a female student in Portugal recounted a method of organising her own notes and 

summaries where she records her voice reading content from books. She then listens to her 

recordings as if listening to music. She described it as a very effective learning method. Another 

student indicated that during exams, he organises his study as to avoid feeling overwhelmed. 

“I make my timetable and in this I divide my time. Two hours to study, and then I take a break. 

Then, I go back to study few hours later. But I do it every day” (26, Portugal). The student also 

stated that this procedure was taught during his first year at university as part of a subject on 

learning how to learn.  

 

6.4.2. Theme 2: Perceptions of the Quality of Interactions Among Students and 

Between Students and Academic Staff 

 

This theme comprises an analysis of 90 references extracted from students’ narratives. They 

cover a wide range of aspects identified by students in their interaction among peers and 

between students and academic staff.  

 

The upcoming section on the interaction among students covers four main aspects: nature of 

the interaction; links between institutional ethos and supportive institutional culture; effect of 

relationships on belonging; and sense of alienation in the interactions. The forthcoming section 

on interaction between students and academic staff covers positive interactions and non-

supportive and inflexible interactions. 

 

Summary of characteristics described 

 

A summary of the main characteristics described by students about the degree and quality of 

interaction among peers and between students and academic staff is presented in Table 36. 
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Table 36 Summary of Characteristics Described by Students of Interaction in the Four Countries 

Countries Interactions among students Interactions between students 

 and academic staff 

Angola Friendly, supportive and with sense of 

belonging 

Friendly, but not supportive interactions. Based 

on authoritarian and traditional modes of 

teaching, and centred on respect and rigidity 

Cuba Friendly, supportive, with sense of 

belonging 

Friendly, open, close relationship with lecturers. 

Supportive, respectful, and flexible interactions. 

Lecturers perceived as “friends”, “fathers” and 

“motivators” 

Portugal Not friendly, not supportive with sense of 

alienation 

Supportive, respectful, and flexible interaction. 

Lecturers characterised as professionals 

United Kingdom Not friendly, not supportive with sense of 

alienation 

Supportive, respectful, and flexible interaction. 

Lecturers characterised as professionals 

 

6.4.2.1. Interaction Among Students 

 

This theme comprises an analysis of 41 references/quotes from students on how they evaluate 

the degree and nature of the relationships with their peers. The evidence of students shows 

positive interaction among peers, mostly in Angola and Cuba, while in Portugal and the United 

Kingdom, students described their interactions to be less friendly, less supportive, and with a 

strong sense of alienation.  

 

Students in these countries expressed deep concerns about exposure to unfavourable and 

somehow hostile interactions, influenced by a culture and values that are different from their 

own, and a deep sense of isolation and marginalisation. Students reported feelings of 

discomfort and distress, and a perception of being not well accepted by their local peers. The 

situations described are challenges and barriers to students’ academic and social integration at 

universities, and are described in more detail in Theme 5, Section 6.5, starting at p. 191. 

 

Friendly interactions and relationships 

 

Students in Angola and in Cuba mostly described friendly interactions among peers. They 

perceive these relationships to be amiable, sociable, and open, especially in interactions among 

students from the same course.  
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“The interaction amongst students is good, but it is even better among students from 

the same course. Because to approach someone, we must see what is common. So, the 

course facilitates our relationships” (16, Nursing, Angola, Focus Group).  

 

This is particularly noticed among students on Nursing courses, who generally described their 

interactions to be very friendly.  

 

Thank God, I speak from what happen in my classroom, the relationship between 

classmates has been very good. We have a great concern for others. We really have a 

feeling of empathy. We care about each other (14, Nursing, Angola, Focus Group).  

 

The narrative among students attending Accounting courses was less positive. Some reported 

that the relationship among students is not very healthy. The difficulties are commonly related 

to more advantaged students not being open to helping others. Students reported an 

environment where less academically advantaged students are not supported or helped by more 

academically advantaged peers. The statement below shows evidence of this.  

 

We are different people here and often some have difficulties in socialising… Some 

think they have more knowledge than others and do not want people to get into their 

small groups. Those who have many difficulties feel left out. This disrupts the 

relationship between students (17, Accounting, Angola).  

 

This view is shared by another student who reported that the degree of competition and rivalry 

led to contentions and fights, provoking levels of embarrassment and discredit among less 

advantaged students. “It is about bad competition and fights. Some keep for themselves what 

they know… then, they point out, ‘Oh, that one is dumb, he is unwise, he doesn't know, he didn't 

learn anything’. They do that instead of helping” (18, Accounting, Angola).  

 

Most of students recognised their Cuban peers as hospitable and amiable, allowing them to feel 

integrated and accepted within the communities of local students and in Cuban society. 

Students also mentioned cohesion and cooperation among students.  
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“Referring to my group [of peers], it is a very cohesive group; individualism is hardly 

felt. Well, there are those particularities related to each one of us, but there are no 

problems” (01, Medicine, Cuba).  

 

Despite the differences in language and culture, students in Cuba described their relationships 

as respectful and based on mutual understanding:  

 

In my classroom we are from three nationalities and the Cubans. Our relationship is 

good. Despite some differences that exist in each country, our culture and language. 

We help each other, and when we need each other, we support each other (03, Teaching, 

Cuba).  

 

Unfriendly Interactions, Lack of Sense of Belonging and Alienation 

 

Students in Portugal and the United Kingdom reported a contrary image to that among students 

in Angola and Cuba. Various situations were described, including concerns linked to isolation, 

difficulties with feeling integrated, issues around language, culture shock, and limited 

acceptance by local/native peers. These situations characterise different levels of segregation 

or division among students. Moreover, students described such situations as very negatively 

influential on their motivation to study, interfering with their engagement in social and 

academic activities. Students also referred to racism or discrimination, and described 

circumstances were there was an evident degree of alienation derived from academic or social 

isolation and estrangement. These situations are described more in detail in Theme 5 (see p. 

191).  

 

Trying to elucidate the above, using students’ own narratives, four different issues are 

identified and described below. 

 

First, during the interviews, students frequently emphasised their status as 

“international/foreign students” [we are foreign students – “nos somos estrangeiros”]. Students 

in Portugal and the United Kingdom, for example, constantly referred to local students with 

the words “eles” (they) or “deles” (them) in opposition to the word “nós” (us). This feature 
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was persistent in their narratives, expressing impediments to a sense of belonging, 

reaffirmation of identity, and readjustment to peers’ groups.   

 

Since I am not from here, I am an international [student]. It is difficult to have a 

connection with students here. I have friends from an African and Caribbean Student 

Society… We organise events and things like that. However, in my course the 

relationship with other students is only when we have group work (20, male, financing, 

UK).  

 

Secondly, students revealed that they have difficulties establishing connections and friendly 

and trustworthy relationships with local/domestic students or peers. As expressed above, 

students described their individual affiliations to, and preferences for interacting with, other 

foreign students, with whom they share some degree of dependability and similarity. Such 

alliances between groups of peers who share the “foreigners” label, appeared to be central to 

understanding how students engage with others and how they feel connected with the “outside 

world”. This is identified as a lack of acceptance from local students, which forced Angolan 

students to interact mostly with students from the same country, or with students from other 

foreign countries, as highlighted in the quote below:  

 

My friends are all foreign students. I mean, I talk mostly to Chinese, Arabs. With British 

students we do not have a good relationship. No. We have no good relationship… 

Foreigners tend to be with foreigners and British students tend to be only with British. 

They [British students] are on their side and think they know better everything (09, 

female, Engineering, United Kingdom). 

 

This is confirmed by several other students within the UK contexts, as stated below.  

 

Perhaps, for cultural reasons, I do not feel so much adapted to interact with others, as 

I feel with other African students, or Asians, Arabs or Latin students. Maybe because 

of this cultural proximity, we eventually develop more ties. With the British, they are 

much colder. They have their things to do. They have their own groups of friends (24, 

male, Engineering, UK).  

 

Here the relationship between Angolans and Angolans is good, but the relationship 

between Angolans with other nationalities is a bit problematic. There is a clash of 

cultures. Ah, [since] I finish Foundation year...  I have no friends but an American 
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Scotch student. I have no national friends. Because they are the way they are (25, male, 

Engineering, UK). 

 

This situation is also commonly described by students studying in Portugal.  

 

They [national students] interact more with each other, and they are, not all of them of 

course, we cannot generalise, but most of them, what I see is they rarely interact with 

international students (21, female, Engineering, Portugal).  

 

During an interview, one student raised concerns in relation to unfriendly, inhospitable 

interactions with their peers, and the lack of integration and adaptation with Portuguese society 

and with the university. Such concerns were expressed even more vividly during the focus 

group, where a female student expressed profound anger and dissatisfaction about this issue 

during the whole conversation. She felt strongly that local students do not help or support black 

African students, and that has been a negative influence in her whole learning journey.  

 

This is the same thing. Ufff, for example, between the two of them [Portuguese 

students], it is clear that they help each other. This is obvious… if they are sitting 

together, they help each other [SPEAK IN ANGRY TONE]. But if you ask them a 

question, they pretend they do not know anything... And if you are going to ask again, 

hum, I do not know. And this is all because we are black, we are not from here (36, 

female, Engineering, Portugal).  

 

Thirdly, students characterised their learning journeys and relationships with others as “salve-

se quem puder”. This idiomatic expression can be translated as “save yourself if you can” or 

“be saved if you can”. This alludes to efforts of individual survival and individual struggles to 

affirm themselves and to feel integrated. As the student in Portugal commented:  

 

Here, students are more self-governing. Here it is like everyone is save yourself if you 

can (“salve-se quem puder”); everyone is on their own. No one even cares’ (26, male, 

Engineering, Portugal).  

 

In the above quote, the student expressed a degree of frustration – “no one even cares” – a 

subtle wailing for more attention and care. This is evident in his following sentence:  

 

Here, they do not elevate us. It is usually us, foreign students, who must step up and 
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show that we are not different, rather we are the same. Only then, they feel free to 

interact more with us. If not, they just stay in their corners (26, Engineering, Portugal).  

 

Finally, students expressed different views comparing the nature and quality of relationships 

among peers in Angola with those in their current countries of study. They articulated a 

perception that current relationships are not as friendly or constructive as they were with their 

peers in Angola:  

 

I do not know if these interactions here are negative, but all I know is that they are very 

different. In Angola at university we are all friends, we go out together, we play soccer 

together. But here, we only meet in classes, and after classes nobody knows each other 

(20, male, Financing, UK). 

 

The extent of concern is exemplified in a statement from a final-year Engineering student in 

the United Kingdom, who sees the problem to be of a higher nature, suggesting the need for 

universities to build on and develop opportunities for better interaction among peers:  

 

I think the university cannot be this place where one only goes to get knowledge on the 

subject. It is necessary to have friends, to have someone who understands [us] better 

and be close by. Here we do not have that (25, male, Engineering, UK). 

 

“I don’t have friends” – “They do not like us” 

 

As mentioned above, the difficulty in making friends was raised extensively during the 

interviews and focus group discussions. This was a major concern raised by students in 

Portugal and the United Kingdom. The following extract from a conversation with one student 

(30, male, Engineering, Portugal, Focus Group), may illustrate this point: 

 

Participant: I don’t have friends. 

 

Researcher: Why don’t you have friends? 

 

Participant: I do not feel much affinity with them. Well, I have nothing against them. I 

only have one colleague that I consider a friend and he is always there with me, 

regardless of anything. What happens is this, I see some classmates, they go out for 

drinking together, they are in the night together, and I don’t know what, but the next 
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day at the Department [school] they ignore you completely. Sometimes I ask myself, 

isn’t that the same person that was with you last night, that was drinking with you that 

night? That is weird.  

 

Researcher: But how does it affect your relationship with Portuguese students? 

 

Participant: In the beginning yes, it did affect our relationships. This often made us 

isolate ourselves a lot. Because there are things we do not understand. Because we have 

come from a different culture, a different education. And living this reality, this makes 

us feel strange. This is a bit complicated. But little by little we got used to it and, yeah, 

hey, we managed to deal with the situations and we just did not let ourselves be 

influenced by such actions. 

 

This extract reveals a contentious point raised by several students, mostly in Portugal and the 

United Kingdom. They elucidated being more (and only) accepted when they attend parties or 

evening events where they drink together in clubs or participate in the “Praxes”19 and other 

initiation rites. This is an issue not raised by students in other contexts. Universities in Portugal 

have a peculiar academic initiation tradition that involves rituals called Praxes. Students during 

the interviews in Portugal described more intimacy or close relationships with the Portuguese 

students after they engage in such rituals or in night parties.  

 

Relationship with Portuguese peers is mostly possible when they drink beer at night 

with you. Then, you can have more intimacy with them. Only then they talk to you. But 

those who do not go out with them at night, who do not follow them, the interaction is 

totally different (Code30, male, Engineering, Portugal, Focus Group).  

 

This is amplified in the following quote.  

 

I remember one time, we were at a party and I pretended to be drunk, and I went to a 

classmate and told her: You guys don’t like us, you don’t talk to us. Is it because we 

are blacks? (Code36, female, Engineering, Portugal, Focus Group). 

 
19  “Praxe” is a ritual in academic tradition at Portuguese universities that involves the initiation of students. It is a form of 

ritual created to prepare new students for entry into university groups and to test or develop special skills to adapt to university. 

Praxe is a conventional mechanism that imposes obedience to rules and principles. Commonly, mature students create 

scenarios and promote activities that involve dangerous rites that can involve sex, assault or humiliation. (See Ambra Marccuci, 

available at https://erasmusu.com/en/erasmus-blog/main/praxe-a-portuguese-academic-tradition-406915) 

 

https://erasmusu.com/en/erasmus-blog/main/praxe-a-portuguese-academic-tradition-406915
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These two last quotes depict experiences that developed a sense of loss of meaningful personal 

purpose and affected students’ self-image. Nonetheless, students described themselves as 

normally adopting an indulgent understanding, and view differences as being caused by an 

inherited personality characteristic among Portuguese people. Students reported that they have 

learnt to accept and tolerate these differences: 

 

Even among themselves they have this difficulty to interact. Maybe it is a matter of their 

education, or they have already inherited it from their own parents, and it is their way 

of being. I accept it (35, male, Engineering, Portugal).  

 

This is expressed by another student in ways that translate as a preventative attitude in their 

relationships, so as to avoid conflict, or as a measure to safeguard individual respect or 

acceptance when they feel mistreated or disrespected by their local peers: 

 

We always try to show to them that we do things in our way… Now the positive thing is 

that we really try to tolerate them and learn from them. However, in no way, in our 

side, we accept wrong behaviours (Joao, Engineering, Portugal). 

 

6.4.2.2. Interaction Between Students and Academic Staff 

 

This sub-theme was thoroughly discussed and raised about 32 references from students. There 

are, however, significant discrepancies in students’ views and perceptions regarding their 

interaction with academic staff. Such differences are highly contextual, specific to teaching 

practices or institutional cultures. 

 

Below are presented some significant patterns in the relationships described by students. They 

refer to two main areas: positive, friendly interaction, and unsupportive, inflexible relationships 

with academic staff. These latter reflect what students described as “parece que querem 

desafiar os estudantes”, the idea of lecturers wanting to dispute (confront or compete) with 

students. This will be explained below.  
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Positive and Friendly Interactions and Relationships  

  

Positive and friendly interactions were frequently described by students in Cuba. They reported 

their interaction with academic staff as “excellent”:   

 

Our relationship with teachers is excellent. Well, I would say, as I said earlier… this 

interaction here is good, not just from the technical-scientific point of view, but also 

from a personal viewpoint (03, Medicine, Cuba). 

 

Not Supportive and Inflexible Interactions – “Parece que Querem Desafiar os Estudantes”  

 

In Angola, students described their relationship with lecturers as mostly approachable, but not 

supportive. Such interactions are viewed as grounded in an authoritarian and traditional mode 

of teaching and centred on respect and rigidity. They expressed the opinion that lecturers feel 

challenged and get into disputes, especially disliking students asking questions in class or 

requesting clarification. This situation can reach a degree of confrontational attitudes towards 

students, as suggested below:  

 

There are lecturers who are a little apathetic, and sometimes, with the possibility of 

being annoyed when a student asks too many questions. They seem to want to defy the 

student (17, female, Accounting, Angola).  

 

The last sentence of the excerpt above is translated from the Portuguese “parece que querem 

desafiar os estudantes”. This strongly worded phrase was emblematic of the student experience 

with their non-Angolan peers.  

 

While in Portugal students described the relationship with lecturers as mostly good, they did 

report concerns related to the way teachers address them as international students: 

 

Talking about the relationship with lecturers, it is a little awkward, because the way 

lecturers address students; I thought I was the only one to notice this, but other students 

here have noticed that too. There is a way that lecturers address international students 

that is different from how they address local students (21, male, Engineering, Portugal).  

 

Among the concerns raised are what students described as situations where lecturers are 
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addressing the whole class without taking into consideration the differences in students’ 

learning paths, or whether all students understand the lectures, or when teachers disregard 

students’ cultural background and cultural capital.  

 

Other concerns expressed by students in Portugal are related to the interaction between other 

students and teachers that is based on “lack of education” and respect. Situations described 

include students talking in loud voices to teachers, showing a lack of respect, or talking to them 

as if they are “mates” and not teachers.  

 

I sometimes say that there is lack of education [good manners] here… Students speak 

to lecturers without manners. They say it is normal, I get a little amazed (laughs). I see 

my classmates have no respect for lecturers (27, female, Engineering, Portugal).  

 

In addition, some students in Portugal raised a concern about racism and discrimination that 

permeates interaction with lecturers, as in the quote below: 

 

Well, there is also an issue, and I do not know if it happens on purpose or not, the issue 

of racism. There are some who do not admit it. However, many lecturers have racist 

attitudes (26, male, Engineering, Portugal).  

 

Another student indicated the same view: 

 

It is complicated. When we are in a foreign country with a foreign lecturer to us, at 

least in my experience, it is difficult for the student to oppose this lecturer and say that 

we did not like his attitude. The lecturer also demonstrates that attitude of “if you talk 

about this you will have problems with me”. Then we just leave it as it is (21, female, 

Engineering, Portugal).  

 

This issue of racism and perception of discrimination from academic staff is analysed in more 

detail when we present the perceptions of quality teaching. 

 

6.4.3. Theme 3: Perceptions of Quality Teaching, Curriculum and Assessment 

 

This theme comprised 90 references extracted from students’ narratives and organised using 

NVivo. It was one of most predominant topics of conversation among students interviewed.  
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Students generally identified several differences in teaching, comparing the two contexts under 

analysis (Angola and abroad). They exhibited a more positive perception of higher education 

teaching quality in other countries (Portugal, Cuba and the United Kingdom). Testimony from 

the interviews and focus group discussions confirm the survey findings from the scale related 

to teaching quality. Students studying abroad reported better teaching practices and teaching 

qualities which contribute to enhancing their learning. However, they expressed several 

concerns that are demonstrated in the following pages. 

 

The analysis of findings on this theme is grounded in the definition of effective teaching models 

proposed by Biggs and Tang (2007). See Chapter two, Section 2.5, p. 56. Below I present a 

summary of the differences between quality teaching in Angola and that in the other contexts.  

 

6.4.3.1. Level 1 Teaching – Teaching Focusing on What Students Are – Students 

are Blamed and Feel Abandoned 

 

This first model of teaching was identified from Angola-based students’ descriptions. They 

expressed a negative view of teaching, which is characterised by what can be classified as the 

level one teaching model (Biggs & Tang, 2007).  

 

Teachers were described as entities who know and teach the content, but thereafter do not 

support or monitor students’ understanding and learning processes. In most cases, teaching 

students is centred on providing handouts which they are obliged to follow, and students are 

compelled to respond according to what teachers want. 

 

Some teachers, when they put a topic and a student position his thoughts, if you do not 

say it according to what they want, then they rebuke you. Teachers demand exact same 

answers as what they have given in class or have established as true. This is also one 

of the problems that makes students memorise and recite the content, rather than 

developing what we really understand or what we have learned (13, male, Accounting, 

Angola). 

 

In the above quote, the student depicts a situation where students are there to absorb content 

and to repeat and report back accurately during exams and tests.  
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Students in Angola raised other criticism of lecturers and their performance, related to lack of 

qualified lecturers – the fact that some teach subjects not linked to their qualifications – and of 

repressive teaching methods: 

 

We have many lecturers who do not have much to give us. Most of them teach the wrong 

subjects. For example, he studied geography but teaches psychology… We have many 

complaints about teachers (18, female, Accounting, Angola). 

 

Moreover, a student in Angola explained her concerns about superficial teaching content, the 

lack of competence and responsibility, and the problematic and unfair assessment system: 

 

At the universities here in the country, I think that teachers lack this competence and 

responsibility. Because I hear, for example, students speak as if the teachers are going 

there just to make their lives difficult. As if the teacher goes to university, writes a topic 

on the board, and never explains the topic. Then, he turns to ask questions about that 

topic in the test (10, female, Accounting, Angola). 

 

Another student exposed some of the weaknesses of teaching and supported this same view:  

 

We have teachers without mastery of the content and even students can see these 

weaknesses. Students become more relaxed in these classes and move forward with 

such weaknesses (13, male, Accounting, Angola).  

 

Finally, a student in Portugal who had previously attended higher education in Angola 

expressed the view that lecturers in Angola have deficiencies:  

 

When I studied in Angola, I came across with many teachers who were only the kind of 

teachers that they have knowledge only for themselves and they do not know how to 

convey the knowledge to us… They [teachers] are not meant to complicate students’ 

life. However, they do so. In Angola, even when we know the subject, we fail. It is so 

that we fail even knowing a lot on the subject (laughs) (27, female, Nursing, Portugal).  

 

This is also expressed by another student: 

 

In Angola teachers, lot of them know the subjects, however, they are very arrogant. 

They are not humble. Those who know less then are even more arrogant. (laughs) (37, 

male, Engineering, Portugal, Focus Group). 
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6.4.3.2. Level 2 of Teaching, Centred on What Teachers Do – “O Amor Pela Matéria em 

Vez do Amor por Ensinar” [Love of the Subject Instead of a Love for Teaching] 

 

Students in Portugal and the United Kingdom described varied characteristics and qualities in 

their teachers and in teaching. Their descriptions were interpreted by this researcher in 

accordance with the Biggs and Tang (2007) models of teaching. This is reflected in the kind of 

teaching that centres attention on lecturers’ tasks and activities in promoting teaching and 

learning, and which frequently occurs with less focus on how students are engaged in 

understanding the subject and learning.  

 

Students described exposure to high volumes of study materials and density of information, 

together with a vast range of activities to be performed. They believe that in such 

circumstances, only academically advantaged students can follow and succeed effortlessly. 

This is aligned with the view that teaching methods centre on expounding content entirely 

through slide presentations:  

 

What I noticed is that some teachers, their teaching is not of very high quality. However, 

they provide a lot of materials for students to learn on their own... they know [the 

subject], but they do not know how to transmit it in perfection. They keep talking a lot 

of things and just using slides and slides (09, female, Engineering, United Kingdom).  

 

This point was also made by a student in Portugal: 

 

Lecturers in one week can give us fifty or more slides. Sometimes they give us hundred 

slides, and the slides are summaries of a whole book… And that is just one subject. If 

you bring all the subjects together, you will see that you have three or four books to 

read just in a week (31, male, Engineering, Portugal).   

 

Equally, a student raised a concern regarding the amount of information lecturers provide 

through slide presentations in classrooms without understanding or enquiring how students are 

engaged with and learning from the materials. The students conveyed a sense that they have to 

survive in their own way (“salve-se quem puder”/ “então o aluno que se vire”): 

 

There are teachers coming into class and only present slides, after slides and slides. 

And we students must turn around, go looking for explanations elsewhere. They do not 
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try to observe if the student understood the topic or if we are having any difficulties. 

Then and there the student has to find his own way [Então o aluno que se vire]’ (26, 

male, Engineering, Portugal).  

 

This specific expression, “então o aluno que se vire”, translates as more than simply a coping 

mechanism for students who are adjusting to the imperatives of a teaching approach that hardly 

addresses their understanding and comprehension of the subjects. The expression suggests that 

students are left alone to try hard and do things by themselves in order to survive and progress 

at universities. It expresses the degree of relinquishment and lack of alternative support systems 

experienced in particular by international students. 

 

However, students made positive remarks about the teaching in recognising that lecturers are 

highly qualified, implement actions to transmit knowledge, and have excellent subject 

knowledge: My teachers here are all PhDs and are mostly young, between 30 to 40 years old 

(16, male, financing, UK).  

 

This view is confirmed by another student: Most teachers, we can see that they know well the 

subject they teach. They somehow, have the practical experience of what they are teaching, 

and they teach appropriately (24, male, Engineering, UK). 

 

Students also described their lecturers as highly professional and capable in their activities, and 

well respected:  

 

Teachers here are very professionals… If we have a doubt and the teacher does not 

know at the time you ask a question, he is not afraid to admit that he does not know [the 

answer]. He will try to investigate for answers to our doubts. Then, next day, at the 

class, he brings a solid and concise answer (24, male, Engineering, UK).  

  

In addition, students – particularly in Portugal – described their lecturers as mastering the 

subjects they teach; they are perceived as open and supportive, and some teach with 

enthusiasm, but without arrogance: 

 

Here [in Portugal] I can see that my teachers can transform boring classes and very 

boring subjects into subjects that make us understand that we will need these subjects 
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for our entire life. We need them to bring to our job market and to be successful (27, 

female, Nursing, Portugal).  

 

The same view is expressed by another student who established that lecturers are not narcissists 

and have a positive and good interaction with students:  

 

Something that I think it is beautiful here in UK is that lecturers are not vain, nor are 

they calling themselves Doctors. They prefer that we treat them for you, which is to 

have that close connection with us. And we appreciate that (08, male, Engineering, 

UK).  

 

This is aligned with a recognition that lecturers facilitate mutual learning and exchange: 

 

What I like here about lecturers is that they always say that they did not come just to 

give us knowledge… as lecturers are not 100 percent right, as they like to say. Lecturers 

are 50 and students are 50, and that sums up to 100. This is different in Angola; 

lecturers are 100 percent right. We cannot complain with the lecturer, because he is 

the owner of everything (27, female, Nursing, Portugal). 

 

Such quality in the interaction between teachers and students is not limited to the classroom. 

Students identified having a wide range of opportunities to improve their knowledge and skills, 

and having access to resources that contribute to improving academic outcomes:  

 

Well, the help of the teachers is good. Because it is not just the teachers, the university 

in general, the opportunities they give us, the various topics we can address not only 

within our course but also, for example, we have the advantage [of optional] modules, 

which are other modules that we can choose that give us an extra skills (23, male, 

Engineering, UK).  

 

Despite all the above positive perceptions about teaching, students elaborated some negative 

views on teachers’ performance and teaching practices. Among these are four main criticisms: 

(a) of lecturers’ pedagogic performance, which is focused on “love of a subject” and not on “a 

love for teaching”; (b) limited influential interaction with students; (c) discriminatory attitudes 

of lecturers towards foreign/international students; (d) intimidating behaviour towards less 

academically advantaged students.  
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In relation to pedagogic performance, a student pointed out a weakness in teaching related to 

the method of transmitting knowledge:  

 

Lecturers here are all doctors, and I do not know what, but as we say, in spite of all 

that knowledge, they have difficulties to convey all that they have learned (22, female, 

Engineering, UK).  

 

Students took a view on teaching that reflects a distinction between “love of a subject” (“amor 

pela matéria”), and “a love for teaching” (“o amor pelo ensino”). This can be seen in the 

following quote: 

 

I have the perception that teachers here have the love to the subject they teach, but not 

the love for teaching. They have this love to their area of speciality. So much so that if 

we have a project with a lecturer, we can see that he is obsessed with what he does. But 

when teaching, he is not very good, he is not very inspiring (25, male, Engineering, 

UK). 

 

The second concern relates to perceived limits in influential interaction. Students in both 

Portugal and the United Kingdom reported that interaction with teachers occurred strictly 

through email. Further interaction is limited to attending class presentations and there is an 

absence of social interaction between lecturers and students outside classrooms. Lecturers do 

not know the names of their students or can even ignore them when passing in the street:  

 

Something I noticed is that if the teacher does not want to know anyone [in the class], 

then he really does not know anyone. He just teaches and he is done. And if we see him 

in the street, he goes by without knowing that you are his student (24, male, 

Engineering, UK).  

 

This represents one of the key differences in teaching methods narrated by students comparing 

to teaching at home country.  

 

Another difference is linked to the volume and density of content taught in class, and the way 

it is explicated in classes, so that only academically advantaged students can follow.  
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Well, I believe there is an extreme difference between teaching here [in UK] and 

teaching there in Angola. Teaching here is very fast, there is that pressure. Okay, only 

the ones with more skills can learn (25, male, Engineering, UK).  

 

Another concern raised relates to discriminatory behaviour or negative attitudes among 

lecturers towards international students. These negative behaviours can include undermining 

or mocking students, or ignoring their capabilities in class:   

 

In fact, there are those kinds of teachers who ask a question and we raise up our hand 

to answer. However, it is as if the teacher does not see us. I think it would be easier for 

the teacher to spot me than the local classmates (laughs), as I am the only one who is 

different. Well, I also act as if I did not see it… hum; some teachers still think that blacks 

are behind. They think we still know nothing (Code30, male, Engineering, Portugal, 

Focus Group). 

 

In the above-mentioned situation, the student refers to his situation as the only black student in 

his class. He alluded to a fact that it is much easier for a lecturer to see him (as black and with 

his hand raised) than to pick a white student. Although he was laughing, the student expressed 

deep sadness and discontentment, and was supported by other students in the focus group. 

Similarly, another student alluded to specific moments where lecturers treated them badly, 

intimidating students or engaging in actions such as teasing, mocking or undermining students’ 

mental capacity:  

 

The most negative aspect of my experience here at this university is linked to teachers 

who threaten students… To impose fears on students. They say like, “this subject is 

difficult”; “many students will not pass”, and we start [having] this fear of failure (21, 

female, Engineering, Portugal).  

 

Likewise, students described a perceived subtle form of discrimination, expressed as a 

difficulty in acknowledging students’ learning differences and learning paths, and in 

recognising their ability to respond differently to academic tasks. Such difficulties could be 

linked to students’ socioeconomic background and cultural capital:  

 

There are differences in our background. Teachers value a lot where the student comes 

from. They know that Chinese students in their country had a certain kind of education. 

However, when it comes to Africans, there is a lot of that thinking that our education 
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has no value at all. It is as if we came here and knew absolutely nothing (22, female, 

Engineering, UK). 

 

Finally, a student in the United Kingdom suggests a university where lecturers are not “super 

gods”:  

 

If I dream [about] something, it would be of an independent university in which students 

are not dependent on lecturers and do not memorise subjects. That problem of lecturers 

who teach, prepare tests and exams, do everything alone; hum, there is no way to see 

that this lecturer did everything fairly. The idea of a lecturer as a super, a super god is 

not right (16, male, Financing, UK). 

 

6.4.3.3. Level 3 of Teaching Centred on Students’ learning – the Idolisation of Teachers 

 

This model of teaching is reflected in students’ descriptions of teaching in Cuba. Students 

described lecturers as friendly and supportive. They depict teachers as “humans” and reported 

the significant impact they make in their personal and academic lives. In addition, students 

testified that lecturers use teaching strategies that stimulate learning and create various spaces 

for clarifying doubts or making students acquire knowledge. Students also referred to a high 

degree of dedication and commitment by lecturers in teaching and supporting effective and 

meaningful learning.  

 

Two quotes below illustrate these views: 

 

The Cuban lecturers are open, and they transmit knowledge to us according to the 

curiosity of each student. The more the student is willing to learn, the more the lecturer 

will be close to this student who is interested in getting more knowledge (01, female, 

Medicine, Cuba,).  

 

Lecturers are always willing to teach. Even though the time [for class] finished, but the 

lecturer looks for extra time. Even during weekends, Saturdays and Sundays, they try 

to find time to teach us. They are open, available… They help us a lot, and motivate us 

a lot (07, male, Teaching Chemistry, Cuba).  

 

Students referred to “humanised” education, whereby lecturers become more than just teachers, 

and seem in a close relationship that does not undermine their cognisant role. Teachers are 
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viewed as key players in their education and motivators of learning, to the extent that they are 

classified as “fathers”, “brothers” or “counsellors”, alluding to a degree of familiarisation and 

pedagogic intervention whereby teachers act and influence students even beyond the 

classroom:  

 

Lecturers here, even when a student is sick, they call us, some visit us. When we have 

family problems, they are there… if they see you, for example, sad in a class they can 

handle it. When a student is not motivated, not excited, they act like psychologists and 

they try to find a conversation [with you] to know what is going on and all of that. And 

if they can help you with something, they do help you. For me at least in my class … I 

can say that teachers are second parents to us (01, female, Medicine, Cuba). 

 

Another student indicated that teachers are more like facilitators; they are perceived as open 

and inspiring, helping students to participate in class, to engage with academic activities and 

progress in their course:  

 

We learned that teachers also learn from students, and that they may also be wrong. If 

students are afraid to ask [questions], then teachers help students to untie their minds 

and make us see the course as something for the future. So, we gradually fall in love 

with the course (02, male, Teaching, Cuba). 

 

Moreover, numerous references are made by students to opportunities the educational system 

in Cuba creates which embrace a pedagogic principle that “every student has the ability to 

learn”, or linked to John Amos Comenius’ thoughts of “education according to nature”. 

Students perceived that the education system is designed to facilitate learning, providing 

opportunities and different levels of help, during assessment, that prevent failure.   

 

They [teachers] have very good strategies that do not allow students to fail. If I take 

the exam and I fail, I have two more opportunities. So, we study hard. The first one here 

we call the extraordinary, an appeal exam. If I fail in this appeal exam, then there is 

the mundial…   then if I fail, I have to repeat this subject next year (02, Teaching 

Biology, Cuba). 

 

Students in Cuba also pointed out that lecturers are accommodating and available, allow space 

for a respectful and close relationship, and provide prompt feedback and opportunities for 

constant improvement:  
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I have personally said that in Cuba, failure in class is impossible. Because this 

[education] system itself does not allow the student to fail. There are many levels of 

help. Lecturers identify the students with difficulties and prepare a strategy to follow 

up and monitor the student (05, male, Teaching, Cuba).  

 

6.4.4. Theme 4: Learning Resources, Infrastructures and Support Systems 

 

Concerns about learning resources and support systems was less explicitly discussed within the 

interviews and focus groups discussions, comprising 48 references. Students identified several 

aspects linked to the quality of learning resources and infrastructure, and the impact these make 

on their learning paths. They also pointed out this topic as one of the key perceived differences 

compared to higher education in Angola. Access to learning resources and equipment, 

including access to the internet, properly equipped laboratories, updated libraries and adequate 

and acceptable infrastructure, was pointed out as lacking in most higher education institutions 

in Angola, while such elements are abundant in universities abroad. These aspects, together 

with supportive and caring systems, are viewed as core for improving students’ learning 

outcomes and engagement. 

 

Students in Angola, mostly attending a Nursing course, referred in large numbers to limited 

access to specific materials for practicum, and the absence of equipped and functional 

laboratories. As one student put it:  

 

The type of teaching we have is mostly based on theory. Unfortunately, our system is 

very attached to theory. It is very theoretical. We do not have access to laboratories, 

and [that] is bad (39, female, Nursing, Angola, Focus Group).  

 

Another student explained the dimension of the difficulties confronted: 

 

I am referring to the fact that if we had complete anatomy labs, if we also had labs for 

chemistry or biology that we could analyse certain things that we are taught in the 

class, yes, and if we had also computer labs, not for classes but for students to use them, 

it would be better. We would have a better preparation (16, male, Nursing, Angola, 

Focus Group). 
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 This resonates with other statements from Nursing students in Angola: 

 

We practically do not have the means that can help us learn better. Because we use 

more handouts from classes than anything else. Laboratories are poor and we are 

unable to conduct practical classes. We have already started the internship in hospitals, 

but practically we have little internship time, and only once a week, from 8:00 am to 

10:30 am (34, male, Nursing, Angola, Focus Group). 

 

All these quotes reiterate the lack of resources and suggest limitations students face in Angola. 

Students from other courses in the country, for instance studying Accounting, also pointed to 

constraints engendered by limited access to learning materials:  

 

There are these type limitations that are from students themselves. But it seems that 

students are also limited to learn only from what the teacher teaches. There are books 

we cannot find them here (18, female, Accounting, Angola).  

 

These views contrast totally with observations made by students studying abroad. They 

described expansively that they have access to unlimited resources in libraries, have well-

equipped laboratories, updated equipment and support systems that guarantee the quality of 

their learning; furthermore, they experience autonomy and independence in learning, while 

ensuring their preparation for the job market: 

 

Here [in the United Kingdom] we have a lot of resources to learn; we have libraries... 

Next, we have computer clusters that are also available for Engineering students, with 

specialised materials… I think it favours us. I think students can learn better when we 

have a lot of libraries, lot of places to study available for students, and books, and 

computer clusters available (09, female, Engineering, UK). 

 

In pointing out the main differences between studying abroad and studying in Angola, students 

described that in Angola there are many other structural limitations, such as access to electricity 

and internet.: 

 

Students here [in the UK] have more resources. They have opportunities to obtain 

information and knowledge in variety of ways. In Angola students still have a lot of 

boundaries. They have many barriers to get materials, books, maybe even there are 

students who do not have access to internet. And then, there are other problems like 



 

 

191 

 

lack of electricity. Maybe the person wants to study at a certain time, but at that time 

he does not have electricity... (22, female, Business, UK).  

 

Students also indicated that in the international contexts they have access to support systems, 

with access to extracurricular activities, optional development courses, and language training 

courses, internships and practicum that enrich their educational experience.  

 

6.5. Research Question 3: Barriers and Challenges, Experiences of Alienation (Theme 

5) 

 

This theme comprises the most critical perspectives presented by students during interviews 

and focus group discussions. Findings from students’ descriptions allude to negative factors 

influencing their engagement in effective learning. 

 

This theme was the second highest discussed, with 95 references extracted from students’ 

quotes, which represents 18 percent of the total of references reported in this thesis. It is worth 

noting that this theme was mostly raised by students studying abroad, with 77 references, 

representing 81 percent of the entire theme.  

To condense the analysis, the list of items raised by students include 13 major issues 

upstretched, and these were then categorised and described under four sub-themes. The sub-

themes were analysed theoretically according to Mann’s (2001) categorisation of perspectives 

of alienation in higher education, described in Chapter two, Section 2.4.3.3, p. 51. 

 

Students reported experiences (situations and episodes) that suggest a strong correlation 

between engagement, disengagement, alienation, and marginalisation. The theme comprises a 

range of responses from students on what possible factors are negatively influencing their 

engagement in effective learning in higher education.  

 

The analysis begins with a presentation of students’ views that fit into the three defined sets: 

(1) alienation from language, culture and institutional practice (comprises four issues); (2) 

alienation due to loss of sense of self, or feeling as the outsider (comprises three issues); (3) 

alienation as a survival strategy (comprises three issues). The analysis of findings is represented 

in Figure 15. 
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Figure 15 Structure for the Analysis of Alienation in this Study, Based on Mann (2001)  

 

 

 
Table 37 presents definitions of types of alienation, how in this study alienation is analysed, 

and sources of evidence to show the number of references to the issues, and where they 

originated. The number of references has been indicated previously (see Section 6.2, p. 156). 

 

Ten sub-themes were identified in students’ narratives and were included in the analysis of 

alienation. The issues raised are linked to experiences of racism and discrimination, culture 

shock and language, social and academic challenges to the integration of students at university, 

and problems linked to the competitive environment. In addition, students described situations 

of homesickness, isolation and loneliness, emotional pressures, feeling mocked, undermined, 

or inferior, and lack of focus and interest. They also reported segregation and experiences of 

alienation. 

 

Alienation

(1) Alienation from language, culture 
and institutional practice 

1. Racism and discrimination

2. Culture  Shock

3. Social and academic isolation

4. Competitive academic environment

(2) Alienation due to loss of sense of 
self, or feeling like the outsider 

5. Loss of social networking (Being away from 
family and friends

6. Emotional pressures and loneliness

7. Feeling mocked, undermined or inferior

(3) Alienation as a survival mechanism

8. Lack of focus, interest and laziness

9. Segregation and separation

10. Self-alienation and misperception of 
others

Challenges experienced by 

students 
Forms of alienation identified 
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Table 37 Analysis of Alienation as a Barrier to Student Engagement in Effective Learning in Angola and Other 

International Contexts (based on of Mann, 2001) 

 
Types of 

Alienation 

Characteristics How Alienation is 

analysed in this research 

Major issues 

from students’ narratives 

Number of 

References 

Alienation from 

language, culture 

or institutional 
practice 

 

• Students experience a 

sense of loss of 

meaningful personal 
purpose 

• Perceptions of others that 

is marked by the idea that 
others have greater power 

• Images that others have 

greater discourses 
• Perception that others 

have greater opportunities, 

knowledge and 

understanding  

 

Includes students’ reports 

about the difficulties and 

challenges they experience 
in their academic and 

social integration at 

university due to language 
or institutional power 

structures and systems that 

generate alienation or 
marginalisation.   

 

1. Experiences of racism 

and discrimination 

19 

2. Culture shock 12 

3. Social and academic 

isolation 

6 

4. Competitive and 

unhealthy environment 

6 

Alienation due to 
loss of sense of 

self, or feeling 

like ‘the outsider’  
 

• Students’ experiences of 
loss of agency and loss of 

motivation and desire 

• Students descriptions of 
developing a false self 

• Feeling mocked, 

diminished, ignored, 
undermined 

This includes students’ 
descriptions about feeling 

ignored, diminished, or 

undermined by peers or by 
academic staff. 

5. Loss of social networking 
(being away from family)  

6 

6. Suicide, depression, and 

mental health concerns 

5 

7. Feeling mocked, 
undermined, or inferior 

6 

Alienation as a 

survival strategy 
 

• Loss of sense of 

uniqueness and identity  
• Experiences of 

dissatisfaction, 

• Experiences of frustration, 
tediousness, and boredom 

 

Includes students’ reports 

of experiences that caused 
dissatisfaction or rejection. 

This involves adoption of 

survival mechanisms, they 
feel frustration, 

tediousness, boredom, or 

discontent associated with 
the ways they had to 

survive or protect 

themselves against 
perceived lack of 

acceptance. 

 

8. Lack of focus, laziness, 

and lack of interest 

9 

9. Segregation and 
separation  

5 

10. Self-alienation and 

misperception of others 

4 

Total 95 

 

6.5.1. Alienation from Language, Culture, or Institutional Practice – Culture Shock 

 

This section includes students’ accounts of the difficulties and challenges they experienced in 

their academic and social integration at university due to language and culture, or institutional 

power structures and systems and discourses that generate alienation or marginalisation.  

 

Six specific issues (sub-themes) were raised by students, illustrated below through students’ 

own views and opinions. These sub-themes were organised using NVivo and will be illustrated 

below through students’ own voices and narratives. Students alluded mostly to experiences of 

racism and discrimination; language and cultural challenges in their integration; exposure to 

competitive and stressful academic environments. Students also described episodes where they 
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were exposed to mental health issues, such as depression, suicide and stress, and where they 

experienced fears of failure. 

 

6.5.1.1. Experiences of Racism and Discrimination 

 

Experiences of racism were described several times by students in interviews and group 

discussions by students in Portugal, the United Kingdom and Cuba. Students in Angola did not 

raise this issue.  

 

Several students referred to this issue as very problematic and troubling, and reported it as their 

most negative experience in their learning process in higher education. A total of 19 references 

were reviewed carefully and extracts are presented below to illustrate the degree of concern. 

Most of the students recalled the situations with sadness, and visible displays of nervousness 

and displeasure. Students described the acts of racism or perceived racism and discrimination 

as being practised by peers, academic staff and the public. 

 

In Cuba, although students acknowledged that their relationships with other students and with 

academic staff are generally good and friendly, they nonetheless testified to situations where 

both lecturers and peers manifested racist behaviour or prejudiced attitudes against them:  

 

The saddest thing that happened to me here was an act of racism… We were in a 

graphics design class, and the teacher asked us to design a floor plan drawn for a 

residence. He said: “I want all the black lines” …Then, when he arrived at the desk 

where an Angolan fellow was sitting, he said: “I want a blacker line than you”. All 

Cuban classmates turned and started laughing, and it was very sad. I left the classroom 

(03, Teaching, Cuba). 

 

This type of episode was described by some other students. A female student described an 

incident where students in a bus suffered another subtle act of discrimination from an academic 

staff member who accompanied students to practicum activities outside the university campus.   

 

…we were coming back with our female teacher and it was a sun shining day… my 

friend asked the female teacher to sit down, and the teacher said: I cannot sit down 
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there because it is sun shining and I do not want to have the same dark skin as the 

Angolans. I felt sad, I really felt offended (09, female, Teaching, Cuba).  

 

Another example is narrated by a student who described a situation in a physics class: 

 

We were [in class] talking about black bodies... Some of the examples giving by the 

teacher was about us, black people. That was deeply annoying. But I decided to learn 

how to ignore these things (03, male, Teaching, Cuba).  

 

Students in Cuba also reported cases related to difficulties in being seen as normal people in 

the streets. The student depicted an image of black people being perceived as rare human beings 

or like “puppets”:  

 

When we arrived at this location, and I think they think that seeing a black person is a 

rarity. When we went out on the streets it was a real problem. They looked at us as if 

they saw the last puppets of the world (06, male, Teaching, Cuba, Focus Group).   

 

The student also described several incidents during sports activities where black students are 

called out as “monkeys” (monos in Spanish):  

 

I like playing sports. So, when we were going to play football and if something good or 

bad happened, they would shout out: “Hey! Hey, mono, mono! [Hey! Hey monkey, 

monkey!]. In such cases we did not react, we learned to be peaceful. Otherwise it would 

have been even worse (06, male, Teaching, Cuba, Focus Group).  

 

Episodes of racism described by students in Portugal and the United Kingdom were also very 

emotional and indicative of prejudiced behaviour against black students. In the United 

Kingdom and Portugal, students reported experiences of racism or discrimination linked mostly 

to interaction with classmates, but also with lecturers. The situations were felt to be aggressive, 

offensive, and unpleasant:  

 

At this college… there is a lot to be said, lot of confusing things. I really feel that 

lecturers pay more attention to British [students]. Sometimes you stand there, raise 

your hand to ask a question, and it looks like you are being ignored (09, female, 

Engineering, UK).  

 

Another student described circumstances where he felt the university causes more harm to 
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students in the sense of not guaranteeing their freedom to talk and participate in class debates 

and work group discussions, due to discrimination:  

 

There is this issue of discrimination. I mean, as for example, in some type of 

assignments, they do not let us foreigners to be free and talk (40, male, Engineering, 

UK). 

 

Issues of racism and discrimination described by students in Portugal were also narrated with 

deep melancholy. Students in one of the focus group were very emotional and described diverse 

situations they have experienced:  

 

Portuguese people, by nature, they are usually very cold, not very attached to each 

other. Some of us usually can get along well with them, but in most cases, there is this 

issue of being black, not going to their parties, not participating in their rituals. Then 

we are not known and accepted [by them] (32, female, Engineering, Portugal, Focus 

Group).  

 

The “Swallow Frogs and More Frogs” Response  

 

Students reported that the issue of racism is not acknowledged at universities, and lecturers’ 

behaviour is disregarded, forcing a submissive response from students, based on fears of 

retaliation:  

 

There are some lecturers who do not admit it, but many lecturers have racist attitudes. 

Although after having this racist attitude they end up saying: “But I am not racist”. 

Yeah, it is complicated (21, female, Engineering, Portugal).  

 

Such lack of recognition of racism and discrimination against foreign students, particularly 

black African international students, make students adopt an attitude of passive acquiescence 

to the situation, in order to avoid conflict or confrontations. Students depicted it as “a swallow 

frogs and more frogs” attitude (“engolir sapos e mais sapos”), as contextualised within this 

larger excerpt below:  

 

When we are in a foreign country with a foreign lecturer to us, at least in my experience, 

it is difficult for the student to turn to the opposing lecturer and say that he did not like 
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that [racist] attitude of the lecturer. Because he also demonstrates an attitude like “if 

you talk about this, you will have problems with me”. And as we want to avoid any 

problems with the lecturer, then we just have to swallow frogs and more frogs (21, 

female, Engineering, Portugal).  

 

The expression in Portuguese: “engolir sapos e mais sapos” is a metaphor employed to express 

a preference to remain silent due to fears of retribution from others; in this case, fears of 

retribution from lecturers. 

 

Moreover, students narrated situations where local students or white classmates are given 

privileges or primacy during class discussions and forums. In these classroom debates, African 

students are discriminated against, and not engaged in the debates. Lecturers pay attention to 

only white/local students. In these cases, students perceived that lecturers undermine their 

capabilities, making them feel demotivated from actively engaging in classroom activities.  

 

Yeah, what happens is that they [teachers] think we do not speak well; we are not 

capable of saying the right things; and then we end up limiting ourselves, not wanting 

to participate anymore, because the lecturer will not pay attention to us (31, male, 

Engineering, Portugal).  

 

6.5.1.2. Culture Shock - Challenges by Language and Culture 

 

This sub-theme refers to language barriers and culture shock expressed in many different forms 

during conversations with students. This was perceived by most students as one of the negative 

factors adversely influencing their engagement with effective learning: 

 

One negative thing is being in a culture, I can say, completely different from ours. 

People here are not like the ones I am used to. People here are colder. Food is different, 

and the weather is completely different. I cannot stand it, and I think these are the most 

difficult things (23, male, Engineering, UK). 

 

Another student in the United Kingdom expressed a belief that the major challenge is not 

learning a new language, but facing and dealing with the new culture and environment: 
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This is the greatest challenge; knowing how to deal with other cultures, with people 

from other cultures, and being involved in social things around the university. Because 

academic life is not just about studying. One has to get involved with others, talk, walk 

around, and know how to manage this whole thing, studying with social life (22, female, 

Engineering, UK).  

 

This quote illustrates a point made in detail in Theme 2 (interactions and relationships). 

Students acknowledged serious limitations in their interaction with peers and academic staff 

and feel a great sense of disconnection with their environment. 

 

Similarly, students in the United Kingdom and Portugal talked about behaviours they perceive 

as erroneous. These are behaviours which are classified in African cultures as impolite, 

discourteous, ill-mannered, and inappropriate. Three main behaviours were mentioned.  

 

Firstly, the manner of greeting:  

 

Here it is normal for you to arrive in a place and not greet anyone. They arrive in the 

classroom and do not greet anyone. In Angola this is very negative. It would be seeing 

as very rude (25, male, Engineering, UK).  

 

Secondly, the way of addressing and talking to older people, including their own parents. 

 

I have already witnessed a few cases of colleagues who were talking to their fathers 

and loudly raised their voices, and even go angry at them and offending. And they think 

that it is normal. I look at that them, like what? (30, male, Engineering, Portugal, Focus 

Group).  

 

The student described how he gets annoyed with such behaviour, as he regards it as 

unacceptable:  

 

Because that is not acceptable in Africa. This is not admissible for us in Africa. For us 

someone’s father is also your father, someone’s mother is also your mother (para nós 

em Africa o pai do outro também é teu pai, a mãe do outro também é tua mãe) (30, 

male, Engineering, Portugal, Focus Group).  

 

Thirdly, students described incorrect behaviour, probably justified by cultural traditions, in 
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interaction between students and academic staff, perceived as lack of respect to lecturers, 

especially expressed through the irreverent way students address or respond to lecturers.  

 

I think here students have no respect for lecturers [laughs]. They say [to the lecturer]: 

“shut up”, “you do not know anything”. And I listen to this and say, but is this normal? 

I make comparisons. This is very sad (27, female, Nursing, Portugal).  

 

Students are of the view that cultural differences interfere with their learning because it is an 

aspect that collides with African traditions and values. Students highlighted the notion that 

adults, specially lecturers, are authorities and have to be respected:  

 

Let us say, our cultural differences influence a lot. Ah, at least from what I think, we in 

Africa, our culture and education is different from theirs (30, male, Engineering, 

Portugal, Focus Group).  

 

Students in Cuba, despite feeling welcomed by people and by the universities, still mentioned 

several times the language barrier and the cultural differences. Students addressed their fears 

of acculturation and indicated that they would not like to behave the same way as local students, 

and do not want to take the local manners back with them to their home country. This is clear 

in the following statement:  

 

The issue is connected to our moral values and what we are learning here in Cuba… I 

think we should not cease to be ourselves, to be what we are. That is it. We should not 

ignore our own culture. Because there are people who try to acculturate, and they lose 

their identity. They take all other people’s culture and put that in their own and forget 

about themselves. Acculturation is happening to us (05, male, Medicine, Cuba). 

 

A student described that what shocked them most was the sudden cultural change when they 

arrived in the hosting countries:  

 

It shocked me a lot… this sudden change of culture and language that apparently 

resembles, but not. There are lot of differences… especially the culture that is 

completely different from ours in all its manifestations, from the behaviours, the eating 

habits, from the way of dressing, the ways to introducing to ourselves (02, male, 

Teaching, Cuba).   
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From all above quotes it is clear that students were concerned about acculturation and the loss 

of African cultural and moral values. Students described habits and behaviour that, if they were 

to adopt them, would make them open to ridicule back home:  

 

I can say that there is a big difference between Cuba and Africa on moral values. We 

are more conservative. I can say that they here, if we follow pretty much how and what 

their moral conduct is, if we take this [values] to Angola, then we will be ridiculed. We 

prefer our [African] values (03, male, Teaching, Cuba). 

 

6.5.1.3. Social and Academic Isolation 

 

This section covers students’ reports on their integration at university, and their experiences in 

coping with the challenges as international students. Students in all four countries described 

that the first year at university was the hardest. Students shared the fears, anxieties and 

challenges they experienced as first-year students that affected their integration, and in some 

cases their acceptance by others.  

 

Students in Angola pointed out that one major challenge was to choose and decide which 

university to enrol in. The lack of orientation services and vocational orientation and tutoring 

during the transition between high school and university has been mentioned as worrisome: 

 

When I finished high school, I got shocked in relation to choosing a university to enrol. 

During high school I never really bothered to analyse the market in terms of 

universities…I had a big shock, because I did not know where else I could try to enrol 

and get good education (11, male, Accounting, Angola).  

 

Similarly, students in Cuba reported difficulties in adjusting to the first year at university, 

mostly in relation to challenges to adjust to the course on which they were enrolled. Students 

sent to Cuba reported not having had the opportunity to freely choose the courses, university 

or even the country in which to study. They simply applied for a scholarship and the course 

was imposed on them by the government entity dealing with scholarships. In some cases, they 

dislike the administrative decision and it affected their engagement and academic performance: 
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At beginning [of our course] it was hard. It was like killing me psychologically. Because 

I wanted to do something that was not possible. It was complicated. It was not the 

course I wanted to do. So, the first year, it was the hardest year. It was blocking my 

mind (07, male, Teaching, Cuba). 

 

A student in the United Kingdom described another type of difficulty with integrating at 

university, linked to the use of appropriated study methods and learning strategies:  

 

The first year, it was the most negative [year]... In short, I say, it was the year of shock. 

It was the transition period. Because we think we know a lot and we realise it is hard. 

I had to study even during Christmas time. I learn to study even during holidays (08, 

male, Engineering, UK). 

 

A final year student remembered that his adaptation was a complicated process:  

 

Not everything has been beautiful. There are negative things. Hum, I could say, our 

adaptation. For me, adaptation took a long time, academically. It was a very 

complicated process (24, male, Engineering, UK).   

 

The student explained that this problem was experienced by various Angolan students in the 

United Kingdom. These were very good students in Angola, which is why they received 

scholarships. Therefore, they expected to perform better and show better academic results. 

Such expectation was hard to accomplish, due to differences in the education system and in 

study habits:  

 

For a period of few months I practically got depressed. And I needed some help from 

psychologists. My scores so far are not that great yet, as for my expectations, but I am 

much better now. In Angola I was one of the best students and I hoped that everything 

would stay the same here. But it was not like that (24, male, Engineering, UK). 

 

6.5.2.1. 6.5.1.4. Competitive Environment and Emotional Pressures Related to Academic 

Work 

 

This sub-theme includes descriptions of experiences from students in Portugal and the United 

Kingdom linked to negativity and an unconstructive learning environment, which generated 

feelings of stress, anxiety or depression, and hardship in their learning journeys. 
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Students raised the issue of an adverse competitive atmosphere and rivalries, where students 

are forced to contend against one another. They also alluded to a lack of supportive friendships 

and cooperative learning groups. These issues were referred to mostly by students in the United 

Kingdom and in Portugal; it is less of an issue for students in Angola.  

 

An Accounting student in Angola, for example, expressed the view that sometimes they face a 

competitive environment whereby academically advantaged students exhibit a posture of 

offering no cooperation or support to less advantaged students.  

 

Here we have so much of that [behaviour] in students that say no one can be more 

knowledgeable than me. I can explain to you something, but I will not explain 

everything (11, male, Accounting, Angola).  

 

This view is shared by another student on a Nursing course, who acknowledged another 

problem linked to bitter disputes about the nature of professional degrees in Nursing and 

medicine:  

 

At one school of medicine here, they are instructed that nurses are inferior to doctors… 

Hey, that hurts. It really hurts. And here too. In this school [of Nursing], nurses try to 

get their advantage; they try to say the same that they are also better than medical 

doctors. So that there is this competition in terms of knowledge, and this is not good… 

(38, male, Nursing, Angola, Focus Group). 

 

Students in Portugal and the United Kingdom described other nuanced problems of a 

competitive learning environment. Problems described relate to the high level of requirements 

in education systems that place greater demands on students to fulfil such requirements in order 

to be successful:  

 

I know good Angolan students here, they are very capable; indeed, they were good 

students in Angola too. But they came here and became bad students because they 

cannot cope with the pressure that exists here… Here we are just numbers… So, these 

all influences students’ own achievement (25, male, Engineering, UK). 
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[Esta é a Pior Parte de Tudo] – This is the Worst Part of All 

 

Students in Portugal referred to the psychological pressures to complete a number of credits 

without failing in any subject as a prerequisite to preserving their scholarships with the Angolan 

government. Several students vividly expressed this as a major concern which give them a 

sense of hopelessness: 

 

This is the worst part of all [esta é a pior parte de tudo]. This psychological pressure 

to keep the scholarship. I think this is the worst part of studying here. By being here 

and thinking that I can lose my scholarship, and if I lose my scholarship I cannot stay 

in this university; and then I have to go somewhere else. And even if I go somewhere 

else who will pay for my studies? Who will support me? (36, female, Engineering, 

Portugal, Focus Group).  

 

Psychological pressure is also felt because of fears of disappointing their families back in 

Angola:  

 

Our family members are there in Angola and expect us to return with a diploma in our 

hands. And knowing that we can risk not complying with that, that is serious. We had 

colleagues who could not finish their degrees and had to return home. We know how 

hard that is. This gives us pressure… It is something that is not always easy to deal with 

(35, male, Engineering, Portugal, Focus Group).  

 

The pressure is also felt in relation to demands from lecturers, the density of content taught in 

classes, and the volume of study materials. This is confirmed by students in the United 

Kingdom, who reported that the pressure to get good grades and good results, the lack of time 

for entertainment, and the heavy workload are some of the most negative points in their learning 

experience at university: 

 

… It is like this. We have a deadline now, then we finish it and we have another one. 

Then we have evidence, and we have reports to write… It significantly conditioned my 

performance and also affected my mental health. So, all of these new things cost. It took 

time for my adaptation (24, male, Engineering, UK).  
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6.5.3. Alienation Due to Loss of Sense of Self, or Feeling Like “The Outsider” 

 

Three sub-themes emerged and are reported below: (1) being away from family, feeling 

isolated, homesick and lonely; (2) suicide, depression and mental health concerns; (3) feeling 

undermined or inferior. 

 

During interviews and focus group discussions, students described different experiences or 

moments where they felt their capacity to act independently and to make free and autonomous 

decisions were affected. Consequently, students reported a loss of ability to effectively control 

their lives, and experienced loss of motivation and desire to participate freely in academic and 

social activities.  

 

Students also portrayed developing a “false self” to adjust to situations or conditions. Such 

circumstances induced a perception of being mocked, diminished, ignored, or undermined by 

others, especially by peers or by academic staff. Situations alluded to by students mostly relate 

to being and living as a foreign student, in a foreign country, and in a foreign land subjected to 

cultural differences and shock.  

 

6.5.3.1. Loss of Social Networking (Being Away from Family, Homesick and Loneliness) 

 

This sub-theme derived from students’ descriptions of being away and far from their families, 

and the general feeling of being the “outsider”, with difficulties integrating into society and 

adjusting to the living conditions. This is mostly described by students in the United Kingdom 

and in Portugal. There are no references of these feelings among students studying in Cuba. 

 

The feeling primarily expressed is called in Portuguese ‘saudades’, which is almost an 

untranslatable word that expresses a deep nostalgic feeling of missing someone or missing 

something that is lovingly remembered. This feeling was expressed in relation to missing home, 

parents, friends and the food:  

 

I think what affects us a lot is the distance from our family. In fact, for those who never 

stayed away from their families, in the early days, it is very difficult… missing family, 
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missing my mother, brothers, those friends with whom I grew up with and even lived 

with (35, male, Engineering, Portugal, Focus Group).  

 

This feeling is also expressed by a female student who described this emotion as the most 

negative part of her educational experience:  

 

The distance from home, this has been very, very negative and now I feel it deeply. The 

negative issue is that I miss my family so much. Being totally dependent on myself, I 

find it very hard, very hard (32, Engineering, Portugal, Focus Group). 

 

The narratives are linked to feelings of isolation and loneliness. These are described as new 

experiences that represent a heavy emotional load, and directly or indirectly influence students’ 

learning. These situations are mostly linked to having to manage their own lives without direct 

support from their parents. As pointed out by a student in Portugal:  

 

We are faced with situations we have never experienced before. Some of us were daddy 

and mommy's daughter or son, and they were doing things for us. And when we arrived 

[here], it is up to us to make things happening, and any mistake we make, we are to 

bear the consequences (27, female, Nursing, Portugal).  

 

The feeling of loneliness is said to originate from a long range of limitations expressed by 

students, for example, in social and academic integration, lack of adjustment to universities, 

lack of acceptance, and poor interaction with peers (already described under Theme 2). Such 

situations cause emotional hindrances that affect students’ disposition and motivation to study, 

and adversely influence their engagement in effective learning, and their persistence at 

university. This is clearly illustrated in the following quote from a final-year student of 

Engineering in the United Kingdom: 

 

The negative thing influencing us [here] is this social life; the emotional factors and 

the cold; this grey weather… Sometimes we wake up and it is all dark. And we look and 

say should I really wake up to go to class or should I sleep again? (24, male, 

Engineering, UK). 

 

The student described these factors as influencing his results in exams, and leading to 

depression and drop-out: 
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Yeah, sometimes, at those peak moments of the school year, late November, and 

December, in pure winter, where there are a lot of presentations, exams, and the cold 

is also at the peak. And I see that we get a little depressed. We miss being at home. We 

miss our family… This weather conditions, sometimes, forces some of us to stop going 

to classes, some lose the desire to study’ (24, male, Engineering, UK). 

 

Similarly, a male student in Portugal substantiated the view that this unhappiness and sadness 

are not shared with parents to avoid raising concerns about the students’ wellbeing. Thus, these 

feelings are silenced, which probably enhances the sense of loneliness: 

 

We do not want to worry our parents that we miss them, we prefer to tell them that 

everything is okay… But we are unhappy and sad… we live alone; now we recognise 

the real value of what we had when we were with our family…  Being away from family 

influences a lot, and we just try to be strong for them, and we try to be strong for 

ourselves too (26, male, Engineering, Portugal).  

 

A student shared a view that her experience of living abroad has contributed to her growth and 

maturity: 

 

Life here forced me to grow up alone… it made me feel very proud of myself. I grew a 

lot in last two years, and I keep growing. But this whole period here made me really a 

much and much more mature person (09, female, Engineering, UK).  

 

This level of maturity is explained further by statements from other students who shared the 

view that they had to learn a lot about managing their lives, taking full responsibilities of issues 

beyond their education, such as logistical arrangements, housing, paying bills and taking care 

of their own food. The concern about food was raised several times, as was fear of failure, 

linked to a sense of maturity and growth:  

 

Here, we began to learn what is right and what is wrong in the true sense. We learn to 

deal with our own things… Yes, and the fear of failing is even greater (27, female, 

Nursing, Portugal).  
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6.5.3.2.  Suicide, Depression and Mental Health Concerns 

 

Students studying in the United Kingdom described extreme situations in academic and social 

life that put in danger their peers’ mental health. In the cases described, the victims were 

affected by rigid assessment practices, fear of failure and by what students described as a very 

unhealthy, stressful and competitive environment.  

 

Three cases are narrated below that explain students’ views. The first case is recounted by a 

student who experienced three incidents of suicide or mental health problems:  

 

I have attended three students’ funerals that somehow students ended up taking their 

own life due to school situations. Yes, college students. Last year, and this year. This 

year, it was an Angolan student at a close by university who took his own life. It 

happened this year. (25, male, Engineering, UK). 

 

The student continued. 

 

Another non-Angolan student of Chinese nationality also took his own life. He was the 

only son of his mother. He was found dead in his room. Then, there was a friend of 

mine, very close to me, who had psychological problems… he had problems, what is 

the name? Um, he started having problems, not depression, he had schizophrenia (25, 

male, Engineering, UK). 

 

The student described these episodes with visible pain and sorrow. He then explained what he 

did to help his friend: 

 

I realised that [he was sick] because I have an uncle [that] has schizophrenia. And I 

realised that because he was showing signs of schizophrenia at the time, and I got in 

touch with the school, and he had to go to a psychiatrist. This student is a foreigner. 

My friend. So many friends live under these conditions (25, male, Engineering, UK). 

 

The student places an emphasis on “this student is a foreigner”, which is probably a way of 

expressing a deep concern with their condition, and the sense of alienation as “the outsider”. 

This raises concerns about the scope of the issues described. 
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Another student of Engineering described a case of severe depression linked closely to an 

attempted suicide. The student narrated how very rigid assessment systems at the university 

and the demands for excellence at a highly ranked school generate high levels of stress. A local 

female friend tried to commit suicide after not scoring a high enough mark to get an Honours 

degree at one school of economics:  

 

… she was part of a famous business school. She studied economics. It is a quite rigid 

school due to the ranking they have… if the student intends to leave with an Honours 

degree, he must be above 15. She scored 14.6 and she was rejected. This student wanted 

to commit suicide for not scoring 15. She was really ready to throw herself from the 

window. And there was no mercy (24, male, Engineering, UK). 

 

Lastly, another student described the consequences of depression that caused a colleague to 

lose his scholarship, as he stopped attending university. The student had to return to Angola:  

 

His depression was at a very high level, which made him no longer see any sense in 

going to college. This has happened several times. It happened here and in other 

universities. And this happens a lot here in due to the pressure that is imposed [on us] 

(25, male, Engineering, UK).  

 

The student explained that in his view this academic pressure is not effective:  

 

…because at the end of the day we learn nothing from them. We end up learning with 

pressure and then… we only study to pass [exams]; to have good grades and pass the 

exam (25, male, Engineering, UK).  

 

In the above quote the student infers the adoption of a strategic approach for self-preservation. 

Mann (2001, pp. 15-16) explains this as a self-preservation perspective on alienation, where 

students adopt a “leave me alone” perspective, as a strategy to preserve themselves against 

chaotic reality. This is discussed further in Chapter seven, Section 7.4, p. 242. 

 

6.5.3.3.  Feeling Mocked, Undermined, or Inferior 

 

In different forms, students described situations where they felt mocked, undermined or where 

they thought they were treated as inferior or incapable. This is also discussed in previous 
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sections, mostly in Theme 2, and is summarised in statements below that show how students 

perceived and viewed this issue, and how it affected their learning and engagement with 

university.  

 

This feeling emerges from academic situations were peers or lecturers behave in ways that are 

perceived as undermining students’ capabilities and knowledge. Again, it was mostly referred 

to by students in Portugal and the United Kingdom.  

 

Firstly, a female student in Portugal explained how she observed that Angolan students are 

regarded as inferior and incapable:  

 

There are those who say that we are inferior. I do not think we are inferior. They feel 

it, but I do not think we are doing bad. Because if we always had lower grades, maybe 

we could say it… But we can see the grades of all the students in the class and 

practically everyone is in the same level (36, female, Engineering, Portugal, Focus 

Group).  

 

For this student, even lecturers convey messages that undermine Angolan students’ 

capabilities, trying to pass on the idea that subjects are difficult, and that the students are not 

capable of passing exams. This feeling was generally expressed by several students interviewed 

in Portugal.  

 

Another student expressed a different view. She articulated the impression that students feel 

inferior only in circumstances where they are not committed to studying, and are not confident 

about their academic performance:  

 

I think we only feel inferior if we do not study…  For example, Arabs are reputed to 

dislike studying… The Chinese are reputed to be smart, studious and good at maths… 

So, I think when it comes to Africans, they say we do not know anything, we have no 

knowledge…. Then, they happen to be amazed, “oh, how do you know this?”, “where 

did you learn that?” Anyway, we never feel inferior (22, female, Engineering, UK).  

 

Concurrently, a student in Portugal explained the same perception, that Angolan students are 

viewed and treated as inferior compared to other local students, especially by peers. According 

to this participant, students’ opinions and responses during group work or in classrooms are 
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evaluated as less accurate and are therefore less valued than opinions or responses from local 

students:  

 

I notice that they see us as inferior when we have group work. We give an opinion, or 

we solve a problem in an assignment and then, we notice that they do not put what we 

have said. They just look down at us and to what we said. Maybe they think that what 

they say is right and what we say is not right (32, female, Engineering, Portugal, Focus 

Group).  

 

A student in the United Kingdom expressed how these situations cause frustration: 

 

Some of us get frustrated, even psychologically upset, because of teachers’ attitude in 

the classroom, or how they act or address this issue [of discrimination] (9, female, 

Nursing, UK).   

 

6.5.4. Alienation as a Survival Strategy  

 

This category of alienation includes students’ accounts of experiences related to a loss of a 

sense of uniqueness and identity and resulting manifestations of dissatisfaction. It also contains 

experiences of frustration, tediousness and boredom described by students in interviews and 

focus group discussions. Three sub-themes are described in this category of alienation: lack of 

focus, laziness, and lack of interest; segregation and separation between local and international 

students; and alienation from others. 

 

6.5.4.1.  Lack of Focus, Laziness and Lack of Interest – ‘É Aqui Onde Tudo Falha, Tudo 

Acaba’ – This is Where Everything Ends 

 

Students identified circumstances related to their academic life that induce feelings such as 

lack of motivation, laziness and lack of will to perform certain tasks, such as interest in 

attending classes or participating in academically purposeful activities:  

 

We young people are very lazy; we never want to do anything. We think this is not for 

us, but I cannot say why we are so lethargic in our lives. But we are very lazy people. 

We want to sleep a lot. And we should stop being like this (26, male, Engineering, 

Portugal).  
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A female also student also recognises laziness as a major problem:  

 

Many times, laziness influences us a lot. We sometimes do not give real value to what 

our parents taught us… So, we limit ourselves a lot. We know we can do much better. 

We can go after ways to be successful, but for some reason, due to laziness we do not 

value each other’s effort and our own effort (10, female, Accounting, Angola). 

 

Related to lack of interest, students pointed to living alone and to the need to take care of 

themselves. In the cases described, students understand that laziness and lack of interest in 

social and academic activities can lead them to poor health and to undermining their own 

mental health.  

 

Likewise, students referred to lack of focus, lack of purpose or sense of direction, which is 

linked to the motivation to achieve a dream:  

 

We have sometimes this lack of focus, I mean, when we do not know what we want, at 

first. Therefore, learning cannot flow. We are left behind with a lack of foundation, in 

the sense that we do not have a way to like what we are doing anymore (12, male, 

Accounting, Angola).  

 

Another student acknowledged the dangers for students attending university without 

motivation or focus, and with lack of engagement, which lead to damaging their careers and 

the future of the country. He uses the expression “é aqui onde tudo falha, tudo acaba, e acaba 

com o país, acaba o futuro, tudo acaba” [this is where everything falls apart, everything 

collapses, and the country fails, our future fails, and everything comes to an end].  

 

I only learn what I like, and if I do not like a subject, I try to like it first in order to learn 

properly… Learning does not flow, when we do not have interest. Then we will do a lot 

of memorisation just for the test, and we will end up being a bad technician in the future. 

Huh, this is where everything falls apart, everything collapses, and the country fails, 

our future fails, and everything comes to an end (11, male, Accounting, Angola). 
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6.5.4.2. Segregation and Separation between Local and International Students 

 

This issue was raised several times, indicating a legitimate concern about discriminatory 

behaviours in classrooms, where students ended up in groups, separated by race or country of 

origin, or based on their condition as local or international students. These responses indicated 

that this may be an inevitable in-group racialized response, or a survival mechanism employed 

by students in their interaction with peers.  

 

A final-year Nursing student in the UK referred to this problem:  

 

Well, it is very separated at classrooms. It is like, one side are the blacks staying this 

side and the Asians are in the other side, and whites in the other side… Yeah, that is so 

that when you get into classroom you are in your own group, you do not get mixed (19, 

female, Nursing, UK).  

 

Similarly, another student in Portugal described such segregation:  

 

I see that these groups in university end up creating more separations. Some people 

even look superior and think that others are inferior to them. So, we do not belong to 

their groups (21, female, Engineering, Portugal). 

 

6.5.4.3.  Self-alienation and Misperception of Others 

 

When analysing the speech of participants hosted in Portugal and the United Kingdom, the 

words ‘eles’ (they) or ‘deles’ (them), and ‘nós’ (us) were consistently used, alongisde the most 

frequently occurring words in the entire dataset of interviews in NVivo - “frustrations”, 

“disappointment/deception”, “failure”. For example, the word “eles” (they) was expresses 311 

times; the word “nós” (us) was mentioned 295 times; the word “foreigner” was mentioned 18 

times; and the word “discrimination” appeared nine times. 

 

For illustration purposes. I have included an extract from NVivo below, where the word “they” 

was used in different sentences that are directly linked to negative perceptions, indicating a 

degree of alienation from important others. There is an emphasis on sentences like “eles não 

estão nem ai” [they don’t really care about us]; “eles não esperavam nada de nos” [they did not 
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expect anything from us”]. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

These expressed their affective responses to the politics of belonging, inclusion, and adjustment 

within the groupings of their peers.  

 

Conclusions 

 

This chapter focused on analysing students’ own voices and narratives about their experiences 

of engagement with effective learning, and their perceptions of quality learning. Six themes 

were found, and 13 sub-themes/ indicators were identified and subsumed under the themes. 

These themes are considered as factors influencing positively and negatively student 

engagement among the contexts under analysis. 

 

Findings from qualitative research support the evidence gathered through quantitative research. 

The results revealed (a) a positive level of students’ satisfaction with their entire educational 

experience at university, particularly visible in students attending higher education institutions 

in international contexts; (b) a high degree of association between student engagement and 

students’ individual investment in learning and commitment towards academic activities; (c) a 

high degree of association between student engagement and quality of teaching, and the quality 

of the interaction between students and academic staff; (d) the crucial importance of 

relationships and interaction among students; and (e) the need to prevent alienation as an 

alarming signal of disruptions to – and disjunctions in – learning, promoting conditions for 

effective learning.  

 

Based on the thematic analysis carried out, six major findings are described below. 

 

𝑇ℎ𝑒𝑦 −

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

𝑑𝑜 𝑛𝑜𝑡 𝑐𝑜𝑜𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒
𝑑𝑜 𝑛𝑜𝑡 𝑒𝑥𝑝𝑒𝑐𝑡 𝑎𝑛𝑦𝑡ℎ𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑓𝑟𝑜𝑚 𝑢𝑠

𝑑𝑜 𝑛𝑜𝑡 𝑟𝑒𝑎𝑙𝑙𝑦 𝑐𝑎𝑟𝑒
𝑎𝑟𝑒 𝑛𝑜𝑡 𝑟𝑒𝑎𝑙𝑙𝑦 𝑢𝑠𝑒𝑑 𝑡𝑜 𝑢𝑠

𝑑𝑜 𝑛𝑜𝑡 𝑠𝑢𝑓𝑓𝑒𝑟 𝑡ℎ𝑎𝑡 𝑠𝑎𝑚𝑒 𝑝𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑢𝑟𝑒
𝑑𝑜 𝑛𝑜𝑡 𝑡𝑟𝑦 𝑡𝑜 𝑢𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑡𝑎𝑛𝑑 𝑢𝑠

𝑎𝑟𝑒 𝑛𝑜𝑡 𝑔𝑜𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑡𝑜 𝑏𝑒 𝑦𝑜𝑢𝑟 𝑓𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑠
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Finding 1: Students displayed contrasting views and experience engagement differently, 

depending on the country in which they are studying, and the conditions provided for effective 

learning. Students studying abroad (Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom) reported greater 

satisfaction with the quality of teaching and quality of learning resources. They reported higher 

individual investment in effective learning, including time dedicated to academic tasks, 

orientation towards achieving goals, and commitment towards completion of their degrees.  

 

Finding 2: Student engagement in the contexts under analysis seemed to be highly influenced 

by different factors/ determinants, explaining the multidimensional nature of the components 

involved in the development and adjustment of students in higher education. In this research, 

students described five main interconnected and dynamically consistent factors determining 

their experiences of engagement and perceptions of quality learning. These factors are (a) 

individual investment in learning (study methods and learning strategies); (b) quality of 

relationships and interaction among students and between students and academic staff; (c) 

quality of teaching, assessment and curriculum; (d) quality of learning resources, infrastructure 

and support systems; (e) experiences of alienation. 

 

Finding 3: From students’ descriptions, it is inferred that the quality of the relationships and 

interaction among peers in higher education play a critical role and can affect significantly the 

entire affective, behavioural, and social development of students. Students studying in an 

international context reported being highly affected by serious limitations in their relationship 

with their local peers, reinforcing difficulties in feeling accepted, in having a sense of 

belonging, and in being engaged socially and academically at the university.  

 

Finding 4: It is found that quality of teaching and quality of learning resources and 

infrastructure are perceived by participants to be important factors for student engagement. 

However, students show greater satisfaction when these factors are linked to (a) supportive 

interaction between students and academic staff; (b) institutional culture, systems and practices 

that promote effective learning; (c) positive appreciation and valorisation of social and cultural 

differences and background. These factors facilitate the development of students’ competence 

and autonomy in learning. Good infrastructure and good teaching are not per se determinant 

conditions for overall satisfaction with higher education.  
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Finding 5: Student engagement is not homogeneous and has been represented from positive 

and negative angles. Participants studying in the international contexts described various levels 

of alienation due to culture shock, academic pressures, discourse, and institutional practices 

that influence dis-adjustment and disjunctions, including alienation from self and from others, 

feeling like “the outsiders” and adopting isolating behaviours as a survival mechanism. Several 

situations were identified that operate as disruptive influences on student engagement, 

lessening students’ satisfaction with the overall educational experience. 

 

Finding 6: Quality teaching and the effectiveness of teaching methods influence students’ 

motivation and participation in class, and their engagement with learning. Students reported 

higher satisfaction when exposed to supportive and friendly teachers, and to institutional 

practices that promote positive and “humanised” interaction between students and academic 

staff.  

 

These results are aligned with evidence from previous research on student engagement that will 

be discussed further in Chapter Seven. These results are interpreted from the viewpoint of 

Kuh (2005) and Zepke (2016) on individual investment in learning; Biggs and Tang (2007) on 

the “three” model of teaching; and Kuh (2005) on the interaction among peers and between 

students and academic staff. The analysis of alienation is mostly based on Mann (2001) and on 

evidence from studies on challenges faced by international students and black African 

international students. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS – INTERPRETATION OF 

QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE RESEARCH FINDINGS 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter discusses the quantitative and qualitative findings of this entire study on student 

engagement and perceptions of quality learning in higher education in Angola and in the 

international contexts of Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom. I present the analysis, 

interpretation and synthesis of findings aligned with the central concepts, ideas, and studies on 

student engagement presented in Chapter Two and Chapter Three. These are related to 

research on student engagement (Kuh et al, 2007; Zepke, 2016; Bryson, 2013; Kahu, 2013; 

Lawson & Lawson, 2013); discussion on alienation in higher education (Mann, 2001); and 

previous research on international students’ adaptation to and integration with higher 

education, and on black-African international students (Harper & Quaye, 2015; Gartman, 2016; 

Constantine et al., 2005; Li & Kaye, 1998; Pritchard & Skinner, 2012; Witton & Constantine, 

2003; Guo and Chase, 2011; Campbell & Li, 2008; Ryan & Viete, 2009; Bartram, 2007; 

Tompson & Tompson, 1996; Sawir et al., 2008; Hyams-Ssekasi et al., 2014; Caldwell & 

Hyams-Ssekasi, 2016; Boafo-Artur, 2014; Hanassabe, 2006; Lee & Opio, 2014). 

 

According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005, p. 404), interpretation of data, as the final stage of 

qualitative inquiry, demand researchers to implement a range of analytical procedures in order 

to produce interpretations that can be integrated into theory, or to contribute to developing a 

set of policy recommendations. In this research, the process of interpreting findings is about 

giving meaning to data (Hatch, 2002). It involved a continuing, emergent, unpredictable, and 

unfinished process, entrenched in the historical and political context (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). 

 

In this study, data is interpreted in line with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; 2005) theory of human 

development and its bioecological model, especially its mature version of the Process-Person-

Context-Time (PPCT) of the proximal process model, explained in Appendix 1. 

Bronfenbrenner’s ideas and theory influenced the way I read and interpreted the findings in 

this study for different reasons.  
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This chapter is structured in four parts. The first part presents a synthesis of the overarching 

findings for this entire research. The second part outlines the first analytical category. It follows 

with the presentation of the next two analytical categories.  

 

7.1. Overarching Conceptual Framework of Student Engagement based on 

Bronfenbrenner (1998) PPCT Bioecological Theory (PPCT model) 

 

Below is presented a synthesis of the overarching conceptual framework that reflects the results 

of this study within the theoretical grounds of the bioecological approach of Bronfenbrenner. 

Results are presented based on factors identified as influencing student engagement, and their 

position in a quadrant matrix that synthetises the main propositions of this thesis. This 

overarching conceptual framework applies an integrative system-oriented analysis, derived 

from an interpretation of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; 2005) bioecological theory of human 

development. See the explanation of this theory Appendix 1. 

 

Bronfenbrenner’s theory influenced the way I analyse and interpret all findings in this study 

for different reasons. First, as mentioned earlier, because this theory allows us to examine the 

individual experiences of engagement as part of a broader systemic and socioecological 

framework. Second, the theory permits to observe students within the dynamic interaction with 

the context in which they are inserted. Third, Bronfenbrenner theory, as a systemic viewpoint 

on human development, allows students’ narratives to be analysed as part of their agency and 

as an expression of their identity, previous knowledge and current experiences and 

contingencies deriving from sociocultural interactions with their family, peers, and institutions. 

In addition, students’ experiences in classroom settings or their descriptions of limitations in 

the exchange with other students and academic staff, for example, are viewed as elements that 

involve dynamics in other settings (at home, in the community, in the university campus); they 

vary in nature, intensity or impact depending on the way each individual perceives his or her 

own environment, or receives from its ecological system the support required.  

 

Therefore, each individual experience is a result of a wider system of influences (microsystems, 

mesosystems, exosystems and macrosystems) circumscribed to a very specific timeframe in 
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the course of students’ lives (ontogenetic and historical time). The same understanding is 

described by Lawson and Lawson (see Chapter two, Section 2.4.3.2, p. 47). 

 

The interpretation of findings is also supported by the central concepts, ideas and studies on 

student engagement analysed in Chapters two and three. The interpretation process moves 

from the description of major findings of quantitative and qualitative research to an 

interpretation of those findings based on concepts and evidence from previous research.  

 

The discussion of findings is structured in three analytical categories that directly relate to the 

three research questions, in line with Bloomberg and Volpe (2016). The development of 

analytical categories involved a re-examination of findings from both quantitative and 

qualitative research, a review of themes, patterns and findings, and a careful review of central 

concepts, ideas and studies on student engagement. For the purpose of clarity and readability, 

this discussion of findings followed the interpretation outline tool developed by Bloomberg 

and Volpe (2016, p. 237). Consequently, interpretations sought to explore assumptions, 

alternative elucidations, or patterns within and across findings, and across individual cases, 

stating linkages with central concepts, ideas and evidence from previous studies on student 

engagement – stating, when possible, implications and possible explanations.  

 

This framework (represented visually in Figure 16) presents the four components of the 

Proximal Processes Model (PPCT) at the top of each quadrant and integrates five factors 

influencing student engagement that emerged from this study’s empirical research on student 

engagement. The framework implicitly subsumes 20 indicators/sub-themes identified within 

each theme. Factors influencing student engagement are shown at the centre of the framework, 

at the intersection of the two axes. They represent the understanding derived from this research 

that student engagement is multidimensional and multifactorial, and that engagement cannot 

be analysed in relation to any single aspect of the socioecological framework. Elements 

dependent on Person characteristics cannot be isolated from Context, or Process. Time is part 

of a continuum present in all factors. 

 

Each quadrant represents one component of the PPCT model. The position of the factors varies 

according to which component of the PPCT model they mostly reflect. The PPCT elements are 
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shown in order of priority. The first element of PPCT presented takes primacy over other 

elements in the graphic representation shown in different colours. The analysis demonstrates 

how each factor is entirely interlinked to the four elements of the proximal process. 

Below is an explanation of the position of each factor identified within the framework. 

 

Factor 1 (individual investment in learning), represented in orange, relates mostly to Person 

and Process, but is also influenced by Context and Time. Student investment in learning is not 

entirely dependent on individual characteristics and dispositions; it depends on interaction with 

peers, access to objects, tools and resources, on institutional conditions and culture, and on 

other sociocultural influences. 

 

Factor 2 (relationships and interactions among students and between students and academic 

staff) relates in equal circumstances to Process and Person and Context and integrates Time. 

The assumption is that the nature of relationships that normally occur in the process of 

interaction between the student and his/her environment depends substantially on the 

characteristics of the dynamics of the proximal processes, on individual characteristics of 

people interacting with one another, and on the institutional conditions and sociocultural 

influences linked to the context. These interactions happen within a given time. 

 

Factor 3 (quality teaching, assessment, curriculum) relates to Context, Process, Person and 

Time. This implies that quality teaching is dominantly a Context element, as it is linked to 

institutional culture, and the ethos of quality assurance. The norms and performative culture 

influence the quality of teaching and the performance of teachers. The effectiveness of teaching 

depends also on the Process (quality of interactions) and on personal characteristics of the 

teacher and of the student who ultimately has to internalise the teaching content.  

 

Factor 4 (quality of learning resources and infrastructures) relates to Context and Process and 

integrates Person and Time. The quality of learning resources is not an element entirely external 

to the student; it is influenced by Context (the institutional cultures and ethos of quality) and 

by other socioeconomic factors. It is linked to Process and to the Person (the student) who may 

or may not use such artefacts and tools.
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Symbols 

Figure 16 Overarching Conceptual Framework of Student Engagement based on Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2005) 
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Time 

 

Force 
Tendency to Engage, Responsiveness 
Pursuit of Long-Term Goals 

Resource 
Abilities, Knowledge, Skills, 
Experiences, Emotions 

Demand 
Temperament, Hyperactivity, 
Passivity, Age, Gender, race 
 
 
 

Reciprocal interaction  
 

MESOSYSTEM 
Families, Communities, HEIs 

Institutions  

EXOSYSTEM 
Media, Policies, 

Government institutions 

MACROSYSTEM  
Ideologies, Culture, Economic  

and Social context 

MICROSYSTEM 
Student 

Objects 

Persons 

F1- Individual Investment in Learning 
1. Study methods and level of academic 

effort 
2. Learning strategies and approaches 

(deep/surface learning) 
3. Personal commitment and degree of 

responsibilities 
4. Metacognitive learning strategies and 

self-efficacy 
 

F2- Relationships & 
Interactions 

1. Interactions among 
students 

2. Interactions between 
students and academic staff 

F5- Experiences of Alienation 
1. Alienation from language, 

culture and institutional 
practice 

2. Alienation due to loss of sense 
of self, or feeling like an 
outsider 

3. Alienation as a survival 
strategy 

Ontogenetic and Historical time 
 

Microtime- continuity and discontinuity in ongoing 
episodes (immediate experiences) 
Mesotime – how often episodes occur over days 
and weeks 
Macrotime – events in larger society within and 
across generations 

F4- Quality Teaching 
1. Level 1 of Teaching Model – 

focus on what students do 
2. Level 2 of Teaching Model – 

focus on what teachers do 
3. Level 3 of Teaching Model – 

focus on students’ learning 
 

F3- Quality of Learning 
Resources 

1. Learning resources, 

infrastructures and 
supportive systems 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&url=https://www.shutterstock.com/search/modern%2Btime&psig=AOvVaw1hO-1ohSCDjFK_Uqal9cfD&ust=1581985597794000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCLCDq8yq1-cCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAU
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Factor 5 (experiences of alienation) relates to Person, Process, Context, and Time. All 

elements have a similar influence on student engagement. Alienation occurs in a given time, 

and to a particular person, due to deficiencies in interaction between the student and his/her 

environment in a given context and time.  

 

From participants’ responses to both the survey and the interviews, it is inferred that all factors 

reported are important, interconnected, and interdependent. Effective learning depends on the 

combination of factors. Effective learning depends not only on individual investment in 

learning. It is required positive and supportive interactions with peers and between students 

and academic staff, as well as effective teaching practices and availability of resources and 

conditions for learning. 

 

7.2. Analytical Category 1: Understanding the Differences in Student Engagement Scale 

Scores between Students Studying in Angola and Those Studying Abroad 

 

This analytical category directly relates to the first research question, which sought to 

understand the extent to which students in Angola (Context 1) and Angolan students studying 

in international contexts (Cuba, Portugal and the United Kingdom - Context 2) are engaged 

with practices that promote effective learning. To examine student engagement, nine 

psychometric scales were used, adapted from the US National Survey on Student Engagement 

(NSSE) version 2011, developed by Kuh et al. (2007). The survey sample (n=1010) comprised 

mostly students attending professional degree programmes.  

 

Results of this study show that students in both contexts engage in effective learning differently 

and have different perceptions of quality learning. Great variances in mean scores occurred in 

all student engagement scales in the two contexts, with more favourable perceptions reported 

by students studying in international contexts (Cuba, the UK and Portugal). Higher levels of 

engagement are manifested in students studying in international contexts in relation mostly to 

(a) quality teaching (mean 81 compared to 54.2 in Angola); (b) quality of learning resources 

(mean 78, compared to 32.3); (c) gains and impact of higher education (mean 74.5, compared 

to 64). These differences are all found to be statistically significant.  
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Similarly, greater variances between the two contexts are seen in relation to perceptions of 

quality learning, expressed in three domains. These domains are (a) perception of the quality 

of learning resources, with a higher gap between the two contexts (difference=45);  

(b) perception of the quality of teaching (gap difference=26.8); and (c) perception of the quality 

of the overall educational experience (difference=19.5). These are areas that need great 

improvement. 

 

The results presented above show that experiences of engagement between the two broadly 

defined and compared groups are different and are contextual to the ecologies of higher 

education in those particular countries and contexts. They are also contingent on the wide range 

of influences and determinants explored in this research. This confirms Kahu (2013, p. 763) 

argument that student engagement is fundamentally situational, as it arises from the interplay 

of the context and the individuals. This is aligned with the socioecological understanding 

proposed in this study, which frames an understanding of the differences in students’ 

perceptions as the result of their circumstances and experiences that are based on the 

specificities of each context.  

 

It can also be inferred that the differences in experience and perception are related to the 

enrolment condition and employment status of the participants. In the international context, all 

students are full-time students, whereas in Angola more than one third (37.4 percent) are part-

time. In addition, in Angola 46.9 percent of participants are working students, compared to 

only 19.8 percent in the international context. These two aspects may be reflected in students’ 

availability and dedication to academic activities. In this study I could not establish a direct 

correlation between employment status and student engagement – further research in this 

regard is required. Previous research suggests that working while enrolled in higher education 

may reduce academic performance and/or decrease time to dedicate on academic tasks 

(Stinebrickner & Stinebrickner, 2003; DeSimone, 2008). However, other studies suggest the 

contrary, that working while enrolled in college has little influence on academic performance 

(Nonis & Hudson, 2006).  

 

Moreover, one can presume that issues of affordability and access to financial aid influenced 

student engagement, as 67.4 percent of students in the international context benefit from 

scholarships, while in Angola the figure is only 20.6 percent. Students in Angola largely pay 
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for their own studies (34.6 percent), while this proportion is only 4.7 percent abroad. I presume 

that these factors influence student engagement in academic activities and might be one reason 

for lower positive responses and a lower level of engagement in Angola. A study of students’ 

recipients of scholarships conducted by Boatman and Long (2016) suggests that they were 

more likely to engage with peers in academic activities outside of class; were much more likely 

to participate in community service activities; and were more likely to participate in other 

extracurricular activities than peers who were non-recipients of scholarships.  

 

This is not dissimilar to the findings of a number of studies that have looked at the impact of 

financial aid on low-income students in higher education, especially in reducing drop-out rates 

and increasing persistence (Scott-Clayton, 2015; Chen, & DesJardins, 2010). Students 

receiving financial aid during their enrolment at university, compared to students who work 

and study, may be able to spend more time engaging in learning experiences inside and outside 

the classroom, potentially leading to higher grade and course completion (Boatman & Long, 

2016). Such participation would have an impact on their opportunities for integration, forming 

relationships and social networks, and possibly more feelings of belonging. Additional research 

is required to understand this topic, in particular in the Global South context, where the 

influence of specific nuances may yield different results.  

 

Results from the survey and from interviews are also aligned with the assumption from 

previous studies that student engagement is dependent not only on individual efforts and 

investment in learning, but also on the conditions and opportunities provided by higher 

education institutions that stimulate effective learning (Kuh, 2001; 2007; Zepke, 2016). This 

may explain the differences identified in students’ perceptions of quality of learning resources 

and quality teaching. Kuh’s understanding of student engagement (see Chapter two, Section 

2.4.2.1, p. 35) elucidates premises that have been empirically verified through the NSSE in 

several countries over the last two decades, and by several other studies on this topic.  

 

Results from quantitative and qualitative research show an evident intersection between 

institutional quality of teaching and quality of learning resources with the degree of student 

engagement and their overall satisfaction. Students studying abroad reported higher results in 

all mentioned areas. The perceived difference in the quality of teaching and learning resources, 

infrastructure, and supportive systems between the two compared contexts justifies the results. 
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These findings are aligned with Kuh (2005, 2007) and Pascarella (2001) studies that express 

that what distinguishes an excellent education is what is provided by the HEIs, especially the 

conditions at institutions that maximize good practice and enhance student engagement in 

effective learning.  

 

The results can be interpreted through a discussion of two unlike views. Firstly, assuming a 

generalised perspective that the quality of education offered by HEIs in international contexts, 

mostly in developed countries, is higher (and better) compared to education offered at 

institutions in developing countries (Perkins & Neumayer, 2014). This assumption has been 

tested through this research and the results confirm the original hypothesis.  

 

Secondly, HEIs in developed countries, apart from having better reputations and greater 

positions in international rankings, seem to provide different opportunities and conditions for 

effective learning. From the results of the quantitative and qualitative study, the common-sense 

supposition turned out to be obvious as students studying in international contexts reported 

higher degrees of engagement and higher satisfaction with the quality of their educational 

experience. This may occur as these institutions are likely to have greater financial resources 

and better conditions to pay for more qualified lecturers, and to invest in infrastructure and 

equipment that facilitate learning. These contentions were confirmed by students during 

interviews. 

 

However, the analysis should not be one-dimensional and simplistic. By using a bioecological 

perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1978, 2005, see p. 299), and grounded on the transactional model 

of student engagement (Lawson & Lawson, 2010, see p. 47) it is possible to view student 

engagement within an ecological system framework. Within this framework, engagement 

comprises (a) the acts of engagement, (b) the conditions and contexts of engagement, (c) the 

dispositions and drivers of engagement, and (d) the benefits/competences (and/or 

consequences) of engagement (Lawson & Lawson, 2013).  

 

This is also linked to the Process-Person-Context-Time proximal processes model 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 2005), by which underprivileged results of students in Angola must be 

interpreted according to social, cultural, economic and political factors that are beyond the 

sphere of the individuals at a microlevel. They assume other discursive and power-structured 
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nuances that are built at the exosystem level (media, policies, systems of beliefs, symbols of 

power); and at the macrolevel (ideologies, cultures, economic and social context, including 

regional and international narratives and social constructions that represent macro dynamics of 

power, ideology and hegemony). 

 

Although the results in the nine scales analysed indicate higher levels of engagement in 

effective learning in favour of students studying abroad, this is not a claim for an increase in 

programmes for internationalisation and sending students to foreign countries for access to 

better quality education. It is rather a claim for radical improvements in HEIs in Global South 

countries. A set of features emerged, connected to Checkering and Gamson (1987) Seven 

Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate Education, and the institutional culture and 

ethos that are expressed in the conditions that stimulate student success (Strydom and Mentz 

(2010). 

 

7.3. Analytical Category 2: Engagement in Effective Learning is not just about Quality 

Teaching. Unpacking the Multi-dimensions and Multi-factors Influencing Student 

Engagement in Effective Learning 

 

This analytical category directly relates to the second research question that sought to 

understand the main factors influencing student engagement in effective learning in Angola 

and in other international contexts (Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom). This question 

was answered through data mostly collected from interviews and focus group discussions that 

were then triangulated with data from survey.  

 

The results of this research show that student engagement is a complex and multidimensional 

concept. Students in the two compared groups described four main interconnected and 

dynamically consistent factors influencing their experiences of engagement and perceptions of 

quality learning: (a) individual investment in learning (study methods and learning strategies); 

(b) quality of relationships and interaction among students and between students and academic 

staff; (c) quality of teaching, assessment and curriculum; (d) quality of learning resources, 

infrastructure and supportive systems. See the analysis of these factors in Chapter Six, Sections 

6.4.1 to 6.4.4).  
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Apart from that, the study reveals that student engagement is inseparable from the analysis of 

the barriers and challenges faced by students, such as alienation and disruptive forces that affect 

academic and social integration of students in higher education. The analysis of these aspects 

(challenges and barriers) was presented in Chapter six, Section 6.5.1, p. 193.  

 

The importance of these factors varies in relation to each context and each individual, which 

confirms Kahu’s (2013) argument that student engagement is complex and multifaceted, a 

meta-construct that interrelates to other dominant research perspectives (behavioural, 

psychological, sociocultural and holistic). Payne (2019) and others suggested that several 

factors affect the ways students engage with their courses or institutions. This resonates with 

other academics who exhaustively investigated factors influencing student engagement in 

effective learning (Kuh, 2001; 2005; 2007; Bryson, 2010; Frederick et al., 2010; HEA, 2012; 

Trowler, 2010; Zepke, 2014; Lawson & Lawson, 2013). Their understanding was explained in 

depth in Chapter two, Section 2.4, p. 31. 

 

Two definitions guided the interpretation of the findings. Firstly, Zepke’s (2016, p. 8) 

understanding of student engagement as holistic, not atomistic; as life-wide and lifelong not 

confined to involvement in the academic tasks; that operates beyond in the classroom; and not 

prescribed to the higher education institutions agenda. Engagement is about student’s agency 

as they are agents determining their own learning. Second, the understanding proposed by 

Lawson and Lawson (2013, p. 433), that student engagement is a conceptual connector that 

attaches student agency with the ecological influences and the organizational structures and 

institutional cultures.  

 

This sub-analytical category is extrapolated from the overall findings of both quantitative and 

qualitative research, as one of the core emerged factors influencing student engagement. These 

two factors are linked to (a) the way students in Angola individually invest in learning (study 

methods, hard work, time on tasks, level of effort and academic challenge); (b) the quality of 

interaction between students and academic staff and among peers. These factors, together with 

a substantive investment in improving the quality of teaching and professional development 

programmes, would most likely contribute to desired improvements in student engagement, 

moving students from passive learners to more autonomous and independent learners and 

partners of change.   
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7.3.1. Multidimensionality and Complexity of Student Engagement 

 

From data collected in this study it is possible to infer an intricate connection among the 

dimensions of student engagement highlighted by Kahu (2013) and Fredricks et al. (2000). 

Several positive and negative behaviours or experiences were reported by students as evidence 

of the complex intersection of engagement and conduct towards learning with the institutional 

practices that encourage/discourage student learning. This is particularly relevant in 

understanding what students do, and why they behave in specific ways, looking at differences 

primarily as context oriented. Students in both contexts describe an apparently indivisible 

correlation between individual commitment and effort in academic tasks, with teachers’ 

attitudes and practices; with the nature and quality of interactions among peers; and with the 

availability of learning resources.  

 

Trying to dissect this interconnection, it is worth exploring the close correlation between the 

behavioural and psychological aspects of student engagement. Students when describing their 

university experiences clearly indicated engagement as an internal psychosocial process that 

evolves over time, varies in intensity, and encompasses several elements such as affections, 

cognition, conation, and behaviour (Kahu, 2013). The affective nature of student engagement 

was clear in students’ narratives. They freely expressed diverse emotions and feelings such as 

sadness, boredom, loneliness, detachment, belonging, interest or lack of interest, satisfaction 

or dissatisfaction, rejection, and alienation. Students also described a wide range of aspects 

linked to conation [or the will to succeed/the fear of failure], which also includes diverse 

attributes such as belief, courage, energy, commitment, and adaptation to change (Riggs & 

Gholar, 2009).  

 

The combination of these aspects provided insights into the analysis of students’ psychological 

investment in learning, their involvement in academic tasks and particularly their effort in 

mastering knowledge and skills as a consequence of their self-regulation and deep learning 

approaches, together with motivation and self-efficacy. Beyond that, these descriptions help to 

explain students’ expectations and goals-setting that drive their will to learn and succeed. 

 

The evidence collected and explained in Chapter six confirm the assertion that “there is an 

emotional intensity attached to the experience of learning that is often overlooked” (Askham, 
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2008, p. 94) – a phenomenon that in most cases is underestimated by educators and researchers. 

This is said to challenge the long-standing debate and research trend that separates feelings 

from thinking, or emotions from cognition. According to Forgas  

(2000, p. 4), psychology theorists have become more predisposed to see feelings and thinking 

as “inseparable, interwoven dimensions of human social life.” Thus, in this study, there is an 

interpretation of student engagement as an experience that interlinks the cognitive, emotional, 

behavioural, and social dimensions of learning.  

 

This resonates with Bronfenbrenner (1979; 2005), who sees the individual as a bio-

psychosocial being in a dynamic interaction with its environment. Moreover, findings show an 

undeniable condition of engagement as an antecedent and a consequence (Kahu, 2013; Lawson 

& Lawson, 2013). Acts of engagement or disengagement can result from the interaction 

between individual predispositions and the sociocultural, political, economic or ideological 

influences on student life.  

 

At this point of juncture, I arrive at an understanding of the results of this study within a 

framework of student engagement as a “dynamic, social, and synergistic process” (Lawson & 

Lawson, 2013, p. 441). This is aligned with process-oriented conceptualisations that frame 

student engagement as a result from a complicated set of interactions and transactions between 

people, objects, symbols, and their environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). This is also 

associated with other approaches and theories such as the developmental contextualism 

(Lerner, 1995; Lerner et al., 2005); the holistic interactionism (Mahoney, 2000); and the self-

determination theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000) in relation to the needs for autonomy, competence 

and relatedness.  

 

Hence, the differences in student engagement between students in Angola and Angolan 

students in Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom, can only be understood within the broader 

interplay of students’ own investment in learning, their competencies, their expectations and 

dispositions, and the conditions offered in their social environments (Betts, 2012; Skinner & 

Pitzer, 2012; Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). These theories allow better understanding of 

students’ descriptions of the crucial importance of their family (missing home and longing), 

the transcendental significance of positive interactions with peers, their feelings of social 

isolation, acculturative stress, and alienation. 
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Moreover, students’ innumerate diverse situations that validate the social, ideological, and 

political dimension of student engagement described by Kahu (2013) and researched by several 

other academics. Students’ experiences and perceptions are formed and shaped by the 

socioeconomic status (SES) of their families, their living conditions, ways of knowing or ability 

to access the resources needed for growth and development. According to Krause (2012), 

students who are first in their family to go to university, or students with parents with less 

academic background, or from families with low socioeconomic status (SES), experience more 

difficulties in succeeding at universities (see also Devlin, 2012; American Psychological 

Association [APA], 201720).  

 

Research summarised by the APA (2017) suggests that students from higher economic 

background have higher success rates in science, technology, Engineering, and mathematics 

when compared to students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Doerschuk et al., 2016).  

Moreover, according to the U.S. Census Bureau (2014), cited by APA (2017), individuals 

within the top family income quartile are eight times more likely to obtain a bachelor’s degree 

by age 24, compared to individuals from the lowest family income quartile. 

 

The conclusions of these studies pose serious challenges to researchers who try to understand 

the impact of socioeconomic factors in student engagement in the context of African countries. 

Limited data influences the depth of analysis and prompt for more systematic analysis of this 

kind in the context of Africa, where pervasive poverty and deprivation impact education. The 

structural causes of poverty and other factors need to be taken into consideration.  

 

This resonates, lastly, Amartya Sen (2001) human capabilities approach through which poverty 

is no longer reduced to income and education but rather to a deprivation of individual’s choices 

and abilities to exercise their choices. Sen (2001) distinguishes between income poverty and 

capability poverty and argues about capability poverty as deprivation of opportunities, choices, 

and entitlements. Capability is regarded as an extension of human freedom. By using this 

 
20 See for more information the Factsheet produced by the American Association of Psychology. Socioeconomic status (SES) is understood 

beyond income. It includes educational attainment, financial security, and subjective perceptions of social status and social class. These 
factors are important in understanding life attributes and the opportunities and privileges experienced by individuals within society. (APA, 
2020) 
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broader system of analysis, it is possible to evaluate poverty and low socioeconomic 

background and its influence in higher education within the frame of multiple social, economic, 

political, and psychological factors, including power relations, structures, and discourses.  

 

Consequently, I presume that socioeconomic limitations confronted by students and HEIs are 

conditions that do not set students free from the chains of domination, discrimination, 

unawareness, ignorance and alienation; they influence individuals’ self-ownership, self-

governance, and autonomy. According to Jones (1994) self-ownership appeals to the notions 

that the individual has control over his/her own life and that life belongs to them. In this sense 

there is sovereignty of the individual which implies self-control, dominion, autonomy, and 

power. So that “what I own and what therefore I have a right to control” (Jones, 1994; 108). 

The concept of self-governance is related to individuals having the ability and capacity to 

govern and manage their own life and making decisions based on their own preferences. The 

concept of autonomy alludes to the notion of freedom or the capability to be ourselves, and to 

live based on our own purposes and not as products of external manipulation (Christman, 

2007). Autonomy refers to the individual’s rational capacity to make informed, and un-coerced 

decisions.  

 

Current circumstances of the development of higher education in Angola - the colonial legacy, 

the consequences of the war and poverty, and current limitations in the conditions for effective 

teaching and learning - may all affect student engagement. They may also compromise 

students’ self-ownership, self-governance, and autonomy. This may explain in part, the less 

positive results and perceptions expressed by students studying in Angola.  

 

7.3.2. Valuing Individual Investment in Learning  

 

Evidence from research in higher education show the importance of students’ individual 

investment in learning. Kuh (2001, p. 14) contend that without knowing how students spend 

their time, it is almost impossible to know how they are coping. Thus, it become difficult to 

link student learning outcomes to the educational activities and processes associated with them.  

 

A close look at key findings from the survey and interviews conducted in this study, show 

various problems. This shows shortcomings in time spent on academic tasks, on the use of 
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adequate learning approaches and learning methods, and on personal commitment and 

dedication to studies among the students from the two compared groups. While 20 percent of 

students studying abroad indicated that they spend more than 25 hours per week preparing for 

class (studying, reading, writing, and doing homework or other academic activities), only 8 

percent of students in Angola declared the same. Around 60.5 percent of students studying 

abroad reported that they very often work harder than they expected in order to meet lecturers’ 

standards and expectations, compared to 40 percent in Angola. Nearly 70 percent of students 

studying abroad indicated that they very often analyse the basic elements of an idea, 

experience, or theory, contrasting with only 37 percent in Angola. Only 36 percent of students 

in Angola indicated that they very often apply theories or concepts to practical problems or in 

new situations, while this percentage is 55.8 in other contexts. See Appendix 13 for more 

results of this comparison. 

 

The above findings were confirmed by students participating in the interviews and focus group 

discussions. They described noticeable differences in the way they engage themselves in 

learning activities and in their individual commitment towards academic and social activities 

at higher education. These differences were contextual and varied in each country in analysis. 

Students in Angola, for example, described using mostly reading materials provided by 

lecturers, some reported bad reading habits, and revealed a high dependency on surface 

learning approaches (memorisation and reciting formulae provide by lecturers).  

 

Students also reported a preference to study methods centred in working groups rather than in 

individual self-study and reported a reliance on student tutors as a compensatory mechanism, 

due to perceived poor teaching quality. In contrast, in the international context, students mostly 

referred to investing a substantial amount of time in reading books in libraries, spending time 

in deep individual study, and developing more hard-working behaviours through dedicating 

extensive hours to reading and studying. Students in the international context also reported the 

adoption of deep learning strategies, and the use of individual, autonomous learning approaches 

and self-regulatory and metacognitive learning. 

 

These findings suggest the need for valuing students’ individual engagement in effective 

learning as one key factor for improving students’ success in Angola. Student investment in 

learning is considered an important disposition or driver of engagement (Lawson & Lawson, 
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2016; Zepke, 2016). The assumption underpinning this argument is that individual effort and 

involvement are critical determinants of the impact of universities on students  

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  

 

Student investment is characterized in relation to students’ motivational dispositions. Some 

researchers consider student investment in learning as the extent to which students’ 

participation in activities helps them to successfully pursue and achieve their future goals, and 

to get access to opportunities and rewards (Jordan & Nettles, 1999; Swanson, 2002; Maehr & 

Braskamp, 1986). Students’ investment in academic activities may occur primarily when they 

internalise external pressures to succeed both from the institutions and from their own families 

(Anderman and Patrick, 2012; Crick, 2012). Likewise, Swanson (2002) suggests that students’ 

investment in their own learning and their efforts may result from their perceptions that 

engaging in activities can result in future benefits or incentives. These benefits were 

highlighted as the desire to complete higher education with a diploma and valid qualification.  

 

Students’ investment in their own learning indicates that they are committed cognitively, 

emotionally, and actively to learning activities (Zepke, 2016, p. 39). The poor qualifications 

among teachers and lack of motivation can lead students to involve superficially in academic 

tasks and can lack commitment. In addition, when engaged in learning, students normally bring 

their own strengths related to their own culture, age, education, and personality (Cooperrider 

& Srivastva, 1987). Hence, it can be inferred that aspects related to cultural habits and previous 

education behaviour and preparation may explain one part of the problem.  

 

Although I do not accommodate deficit theories, the blame on students should not be the only 

elucidation. As Zepke (2016) argues, investment in learning encompasses four major 

propositions: (a) student self-belief; (b) student motivation and self-confidence; (c) social and 

cultural capital; and (d) deep learning (engaged students are deep learners). Investment in 

learning also depends on institutional quality and conditions, and teaching effectiveness (Kuh 

et al., 2007). 

 

According to Kuh (2007, p. 99) most students learn more when they are challenged to put in 

more than their usual amount of effort. In order to improve their learning outcomes, students 

need to invest cognitively in more challenging experiences and activities, based on deep 
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thinking and in the development of critical thinking. It seems important to identify and promote 

institutional practices that stimulate students to dedicate themselves full-time to studies and to 

meaningful and relevant academic and social activities. Investing more time and energy in 

learning activities is important, as it is assumed that the more effort students devote to these 

activities, the more they benefit (Astin, 1984; Pace, 1980; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Kuh, 

Pace & Vesper, 1997).  

 

These evidence suggests that engagement derives from enriching experiences and academically 

challenging activities, as students respond to experiences that take them out of their comfort 

zones (Zepke, 2016, p. 43). This is aligned with Kuh’s (2007, p. 99) argument that there is 

strong evidence that students learn more when performance standards require a greater level of 

effort and challenge than they normally put forth. Kuh adds that student success at university 

is strongly correlated to academic preparation and achievement prior to entry at university, 

especially at primary and secondary education, and is linked to other factors, such as family 

income and parents’ education (Kuh, 2007, p. 97).  

 

Evidence from previous studies mentioned above allude to inferences present in other factors 

investigated that were articulated by students about higher education in Angola. They could be 

linked to lack of student satisfaction, perceived poor institutional performance, and exposure 

to less-challenging academic environments. For this reason, findings from this study of 

engagement among Angolan students may be scrutinized better through the expectancy value 

theory (Eccles et al., 1983). Students’ decision to invest in individual learning activities are 

highly driven by (a) the importance attributed to achieving good results in tasks; (b) the 

intrinsic value or satisfaction students experience as a result of participating in activities; (c) 

the utility value or usefulness of participating in activities for achieving future goals; and (d) 

the cost of participating in a specific activity.  

 

Applying this to the reality described by students studying in Angola linked to the lower results 

in the scales analysed, there are probably problems related to the intrinsic value and satisfaction 

in attending learning activities, to the utility value or importance they attribute to learning 

activities, and mostly to the usefulness of engaging in effective learning. Poor preparation from 

basic education, poor rewards for learning effort, and the issue of social and cultural capital 

may influenced the results adversely. 
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Another theoretical lens to analyse the results is suggested by the assumption that the use of 

different learning approaches is closely associated with learning outcomes (Ramsden, 2003). 

According to Coates et al. (2008), students who engage in higher forms of learning (analysis, 

synthesis, and evaluation), tend to be the most engaged students. In addition, based on Laird, 

Shoup, Kuh, & Schwarz (2005), students engaged in deep learning report greater academic 

results, have higher grades, and are more satisfied with their educational experience at 

university. 

 

These two factors (exposure to academic challenge activities and use of deep learning 

approaches) may clarify the results shown before at the beginning of this analysis. Angolan 

education system is criticised for its weakness, resulting in poor preparation of students for 

university entry, and the resulting imbalances in the pyramid of access to education. As 

described in the context analysis (see Chapter One), only 3 percent of the population have 

completed higher education. Illiteracy rates are high among families, and this influences the 

social and cultural capital of students. As students reported during the interviews in Angola, 

some students mostly use memorization and put less effort in academic tasks. 

 

A third important factor is the issue of self-belief that I think is crucial. Bushe (2013) enunciates 

key principles in understanding self-belief as vital for engagement. For the purposes of this 

study, the “constructivist principle” (belief in truth determines actions) is highlighted, as is the 

“simultaneity principle” (inquiry into own learning changes understanding and builds 

confidence and willingness to engage). Third, the “emancipatory principle”, which suggests 

that students’ present actions are guided by their image of the future. Finally, an important 

principle for the context of this research on Angolan students is the enunciation of the “positive 

principle”, which suggests that self-esteem is associated with positive emotions and a sense of 

belonging (see Zepke, 2016; pp. 38-40).  

 

Conditionalities such as the Angolan armed conflict, and deficiencies in higher education 

provision probably justify the misrepresentation and limited perspectives of the future, as well 

as the absence of impelling emancipatory behaviour towards effective and meaningful learning. 
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The review of such theories and interpretations bring the results of this study to be interrogated 

through the prism of self-determination theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2000). These researchers 

found that motivation is vital for engagement and suggested that students who work 

autonomously and have positive learning relationships with peers and teachers, can better 

achieve their academic goals. The trinity of autonomy, relatedness and competence is the 

outcome of motivation and engagement. 

 

7.3.3. Recognising the Significance of Positive Interactions among Students and between 

Students and Academic Staff 

 

Interactions among students/peers 

 

The nature of the interaction among peers emerged strongly in students’ comments, indicating 

a great concern. Most students in Portugal and the United Kingdom described their peer 

interactions as unfriendly, less supportive and with a strong sense of alienation. They expressed 

major concerns about exposure to an unfavourable and somehow “hostile” environment, 

influenced by a culture and values that prevent positive communication with local/domestic 

students. Students told of a deep sense of isolation, discomfort, and distress, manifested in a 

perception of being not well accepted by their local peers.  

 

The precarity of the interactions among students can be demonstrated through their own 

narratives. See Chapter six, Section 6.4.2.1, p. 170. They reported sentiments such as: “they 

do not like us”, “I do not have any friends”, “they do not really care about us” [“eles não 

estão nem ai”], “save yourself if you can”, or “everyone here is for themselves” [“salve-se 

quem poder]. These expressions convey a deep sense of social isolation, unhappiness, and 

hopelessness.  

 

According to Astin (1993, p. 398), cited by Kuh (2001, p. 42), peers are “the single most potent 

source of influence” in students’ life at the university. Thus, the nature of the relationships 

among peers affects all aspects of students’ development - cognitive, affective, behavioural, 

and social (Kuh (2001). More precisely, student interaction with peers can positively influence 

knowledge acquisition and development, influencing for example, students’ analytical and 

problem-solving skills, and students’ self-esteem (Kuh, 1993; 1995). According to Kuh (2001), 
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peer interactions influence social integration and enhance students’ educational aspirations 

(Kuh, 2001). These aspects highlighted by Kuh are important as they elucidate the relevance 

of peer interactions in the development of students’ motivation and identity. Studies (e.g. Bean, 

1980; Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1993; 1987) suggest a correlation between peer interaction and 

motivation, indicating that students are more motivated to study at universities when they feel 

comfortable and connected/interconnected to other students with similar interests and 

aspirations. 

 

The fact that most students in Portugal and the United Kingdom alluded to difficulties to make 

friends – and the reverse situation that their counterparts were not welcoming or 

accommodating – recalls Kuh’s (2001) argument that students’ overall experiences at 

university are highly influenced by who they befriend and spend time with. The absence of 

friendship indicates a degree of isolation that is explained by Seeman (1967, p. 778) as “the 

detachment of the intellectual from popular cultural standards”, or, using two other ideas from 

the same scholar, these students are involved in a “self-estrangement”, which can be 

characterised as a departure from the “ideal human condition from which the individual is 

estranged”.  

 

The results of interviews confirm findings from previous studies with international students 

that in the integration at university they confront difficulties in establishing social networks 

(Bartram, 2007; Tompson & Tompson, 1996); or they are exposed to “culture shock” 

(Constantine et al., 2005; Boafo-Artur, 2014; Lee & Opio, 2011). These can be manifested in 

a confusion about identity, feeling rejected or discriminated and feeling a sense of loss of social 

networking. Harper and Quaye (2015, pp. 108-109) also describe issues such as the “racial 

balkanisation” and “self-imposed campus enclaves” as forms of social isolation.  

 

In this study students referred to the above-mentioned forms of segregation and group 

affinities, indicating that normally they do not interact with local students as they feel reject. 

This resonates Schmit, Spears and Branscombe (2003, p. 1) who argue that a “shared identity 

of rejection” is manifested by international students through their preference for relationships 

and interaction among themselves. According to Harper and Quaye, positive relationships 

among international students is important as it develops a shared group identity that helps to 

increase self-esteem and overcome experiences of mistreatment. 
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According to Astin (1993), peer interactions contribute to learning through different methods: 

discussions of course content, work groups, tutoring other students, being elected to a student 

office, or involvement in student clubs or organisations. Such forms of interaction were 

reported by students in this study, mostly in Angola and Cuba. Students in Angola for example, 

reported being engaged in collective forms of learning based on studying in groups assisted by 

student tutors (explicadores). This form of interaction (peer teaching) or participation in peer 

tutorial programmes is seen as a positive tool that impacts on learning and directly influence 

students’ personal development (Goldschmid & Goldschmid, 1976). From previous research 

there is evidence that students who teach other students have the chance to become more 

actively engaged with the content and material taught by the lecturer, and this produces greater 

conceptual learning (Benware & Deci, 1984; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). 

 

Interaction between students and academic staff 

 

Evidence gathered from the survey on student engagement in Angola, and among Angolan 

students studying abroad shows great challenges to interaction between students and academic 

staff. Student and academic staff interaction were the lowest rated scale by students studying 

abroad and in Angola (46.7 in international context compared to 31.7 in Angola). The 

shortcomings identified include difficulties in discussing grades and marks with lecturers, 

limited feedback from lecturers, and difficulties in talking or receiving career advice from 

faculty members. See Appendix 13, for details of the descriptive results of the survey.  

 

Findings from the interviews and focus group discussions show that students value their 

interaction with academic staff (see Chapter six, Section 6.4.2.2, p. 177). This was strongly 

highlighted by students studying in Cuba as they view teachers as friendly, supportive and the 

source of encouragement and motivation. These students in Cuba reported lecturers as 

“counsellors”, “second fathers”, and/or “brothers”, as individuals who care and provide the 

support they need to thrive academically and socially. This was markedly different to 

participants studying in Angola who reported a negative perception of teachers who view them 

as egotistical, distant, and unsupportive. This was also different from the perception of students 

in Portugal and the United Kingdom who view teachers as distant, unfriendly but supportive 

and available.  
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On the surface, it appears that the results reflect deficiencies in teaching, but that is obvious 

mostly in Angola where students reported problems in teaching. Students in international 

context reported that teaching is effective. Consequently, the lower rating on interaction 

between students and academic staff in international countries is less fathomable. It may likely 

be that the quality of interaction between students and academic staff depend fundamentally 

on some other larger factors such as the institutional ethos and culture that influence teaching 

and influence students’ satisfaction.  

 

Deficiencies in the interaction between students and academic staff may not be attributed 

entirely to students or teachers. Teaching and lecturers’ behaviours are critical factors for 

student engagement (Zepke, 2016; Kuh, 2006; Zepke, Leach, & Butler, 2014). Teaching is 

more effective when it is supported by a strong institutional philosophy and culture of quality, 

and by institutional supportive systems to students (Zepke, 2016).  

 

According to Kuh & Hu (2001) and Pascarella & Terenzini (2005) the quality of interaction 

between students and academic staff (both in nature and frequency) matters for student 

engagement and student success. Previous studies show a positive correlation between student 

and academic staff interaction and student learning development (Astin, 1993b; Kuh, 2003; 

Kuh & Hu, 2001). As Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) claim, there is a strong association 

between student learning and academic staff behaviours. Students who are more academically 

engaged and prepared, and who dedicate more effort in academic activities, are frequently more 

engaged positively in interactions with faculty members (Kuh & Hu, 2001).   

 

The benefits are presented in studies suggesting that a high-quality interaction between students 

and academic staff normally facilitates the development of academic competences, especially 

among first-year students in higher education (Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo, 2005); it also 

contributes to increase the possibilities of success and satisfaction for senior students (Graunke 

& Woosley, 2005). This interaction influences student persistence and success inside and 

outside classroom activities (Kuh, 2003; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005).  
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7.3.4. Effective Teaching and Effective Learning 

 

From the analysis of students’ quotes it was possible to identify three main models of teaching, 

according to Biggs & Tang (2007) models or theories of teaching (see Chapter two, Section 

2.5, p. 56).  

 

Participants in this study reported dissimilar views of teaching, depending on the contexts 

(countries) they are inserted. Overall, quality teaching was the highest ranked score in the 

survey conducted with students studying abroad (mean=81), while it was lower in Angola 

(mean=54.2). In Angola, 23 percent of students strongly agree that their lecturers are good at 

explaining things (46.5 percent in international contexts). Only 19 percent of students in 

Angola strongly agree that lecturers make the subject interesting (40 percent in international 

contexts). Only 18 percent of students in Angola strongly agree that lecturers perform with 

enthusiasm (37 percent in international contexts). 

 

The results of the interviews and focus group discussions also reveal the disparities explained 

above in the perception of quality teaching. While students in Angola have negative 

perceptions of the quality of teaching, the differences are not markedly high in Portugal and 

the United Kingdom, where critically students pointed some concerns, but agree that teachers 

are good and very professional.  

 

In Angola students reported concerns about teaching, which are mostly linked to a one-way 

delivery of content; teachers are not always available to help and clarify doubts; absence of 

extra support classes or academic space to assist less academic advantaged students; and poor 

availability of learning resources (students depend on class handouts). It was perceptible from 

students’ descriptions that they feel alone, abandoned to their faith and destiny to learn mostly 

by themselves or through students’ tutoring programmes. Most lecturers interact with students 

during classes to distribute handouts and do not monitor students’ apprehension of contents; 

teachers feel confronted and challenged when students ask questions in class. See Chapter six, 

Section 6.4.3.1, p. 180. 

 

Students in Portugal and the United Kingdom described what was interpreted as the Level 2 

teaching model (Biggs & Tang, 2007), which focuses on what the teachers do. Students 
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reported that teaching is focused on expounding an extensive volume of content (e.g. more than 

50 slides per class); the content is organised and comprises many tasks and diverse activities 

that demand students to work hard and make extra effort to learn. Lecturers are viewed as 

highly qualified technically, but some lack teaching skills and what students called “the love 

of teaching”. Therefore, the focus is on subject knowledge. Teaching is largely teacher-centred 

and focused not on how students are learning, but on results. Teaching of concepts and content 

is fast and dense, making students feel pressurised and obliged to follow up contents that they 

barely understand in class. See Chapter six, Section 6.4.3.2, p. 182. 

 

Students in Cuba described what was interpreted as the Level 3 teaching model (Biggs & Tang, 

2007), with a student-learning centred style of teaching. Teaching was described as supporting 

learning, through several levels of help and attention, even for less academically advantaged 

students. Students reported that teachers have interest and motivation to teach and to assist 

students in learning. Lecturers provide different opportunities for improving students’ 

competencies and skills. Students described their teachers as “facilitators, counsellors, fathers, 

and brothers”, and were largely perceived as motivators and key players in knowledge 

construction, and in the development of values and positive attitudes. See Chapter six, Section 

6.4.3.3, p. 187. 

 

Students in Angola and in Portugal, and the United Kingdom used expressions as the following: 

‘então o aluno que se vire’ [then the student has to find his own way] or “salve-se quem puder” 

[everyone is for themselves, or save yourself if you can”. These expressions translate a deep 

sense of isolation, and a coping mechanism in students. They try to adjust to the imperatives 

of teaching that barely address their learning needs and expectations. These also show that 

students are left alone; they must try hard and alone, in order to survive and progress at 

university. These can express the degree of relinquishment and sacrifice. 

 

These findings from survey and interviews with students in the contexts in analysis, provide 

explanations on how students value effective teaching and how they differentiate it from “bad 

teaching”, or from less supportive teaching practices. Students associated effective teaching 

with effective learning by acknowledging the role of teachers in the development of knowledge 

and values. From their own experiences and perceptions, students critically identified the 

problems they face. Regardless of individual differences in student learning, it is argued that 
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the most effective way of ensuring high quality teaching and learning is for “teachers to take 

responsibility for ensuring that assessment and other contextual elements in the teaching and 

learning system are constructively aligned to promote deep approaches to learning” (Biggs, 

Kember, and Leung, 2001, p. 145). 

 

Previous research on effectiveness of teaching suggest that teaching is a stimulating, 

systematic, and thoughtful activity (McKeachie and Kulik, 1975; Cohen, 1981; Marsh, 1982). 

Though teaching is a complex process, it is a challenging and intellectually and socially 

inspiring activity (Atkins and Brown, 2002; Biggs and Tang, 2007). Hence, effective teaching 

is very contextual and dependent on teaching goals and student engagement and ability to 

absorb the content of teaching and to establish positive interactions. In reality, “what counts as 

effective in one context may not be so in another context” (Atkins and Brown, 2002, p. 4).   

 

From these assertions, findings from this study on student engagement in Angola and in other 

international contexts related to teaching are not irrefutable observations. They are contingent 

to the contexts in analysis and situational to the quality conditions of teaching and learning. 

The implications of the analysis of Biggs and Tang is to bring attention to the nuances of 

teaching practices that is promoted through an integrative pedagogical approach of teaching 

that is centred in promoting effective learning.  

 

The results of this study also suggest an attention to the concept of Constructive Alignment” 

developed by Biggs & Tang (2007, p. 52). This is missing in some programmes in higher 

education. Constructive alignment emphasises the alignment between intended learning 

outcomes, and teaching and learning assessment tasks. Courses and programmes constructively 

aligned, and teachers using constructive alignment strategies, encourage students to be engaged 

in deep learning strategies, discouraging them from surface learning activities (Biggs & Tang, 

2007). This approach has been utilised by quality assurance agencies as an evaluation 

framework for programmes and courses in higher education in various countries and regions, 

particularly in the United Kingdom (Rust, 2002), Australia (Treleaven & Voola, 2008), Hong 

Kong (Wang et al., 2011), and the USA (Borrego and Cutler, 2010). 
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7.4. Analytical Category 3: Understanding Barriers, Disjunctions, Disconnections and 

Alienation 

 

This analytical category directly relates to the third research question that sought to investigate 

barriers and challenges to student engagement in the two compare groups (contexts) under 

analysis. During interviews students were asked about their positive and negative experiences 

of university. The positive aspects were described and analysed in previous analytical 

categories.  

 

This analytical category incorporates the interpretation of negative aspects reported by 

students, examined in detail in Chapter Six (see Section 6.5, p. 191) that respond to research 

question three on challenges and barriers experienced by students in their engagement at 

university. Based on the significance, intensity and severity of the challenges and problems 

reported by students, this analysis is cross-cutting (covers other topics and themes reviewed), 

and encompasses theoretical conceptions presented previously. In order to avoid repetition and 

given that reports were substantially about barriers faced by Angolan students studying abroad, 

the analysis of findings is framed under an interpretation of alienation as itemised by Mann 

(2001). It also considers previous studies and research on international students, on challenges 

faced by black-African international students (see Chapter three, Section 3.1, p. 67 and Section 

3.2, p. 71). 

 

Participants in this study reported ten different challenges they experience in higher education 

that are interlinked with experiences of alienation, social isolation, and discrimination. Students 

reported facing the following: (a) experiences of racism and discrimination; (b) culture shock; 

(c) social and academic isolation; (d) exposure to competitive and unhealthy environment; (e) 

loss of social networking (being away from family); (f) emotional pressures and loneliness; (g) 

feeling mocked, undermined, or inferior; (h) lack of focus, laziness and lack of interest; (i) 

segregation and separation; and (j) self-alienation and misperceptions of others. See Chapter 

six, Section 6.5, p. 191.  

 

All these aspects were reorganised and grouped based on three types of alienation, adapted 

from Mann (2001): alienation from language, culture and institutional practice; alienation due 

to loss of sense of self, or feeling as the outsider; and alienation as a survival strategy. Although 
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Mann (2001) proposes seven perspectives of alienation (see Chapter two, Section 2.4.3.3, p. 

51), for its applicability in the context of this research the situations analysed were narrowed 

to three specific situations and ten challenges.  

 

The challenges reported by students are aligned with previous research on international 

students and on black African international students that confirm experiences of discrimination 

and social isolation (Harper & Quaye, 2015; Gartman, 2016; Li & Kaye, 1998; Pritchard & 

Skinner, 2012; Witton & Constantine, 2003).  

 

Students reported culture and social shock, social and academic isolation and disintegration; 

strong sense of injustice in ways of experiencing racism and discrimination from peers and 

from academic staff; feeling rejected, undermined or mocked; feeling different and an outsider; 

unfair and careless teaching practices, including concerns over lecturers’ bias, stereotypes and 

preferences, lack of care and attention to students’ needs and learning paths, including 

lecturers’ attitudes. These aspects were also reported in previous studies that found that 

international students face marginalisation and low self-esteem (Guo and Chase, 2011; 

Campbell & Li, 2008; Ryan & Viete, 2009); have difficulties in establishing social networks 

(Bartram, 2007; and Tompson & Tompson, 1996); and experience loneliness and isolation 

(Sawir et al., 2008). The latter identified three types of loneliness in international students 

(personal, social, and cultural). 

 

All situations described by the students reveal an exposure to disruptive environment 

conditions that influence negatively their engagement and success in higher education. It 

appears that these experiences lessen students’ satisfaction and cause feelings like disillusion 

and scepticism about the value of higher education abroad (Hyams-Sskasi et al., 2014; 

Caldwell & Hyams-Ssekasi, 2016). Specific studies conducted with black African students 

identified that they suffer greater prejudice and discrimination than other groups of 

international students from other continents (Boafo-Artur, 2014; Hanassabe, 2006; Lee & 

Opio, 2014).  

 

As Seeman (1967) argues, alienation is a recurrent concept in the contemporary literature and 

in the history of sociological thought. Alienation can be described as “a distinct kind of 

psychological or social ill, namely, one involving a problematic separation between a self and 
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other that properly belong together” (Leopold, 2018, n/d). From participants’ descriptions it 

was inferred that they likely felt as of living in a world that separates their self from the 

“others”, as they experienced no positive connection with people around them, nor were they 

feeling part of the groups they belonged to or were supposed to belong to.  

 

These kind of disjunction was also reported by Wimpenny and Savin-Baden (2013) in their 

review of qualitative studies on student engagement. Among the major themes emerged from 

their review of literature they found that engagement was also liked to connections and 

disjunctions where students report experiences associated with a strong sense of disjunction. 

Savin-Baden (2000) described disjunction as negative, undesirable and a barrier to learning. It 

is also described as a challenge experienced in life, in learning and in the meaning systems 

(Wimpenny & Savin-Baden, 2013). Thirdly, disjunctions are described as a result of alienation 

or isolation experienced within or from a group in which students would commonly belong 

(Haggis and Pouget, 2002). Finally, as a form of injustice that is characterised by an 

externalised scepticism and sense of unfairness (Houston, Robertson, & Prebble, 2008).  

 

What emerges is the impact of these experiences in students’ psychological well-being and in 

their engagement with effective learning. It appears that students depicted themselves as 

individuals filled with an absence of self. They attend classes or participate in academic 

activities and respond to university tasks with an acknowledged sense of being different 

(compared with others), not being as capable as their classmates, or being inferior or perceived 

as inferior. This sense of being different is described in previous studies (e.g. Haggis & Pouget, 

2002). It also links to loss of identity and belonging, being unable to make social and relevant 

connections with their world.  

 

In addition, students experience a deep sense of alienation from self and from others (Mann, 

2001), which is connected with a deep sense of disconnection between their expectations and 

the reality, generating a sense of living in two completely different worlds (one real, and one 

far away in their home country, or just in their fantasy). As Chen (1999); Constantine, Okazaki 

& Utsey (2004) contend, the challenges felt by students can lead to extreme depression and 

stress. This was reported through shocking and sad experiences of suicide, depression and 

mental health problems described by some students studying in United Kingdom (see Section 

6.5.2.2 p. 207). 
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In relation to social isolation and loneliness, the greatest challenge presented by Angolan 

students studying abroad was related to difficulties in developing social networks and 

interactions with peers. Students reported difficulties in being accepted and in interacting with 

local peers, perceived as “cold”, “distant” and “unfriendly”. As mentioned earlier, interaction 

with peers directly influences all aspects of students’ life: cognitive, affective, psychological, 

and behavioural development (Kuh, 2001, p. 42).  

 

In relation to “culture shock” students reported difficulties in adjusting to cultural norms that 

appear to antagonise, with home country values. According to Pedersen (1994) culture shock 

is a profoundly personal experience that occurs in the process of initial adjustment to an 

unfamiliar environment. Therefore, individual perspectives on self, others and the environment 

are affected. This is confirmed by Constantine et al. (2005) reports on experiences of culture 

shock manifested through confusion of role and identity, feeling rejected or discriminated, 

anxiety and alienation. Acculturative stress can result in the development of a variety of 

physical, social, and psychological problems (Constantine et al., 2004). Others call this as 

“sense of strangerhood” (Starr-Glass, 2014), which is normally regarded by students as not a 

constructive feeling. Students usually associated this with a sense of isolation, alienation, and 

of being on the periphery of a space they can hardly enter or belong to (Starr-Glass, 2014). 

These types of feelings are thought to be neither uncommon nor idiosyncratic, as they are 

considered as normal challenges in the international student experience (Sakurai, McCall-Wolf 

& Kashima, 2010; Sawir et al., 2008).  

 

This sense of strangerhood may be related to the observation that students emphasised 

frequently in their narratives linked to their status as “international/foreign students”, “we are 

foreign students” [“nos somos estrangeiros”]. Students in Portugal and the United Kingdom, 

for example, constantly referred to local students with the words “eles” (they) or “deles” 

(them/theirs) as opposed to “nós” (us). This implies concerns related to the politics of 

belonging.  

 

In summary, three major aspects emerge from the interpretation of findings as crucial. First, 

the notion of being “a stranger”, “a foreigner”, “an outsider”, and the all-encompassing notion 

of alienation. Being a stranger is primarily a relational element that derives through opposition 
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to the “other” (Starr-Glass, 2014). According to this researcher, the stranger normally assumes 

that the other have a greater degree of cohesion and relatedness, which may rarely be true.  

 

The second important aspect is related to the notions of powerlessness, normlessness, self-

estrangement and isolation described by Seeman (1967) as alternative explanations of 

alienation. Two of these concepts are particularly relevant to explaining and interpreting the 

findings of this study on student engagement. Powerlessness which is regarded “as the 

expectancy or probability held by the individual that his own behaviour cannot determine the 

occurrence of the outcomes, or reinforcements he seeks” (Seeman, 1967, p. 784). This is 

essential in understanding that students feel locked in situations where they hold no control or 

power over events and circumstances. Such disbelief augments the feeling of frustration, as 

their expectations are not met, and they hold no control over the outcomes.   

 

Reay, David, & Ball (2005, p. 56) suggest that international students suffering race and class 

discrimination, their sense of influence over academic, social and cultural activities is affected 

due to a perceived or objective loss of sense of control over their educational system (teaching, 

assessment, interactions). This can also be understood from a study carried out with black, 

minority, and ethnic (BME) students attending elite universities in the United Kingdom. They 

argue about “how different, even alien, elite universities appear to BME students” (Reay et al., 

2005, p. 56). These universities can be perceived as classist and easily distance ethnic groups 

that are perceived as not to belong to them. These elite universities can be stereotyped, 

predominantly white, and racist settings (Reay, 2018).  

 

Third, the concept of meaninglessness described by Seeman, which is associated with “the 

individual’s sense of understanding the events in which he is engaged…  when the individual 

is unclear as to what he ought to believe when the individual’s minimal standards for clarity in 

decision-making are not met” (Seeman, 1967, p. 783). In this case, the individual has 

difficulties to choose confidently and to assume appropriately his own responsibilities due to 

lack of purpose, understanding, and meaning. Consequently, this sense of meaninglessness 

affects the individuals’ self-ownership, self-governance, and autonomy (see Jones, 1994). 

 

Henceforth, student engagement and student learning are the result of a dynamic and 

interdependent process which results from the interaction between the individual and his/her 
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context/environment. Such context influences self-ownership, self-governance, and autonomy. 

As Bronfenbrenner (1993) suggests, the development of individuals is influenced by 

constructive and destructive instigative characteristics of the environment. Environments 

characterized by instability, unpredictability and absence of structure are harmful to 

individuals’ development (Ibidem).  

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter presented the discussion and interpretation of findings in line with the central 

concepts, assumptions and studies on student engagement, and in relation to research on 

international students’ experience at university. A synthesis of the overarching findings for this 

entire research was presented within the framework for the interpretation. Three analytical 

categories and their relationship to research questions were analysed, and to quantitative and 

qualitative research findings.  

 

In next chapter I present the conclusions and recommendation of this study. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Introduction 

 

This study sought to explore students’ experiences of engagement, and perceptions of quality 

learning in higher education in two broadly defined educational contexts. The study centred on 

Angolan students studying in their “home” country (Angola), and Angolan students studying 

“abroad” in different international contexts, namely Cuba, Portugal, and the United Kingdom. 

The study was intended to examine multiple contexts of higher education in order to advance 

meaningful understanding of the factors influencing student engagement with effective 

learning and inform policy making in Angola. The object of this study was to investigate 

students’ experiences of engagement and perceptions of quality learning. Student engagement 

is a one of the key process indicators of students’ success and a measure of students’ learning 

experiences in higher education. This study involved undergraduate students attending the 

professional degree programmes of Law, Nursing, Accounting, Engineering, and Psychology. 

 

This chapter presents the main concluding remarks of this thesis, representing the culmination 

of four years of research examining students’ experiences of engagement in higher education 

and their perceptions of quality learning in multiple educational contexts. The chapter is 

divided into three parts, starting with a presentation of the overarching findings and conclusions 

of this research. It follows with how this research contributes to knowledge, outlining how it 

adds value in the area of student engagement, and its extended and expected impact on student 

learning and success in higher education. A set of recommendations are offered, including that 

of methodological nature for future research, policy change, and for teaching and learning 

practice. The final part presents the limitations of this research. 

 

8.1. Overarching Conclusions 

 

Informed by the analysis and discussion in the preceding chapters, there follows a presentation 

of the main conclusions of this study, in relation to the three research questions. 
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1. Extent of student engagement in Angola and in other international contexts (Cuba, 

Portugal, and the United Kingdom) 

 

A survey on student engagement was carried out, comprising an analysis of nine psychometric 

scales aiming at exploring two main aspects of student engagement: “individual/behavioural 

engagement” (comprising LAE, ACL, SSI, and EEE) and “institutional conditions for quality 

learning” (SCE, QT, LR, OSQ, IIPD). Results show great variance in the extent of student 

engagement in the two compared groups – in all scales in favour of students studying in 

international contexts. Inferential statistic tests were performed for each scale and all 

differences are statistically significant. 

 

An analysis of descriptive data shows that students in the international contexts reported a 

richer and more positive experience in all nine student engagement scales analysed. In the 

Angola dataset, respondents’ extent of engagement score scales mean ranged from 31.7 (out of 

100) to 65.1. In the international contexts, dataset respondents’ extent of engagement score 

scales mean ranged from 46.7 to 81. The extent of engagement was calculated based on average 

mean score scale. 

 

Differences between the two compared groups are more visible on the conditions provided for 

effective learning than on individual characteristics/behaviours related to learning. These 

differences are predominantly in (a) perception of the quality of learning resources (Angola 

32.3 mean score compared to 78 in the international context); (b) perceptions of quality 

teaching (Angola 54.2 compared to 81.3); (c) overall satisfaction with educational experience 

(Angola 53.9 compared to 73.4). Thus, these four areas are highlighted within the model of 

enhancing student engagement in Angola which I have outlined, integrating quality assurance 

in higher education (see Appendix 14). 

 

2. Factors Influencing Student Engagement in Effective Learning in Angola and in Other 

International Contexts (Cuba, Portugal, and United Kingdom)? 

 

From an extensive thematic analysis of qualitative data from interviews and focus group 

discussions, five themes and thirteen quality indicators/sub-themes emerged as the main factors 
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influencing student engagement. This includes factors that positively or negatively influence 

student engagement in both contexts. Five interconnected and dynamically consistent factors 

influencing students’ experiences of engagement and perceptions of quality learning were 

identified. These factors are: (a) individual investment in learning (study methods and learning 

strategies); (b) quality of relationships and interaction among students and between students 

and academic staff; (c) quality of teaching, assessment and curriculum; (d) quality of learning 

resources, infrastructures and supportive systems; (e) challenges and barriers – experiences of 

social isolation, discrimination and alienation. 

 

From students’ descriptions, two major aspects emerged. First, the critical importance of 

positive interaction and relationships among students and between students and academic staff, 

and their instrumental significance in the entire cognitive, emotional, and behavioural 

development of students, and in their integration at universities. 

 

Second, the value of building autonomous and competent learners, and in using multifactorial 

and multidimensional analysis of student engagement that integrates psychological, 

behavioural, and socio-cultural dimensions of learning. Some discourses on higher education 

persist with assumptions that quality teaching always correlates with quality learning; quality 

of learning resources and infrastructure always correlate with positive learning; and 

institutional reputation corresponds to quality in student learning. However, such assumptions 

are not always accurate, especially if they are discussed in isolation. As Coates (2005, p. 28) 

posits: “Despite the popularity of discussions about reputation, they do not say much about 

individual students and their learning”. Framing it according to Kuh (2002, p. 24), it can be 

understood that “students can be surrounded by impressive resources and not routinely 

encounter classes or take part in activities that engage them in authentic learning”. 

Understanding this point could be the cornerstone for effective learning in higher education. 

Practical points for action are described in Appendix 14. 

 

3. Barriers and Challenges Students Report on their Engagement with Higher Education 

 

Students reported barriers to and negative influences on student engagement that influence their 

entire learning and development. Students studying in the international context in particular, 

despite being satisfied with the quality of the conditions for effective learning, reported being 
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highly challenged academically and socially. They experienced diverse levels of social 

isolation, discrimination, culture shock and alienation. Three forms of alienation were 

identified and described, based on Mann (2001). These are alienation from language, culture, 

and institutional practice; alienation due to loss of sense of self or feeling like the outsider; and 

alienation as a survival strategy or self-preservation. All forms of alienation are believed to 

influence a “sense of strangerhood” (Starr-Glass, 2014), and a sense of powerlessness and a 

sense of meaninglessness (Seeman, 1959), which interfere and affect student learning.  

 

8.2. Contribution to Knowledge 

 

This research makes a contribution to knowledge for its novel approach and topic, for its 

methods and data, and for its results. These are expressed in three main aspects: 

epistemological, methodological, and theoretical.  

 

Epistemological. This study makes a contribution to knowledge through a research topic that 

explores the dynamic intersection between student engagement and perceptions of quality 

learning in higher education. It uses the lens of the socioecological theory and the 

Bronfenbrenner (1979; 2005) bioecological model of human development, informed by Kuh’s 

(1999; 2002; 2007) conceptualisation of two major components of engagement (what students 

do to learn, and what institutions do to stimulate effective learning). Based on that, this research 

seeks to provide a better understanding of the factors which influence student engagement for 

Angolans, using a comparative approach between students studying at home and abroad.  

 

Second, this research contributes to knowledge through its originality and approach. This 

research outlines the need to draw upon multiple contexts of student engagement in higher 

education as a way to advance meaningful understandings of the factors influencing student 

engagement in effective learning that contribute to students’ success in higher education. In 

doing so, this study addresses simultaneously contexts that are under-researched (e.g. Angola 

and Cuba) and contexts that are well researched (Portugal and the United Kingdom). At the 

same time, this research congregates diverse structural conceptions and practices of student 

engagement; the aim is to generate a crucial and novel discussion about different forms of 

interpreting and achieving student engagement, providing empirical evidence and 

interpretative formulations from a comprehensible fieldwork experience. The study takes, 
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primarily, students’ views and opinions as ways to interpret meanings and broader discursive 

practices in higher education that substantially shape the way students invest in their own 

learning.  

 

Third, this research was developed considering the scarcity of research and comparative inter-

country and multi-context perspectives on student engagement. Based on Evans et al. (2016), 

very few studies in higher education literature focus on students’ ability to transfer ideas 

(experiences and knowledge) from one context to another. Thus, this study was designed and 

framed to scrutinise the needs and challenges faced by students “at risk” of failure or 

marginalized in under resourced countries like Angola, and other under researched student 

population group as such Black African international students in Western countries.  

 

The study examines students’ adjustment to university, and how they transfer knowledge and 

adjust to new environments. By bringing out the voices of vulnerable student populations that 

are rarely presented in research, or in any comparative studies of this nature and scope, or any 

mainstream research, this study brings opportunities for explicit and tacit comparisons. These 

comparisons– among different realities, countries, groups, individuals, and their ways of 

involving, engaging/disengaging in effective learning– are more than just simple and ordinary 

comparisons, rather they operate and help to develop “a macro-sociology of education” 

(Trahar, 2006, p. 9).  

 

Fourth, this research makes a novel contribution to knowledge through the usefulness and 

relevance of its results and findings, and its anticipated contribution to policymaking in Angola. 

It presents an opportunity to inform the policymaking process in relation to quality learning 

and success in higher education. It also opens opportunities for further research and greater 

collaboration among HEIs in Africa and in European countries, pecially within the current 

quality assurance mechanisms, such as the Initiative for Harmonisation of African Quality 

Assurance and Accreditation [HAQAA], funded by the European Union in partnership with 

the African Union (HAQAA, 2017) and the African Quality Rating Mechanism [AQRM] 

implemented by the Association of African Universities. 

 

Methodological. This research makes a contribution to knowledge through its method and 

validity of data collected that is expected to be of value for its generalisability and 
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trustworthiness in the context of Angola. This is particularly relevant as this research preserves 

the unicity of subjects of analysis (Angolan nationals), while at the same time explores their 

adjustment to and engagement with multiple other contexts of higher education. By doing so, 

this study is aimed at making a crucial and unique contribution to the discussion about different 

forms of exercising, interpreting, and achieving student engagement, and the contribution of 

comparative research to informing policymaking. This study may also be relevant for other 

African countries with a significant number of students studying abroad that may similarly look 

to see what can be learnt from the results of this study. 

 

Moreover, the study takes, primarily, the views and opinions of students as a credible source 

to further rationalise and understand their experiences and attributed meanings. This is 

structured in ways to dissect broader and subtler discourses and practices in higher education. 

As research on student engagement is generally dominated by quantitative studies, the adoption 

of mixed-methods research (MMR) and use of interviews and focus group discussion brought 

significant insights to the investigation of student engagement. Secondly, in bringing out, 

comprehensibly, personalised accounts of student engagement and alienation derived directly 

from the voices of students that are from the Global South context and from black African 

international students, which are groups under researched. Thirdly, this study also makes a 

novel contribution to knowledge through the quality, robustness and extensiveness of the 

empirical quantitative and qualitative data collected. Such data contributes to critically 

challenging orthodox and traditional views that neglect those who are wrongly conceived as 

“marginalised”, and culturally and intellectually different (or inferior) groups.  

 

Theoretical. This study proposes an overarching conceptual framework of student engagement 

(presented in Chapter Seven, Section 7.1, p. 217) that can complement current 

conceptualisations of student engagement. This framework is grounded in Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1979; 2005) bioecological systems theory, on various orientations of the concept of student 

engagement (concepts, ideas, and studies), and on the empirical findings of this study. Four 

components of the Bronfenbrenner proximal process (Process-Person-Context-Time) model 

are the basis of the conceptualisation, which integrates five factors and thirteen 

indicators/subthemes influencing student engagement. The overarching conceptual framework 

reflects the insight derived from the results of this study. Student engagement is understood as 

a process dynamically dependent on the nature of interactions, and on the context in which 
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students are engaged. This conception confirms previous elaborations of student engagement 

as multidimensional, and it is distinctive in its “fundamentally situational” aspect (Kahu, 2013, 

p. 763). Student engagement results from the interaction between the individual and the 

context. This overarching framework integrates the analysis of the duality of engagement and 

alienation and conceives student engagement as a process and as an outcome (Bryson, Cooper 

& Hardy, 2010; Bryson, 2014). It also looks at the broader spatial context (sociocultural and 

socioeconomic aspects influencing student engagement) beyond the classroom environment 

and values the temporal context (historical and ontogenetic time). It also integrates the micro, 

meso and macrosystems that significantly shape and build students’ behaviours and 

orientations. Student engagement is a result of the interaction between acts of engagement, 

dispositions, context, and benefits (Lawson & Lawson, 2013). The study shows how 

engagement is linked to antecedents and consequences of behaviour, emotion, cognition, 

volition, and the role of socio-cultural influences (Fredericks et al., 2004; Kahu, 2013; Zepke, 

2016).  

 

Furthermore, by examining the experiences and challenges faced by Angolan students studying 

in other international contexts, this research brings an innovative contribution to knowledge by 

proposing a specific model of intervention for Angola (Appendix 14). This study offers an 

understanding that a part from students’ individual characteristics and dispositions, they bring 

their prior knowledge, cultural background, and experiences, and construct their own learning 

path in interaction with other people (peers and academic staff, family, and society). This study 

thus recognises that student engagement interconnects student agency (prior knowledge, 

experience, motivation, and interest), with objects, symbols and people, and contexts. Student 

engagement is part of a dialogic and not static process of dynamic and reciprocal interaction 

between students and other external forces and influences (objects, symbols, discourses, 

practices) occurring in a specific context, and in a given timeframe.  

 

This alignment of dynamic factors, demonstrated through findings of this study, allows us to 

conceptualise student engagement within a process-person-context-time framework 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 2005). It takes students’ acts of engagement into account, resulting 

from dispositions developed in specific contexts and processes that may influence specific 

benefits or positive and negative outcomes. Thus, institutional and contextual ecologies (at 

university, at home, inside and outside the classroom, in campus environments, and in society) 
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can structure positively or negatively students’ identities, sense of belonging, self-esteem, 

and/or develop alienation, social isolation and a sense of powerlessness and meaningless. 

Preventing such degrees of negativity or non-engagement is an important endeavour. 

 

8.3. Limitations of this Study 

 

Four limitations of this research are described below.  

 

First, the analysis of student engagement relied exclusively on students’ self-reports on their 

engagement and on their perceptions of quality learning. The volume and density of qualitative 

and quantitative data did not allow us to triangulate sources (e.g. lecturers, policymakers, or 

management of higher education institutions). It is suggested that in future research it could be 

beneficial to include other sources of information. I selected students as they are ultimately the 

ones who know better what they do to learn and can accurately evaluate how well the HEIs are 

providing the conditions for effective learning. 

 

Second, this study did not reach all types of students and did not explore all adjustment 

variables. The study was conducted with the aim of reaching, primarily, students attending 

professional degree programmes for its significance in the development of the country, since 

they represent nearly one third of students enrolled in higher education in Angola. It is 

suggested that future research should include students from other disciplines. It is also 

suggested that further research look in more detail how demographic characteristics of students 

and adjustment variables explored, for example, by Spaulding and Flack (1976) and Lee, Abd-

Ella and Burks (1981): marital status, sources of support, size of university, living 

arrangements, employment at home, previous international experience, and parents’ 

educational background influence student learning and engagement. Other aspects should be 

explored, such as race, ethnicity, and aspects connected to the reasons to study abroad such as 

city image and attractiveness, institution image, and programme quality and reputation 

(Cubillo, Sanchez & Cervino, 2006).   

 

Third, in this study, many of the key concepts and empirical studies are mostly based on 

literature from the “Western World” or “Global North”, due to an absence of studies focusing 

on student engagement in African contexts. The limitation is particularly noticeable when it 
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comes to knowledge and studies on Angola. Thus, such a gap in both information collection 

generally and Higher Education Studies as a field of research, generates a need for continuous 

and more contextualised analysis of student engagement. 

 

Fourth, this study was designed and carried out in two different languages. Navigating in the 

two languages, that of participants (Portuguese) and the language of instruction and 

representation (English) emerged as one of the greatest challenges, albeit a very rewarding 

experience. As such, the research took longer than anticipated and relied significantly on 

discretionary translation skills of this researcher. This is a limitation, as the extent of 

interpretation, mediated by translation, could lead to some loss of meaning. As Van Nes, 

Abama, Jonsson, & Deeg (2010) assert, translation is also an interpretive act, thus meaning 

may get lost in the translation process. Based on what I experienced in the translation of quotes 

from participants, for example, I have encountered difficulties in authentically translating 

concepts, words and expressions that were culturally specific. In this translation chain from 

English to Portuguese, and from Portuguese to English, something may get lost. Though 

language differences did not affect my understanding and interpretation of meanings (as I am 

a native Portuguese speaker), it might have influenced the translation of participants’ original 

views in this final English dissertation. I mitigated against this by including the original phrase 

in Portuguese where I was most concerned. However, it is arguable that the depth of insights 

revealed during the qualitative fieldwork would have been compromised if both the language 

and idiomatic inflections of communication, and my associated identity as an Angolan, was 

not experiences as familiar by participants.  

 

8.4. Recommendations  

 

8.4.1. Recommendations for Future Research 

 

Several areas for further research have become apparent from this study, however the 

recommendations I offer here are not exclusive to Angola.  

 

First, I propose that in-depth analysis of student engagement among specific groups or 

subgroups of students is required to enrich knowledge. This is applicable to specific marginal 

or “vulnerable” student population groups exposed to different challenges in higher education 
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provision. This is important for advancing knowledge and context-focused interventions for 

disengaged and marginalised students in higher education in developing countries, particularly 

in contexts such as Angola, where there are particular challenges related to resourcing and the 

conditions for teaching and learning, but where the low participation rates indicate that the 

success of the student population is of particular importance to the future of the country. 

 

Second, this study calls for universities in Global North contexts to develop appropriate studies 

and supportive systems to accommodate the needs of international students, particularly black 

African international students. As other researchers have noted (see Chapter three, Section 3.1, 

p. 67, and Section 3.2, p. 71) international students and black African international students in 

particular, face different challenges in their adjustment in host countries. Consequently, more 

research is needed to explore the psychosocial and educational impact of the experiences of 

social isolation, culture shock, alienation, injustice, and discrimination in higher education. 

These studies should include, especially, analysis of the effect of negative emotions and 

motivations, the impact of disbelief, self-isolation, and marginalisation on academic 

performance. More studies are required to focus also on the effect of teachers’ language, 

discourse, and behaviour in generating alienating behaviours among international students, 

especially within black African students.   

 

Third, further research is required to extend understanding of the social and academic 

integration of students in higher education in the Southern Africa context, to support the 

projects of the Harmonisation of African Higher Education Quality Assurance and 

Accreditation Initiative [HAQAA], and the African Quality Rating Mechanism [AQRM].  

These studies could develop better adjusted and contextualised student engagement survey 

instruments, narrowing them to valid dimensions and factors, able to examine local nuances of 

student learning.  

 

These studies are suggested in order to develop measures of students’ individual effort and 

dedication to academic activities and establish a correlation with student success in higher 

education. In addition, research is required to investigate student learning strategies and 

approaches (surface and deep learning) in different disciplines or courses, in order to inform 

the development of curriculum strategies. More nuanced and contextualised analysis is 

required for investigating the impact of social and cultural factors in student engagement, 
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including its correlation with variables such as age, gender, disciplines, family economic status 

and background, family academic background, ethnicity, rurality/urbanity, and students’ 

employment conditions. These studies could be linked to resilience or specific success factors 

that can explain why some students are more engaged than others in specific contexts and 

settings (classroom activities, or extracurricular activities), or in relation to subjects. 

 

Fourth, as quality teaching is known as central to effective learning, more research is suggested 

on the qualities of teaching and the impact of different teaching styles on student learning 

among diverse student population groups, including black African international students. These 

studies could also contribute to developing a greater comprehension of the impact of teaching 

on students’ individual commitment and engagement in learning. 

 

Fifth, as this research did not cover students’ aspirations and goals, it is suggested that in both 

contexts – in Angola and in international countries hosting African students – more nuanced 

and extensive studies be conducted to assess students’ choices and career perspectives and 

graduates’ employability. This would be of particular value for such professional degrees, and 

for ascertaining whether studying abroad contributes to the brain drain prevalent across the 

continent of Africa. Moreover, longitudinal studies or inter-country research is suggested to 

explore the mid- and long-term impact of students’ engagement on their success and subjective 

well-being.  

 

8.4.2. Recommendations for the Enhancement of Student Engagement Practice in Angola 

 

Given the meticulous analysis of the characteristics of the higher education system in Angola 

(see Chapter three, Section 3.6, p. 85), two groups of recommendations for practice are 

presented here. First, I offer general quality assurance measures that can contribute to creating 

a conducive and enabling environment for effective teaching and learning, and second, specific 

measures for enhancing student engagement are outlined.  

 

A central assumption here is that student engagement is interlinked with almost all areas of 

service provision within higher education. Deficiencies in one area or dimension of higher 

education will affect the fulfilment of student learning that is part of the ultimate mandate of 

HEIs. Of importance is that a shift is required in the institutional discourse, where student 
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engagement should be foregrounded within the mission statements and strategic plans of HEIs. 

From my observations, no HEI in Angola has explicitly indicated student engagement as part 

of its mission statement or strategic plans.  

 

8.4.2.1. Quality Assurance Measures that Contribute to Creating a Conducive and 

Enabling Environment for Effective Teaching and Learning 

 

Proposed quality assurance measures should include five main measures: (a) to improve 

management and governance of HEIs; (b) to develop a culture of quality assurance at HEIs as 

part of a philosophy and ethos for the institutions, starting with supporting the implementation 

of a wide range of quality assurance policy instruments recently approved by the Government 

of Angola; (c) to increase the participation of Angola in international and regional quality 

assurance debates, spaces and research networks, to enhance appropriation of knowledge, 

knowledge sharing and networking; (d) to increase the indicators of scientific production in 

higher education institutions, so as to diminish the static dependency on teaching; and (e) to 

improve teachers’ qualifications and their certifications for teaching in higher education, 

equipping them with the necessary skills and competences for teaching and for promoting 

effective learning. 

 

These general measures should complement the implementation of concrete quality assurance 

policies at national level and at higher education institutions and programme level. It is 

suggested that quality assurance efforts be part of a progressive and efficiently developed ethos, 

philosophy, and culture of quality, rather than an administrative (and authoritarian) regulatory 

measure. 

 

In relation to quality assurance policymaking, the following is suggested. First, the creation 

and implementation of an inclusive and conducive normative environment with adoption of 

specific legislation for assuring the quality of courses and institutions. This includes the 

implementation of Presidential Decree Legal Regime for Quality Assurance and Accreditation 

of Higher Education Institutions (Decreto 203/18, 2018), which created the national evaluation 

council, regulates the internal and external evaluation systems for HEIs and courses, and the 

implementation of the national accreditation system of HEIs and courses. Several other legal 

instruments were recently approved related to the harmonisation of courses, the norms for 
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distance learning, the statutory norms for professional career development of academic staff 

and regulations on access to higher education. 

 

It is suggested that the normative efforts by the Ministry of Higher Education, Science, 

Technology, and Innovation be substantially aligned with the African Standards and Guidelines 

for Quality Assurance (ASG-QA) in Higher Education developed within the Harmonisation of 

African Quality Assurance and Accreditation [HAQAA] Initiative, a project funded by the 

European Union in partnership with the African Union (HAQAA, 2017)21. The latter is a non-

prescriptive and flexible instrument for ensuring the internal and external quality of HEIs in 

Africa. It is also important to suggest that higher education institutions use and adopt the 

Declaration and Action Plan proposed by the African Summit for the Revitalization of Higher 

Education, held in Dakar in 2015, which prescribed eight priority areas echoing the Agenda 

2063 of the African Union (Association for the Development of Education in Africa [ADEA], 

2015).  Emphasis is placed on the need to increase the quality, relevance, and pursuit of 

excellence in teaching and learning, research, and scholarship, and in the provision of services. 

 

Second, it is proposed that higher education institutions ensure a meaningful participation of 

students in the design, implementation and evaluation of quality assurance and quality 

enhancement processes in higher education, by creating spaces for enhancing the partnership 

between the student, teachers, and the institutions in the promotion of an institutional culture 

of quality in higher education.  

 

Third, it is proposed to develop mechanisms for improving students’ experiences and 

participation in extra-curricular activities, engagement with the business sector or markets, and 

mechanisms to allow innovative and transformative exchange between the universities and the 

business sector, in order to enrich the curriculum and relevance of courses offered at HEIs. 

Based on the results of this study it is suggested that we need to increase financial support 

schemes – for example by the government – for families and students with low socioeconomic 

status (SES), so that more students can study full-time without having to search for better 

 
21 There is a need for Angola to be more represented and take part in research and projects implemented within 

the Pan-African Quality Assurance and Accreditation Framework (PAQAF), the Technical Committee for Certification and 

Accreditation (TCCA), and in the implementation of the SADC Qualifications Framework, the Tuning Africa project and in 

the Southern Africa Quality Assurance Network (SAQAN).  
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education opportunities abroad. Within the efforts for building an institutional culture of quality 

assurance, HEIs should promote an enriching educational experience through communicating 

high expectations, respecting diversity, and stimulating diverse talents and ways of learning. 

This is expressed through elements in higher education institutions that stimulate students’ 

success (Strydom & Mentz, 2010); these are linked to (a) a living mission and lived educational 

philosophy; (b) a strong focus on student learning; (c) promotion of learning environments that 

encourage educational enrichment; (c) opting for pathways that maximise student success; and 

(d) facilitating an improvement in institutional culture and ethos.  

 

Finally, the need for institutionalisation of measures for (a) the development and application of 

benchmarks of the minimum standards of course quality; (b) the preparation and adherence to 

a teachers’ code of conduct; (c) the creation of academic supportive mechanisms to students, 

such as teachers’ advisory hours for students, social and psychological support offices or 

student well-being spaces, student tutors. 

 

8.4.2.2. Specific Measures for Enhancing Student Engagement in Effective Learning 

 

The measures for enhancing student engagement in effective learning include five main 

domains linked to the key factors found in this study, and five other principles described in the 

model for enhancing student engagement in Angola as components for action.  

 

Enhancing individual investment in learning 

 

It is suggested that strategies be adopted that enhance students’ intellectual and cognitive 

efforts in academically relevant activities in order to succeed. Here, the development of self-

belief, motivation, self-confidence, and individual and autonomous learning methods are 

important. The same degree of importance applies to creating opportunities and conditions for 

students to develop metacognitive learning and self-regulatory behaviour; this could contribute 

to enhancing their will to succeed and their commitment to studying.  

 

It is proposed that HEIs establish monitoring systems to assess the adjustment and academic 

integration of first-year students, and enable opportunity for continuing adaptation to university 

academic requirements. Based on Rønning's (1997) study, it is suggested that HEIs develop 
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quality learning initiatives, for example, where first-year students can have a module on 

“learning how to learn”. In these quality programmes, students can be taught, and can engage 

with, learning techniques, develop study habits, and have a chance to interact with experienced 

and qualified lecturers. These interventions contribute to countering drop-out rates and 

increasing academic achievement and student satisfaction. Moreover, it is suggested that 

students should have opportunities to develop their future goals, career plans, and be rewarded 

for their results.  

 

A more systematic approach should be developed towards issues of compliance with 

attendance at classes as a basis for enabling students to interact with the content, while also 

developing individual and autonomous learning through formative and summative authentic 

assessment opportunities. As mentioned before, students learn more when they are challenged 

to make more effort than they would normally (Kuh, 2007, p 99). Enhancing an institutional 

culture of hard work, discipline, time management and committing time and effort to reading 

and learning are some of the necessary strategies to be adopted in most HEIs in Angola.  

 

Enhancing quality teaching  

 

HEIs should actively engage in improving the quality and effectiveness of teaching and 

curricula. This was identified as one key weakness in higher education in Angola. Thus, 

engaging students, individually and collectively, in the classroom and in activities outside the 

classroom, is important in order to expand students’ educational experience at university. 

Teachers and higher education institutions are crucial enablers of engagement (Zepke, 2016, p. 

42). It is suggested that teachers adopt a teaching model centred on student learning and adopt 

practices and behaviours that enhance meaningful learning. These include “teaching for 

engagement” which may include teaching with enthusiasm, eye contact, humour, and gestures 

that promote attention and motivate students (Zepke (2016).  

 

In addition, it is suggested the need for optimising public funding in order to provide more 

resources for HEIs to invest in improving the quality of teaching and learning and increasing 

research outputs. Such specific funding could be allocated for the development of teachers’ 

competences and skills in teaching, as well as enhancing their subject knowledge, which can 

minimise students’ difficulties. It has been found to be particularly important to promote 
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autonomous and competent learners. In addition, improving and contextualising the curriculum 

of most programmes should be supported by research and constructive design of both content 

and skills, in order to consider the needs of the job market and the expectations of students and 

society. An assessment of context-relevant subjects, in active partnership with business 

organisations, entrepreneurs and other stakeholders, seems necessary. Finally, there is a need 

to improve the qualifications of teaching staff of HEIs and to enhance continuous training 

activities, linked to the country’s priority needs, in line with the national staff training 

programme (Plano Nacional de Formação de Quadros).  

 

Enhancing positive interactions among peers and between students and academic staff 

 

Based on the importance of positive interactions between students and academic staff, it is 

recommended that various activities be included in HEIs curriculum that could involve 

frequent contact with teachers. This could include advisory time for teachers to support 

students who want to clarify contents, and regular extra-curricular activities involving students 

and their peers to improve social contact with academic staff, including out of class events and 

working with lecturers through enquiry-based learning in research projects.  

 

It is also suggested a wide range of activities that facilitate the development of reciprocity and 

good cooperation among students; stimulates active learning; promotes teachers’ prompt 

feedback and fair assessment; and emphasises time on task. This includes promotion of social 

events, sport and recreational activities, extra-curricular and out-of-campus events, and 

activities such as visits, expeditions, study visits to other countries or other universities, and 

promotion of student tutor services and counselling. In addition, HEIs need to develop 

arrangements for the effective representation of the student voice at all organisational levels, 

including in decision-making bodies.  

 

Learning resources and supportive systems 

 

It is proposed that HEIs develop their campus environments and invest in infrastructure 

development. This includes the construction of new and rehabilitation of existing 

infrastructure, equipping laboratories, libraries, computer clusters, and classrooms with 

minimum acceptable standard conditions for teaching, research, and learning. This also 
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includes acquiring state-of-the-art equipment and technologies and updating bibliographic 

materials and virtual libraries and databases. It also involves opening social and psychological 

support offices for students, supporting student associations, and promoting wider spaces for 

student civic interventions. As the digital commons and opportunities grow, similarly the 

digital infrastructure of institutions and students’ access to affordable and reliable internet data 

is essential for their learning in this age.  

 

Preventing alienation and marginalisation 

 

Strategies to prevent alienation in higher education involves adopting a framework that 

emphasises diversity and places students at the centre of the mission of HEIs. Promoting 

initiatives that combat practices and narratives of racism, discrimination and injustice appears 

to be necessary. This includes acknowledging the feeling of “strangerhood” and helping 

international students and HEIs to recognise that students’ spatial, cultural, and educational 

learning journeys are unique, different, valuable, and empowering (Starr-Glass, 2014). Also 

required is the creation of teaching and institutional mechanisms and spaces that engage 

students in positive interaction with others, with the aim of avoiding social and cultural 

isolation, frustration, emotional detachment, and disengagement.  

 

The points of action to overcome alienation from Mann (2001) are, importantly: (a) to 

recognise that alienation is avoidable; (b) to work with all stakeholders to eliminate the 

conditions that promote student alienation (at home, in communities, in classrooms and 

institutions); (c) to make radical and “not cosmetic” (tokenistic) changes in HEIs leading to 

more diverse and socially and psychologically accommodating learning environments. 

 

In light of the results of this study, it appears that universities which take African students – 

whether as home or international students – should look into experiences of engagement, 

disengagement, discrimination, social isolation, and alienation. It is also recommended that the 

government of Angola, and any sender of international students, has the responsibility of 

monitoring the engagement of their students with learning, and of addressing students’ 

concerns with the host countries.  
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Conclusion 

 

This chapter presented the overarching conclusions and final remarks of this research. The 

chapter included a presentation of how this research contributes to knowledge and the 

limitations of this study. The chapter ended with a set of recommendations, including that of 

methodological nature for future research, policy change, and for teaching and learning 

practice.  

 

I have chosen to end this dissertation with the recommendations for practice, as it emerged as 

most poignant for Angolan students across the various contexts who participated in this study. 

Since the study focused on Angola, I found important to develop a visualization of a model for 

enhancing student engagement practice in Angola that considers the theoretical grounds of this 

study and the entire conceptual perspectives proposed in this study. This model is presented 

and explained in Appendix 14. 

 

I would also like to conclude this dissertation with a reflection on the entire research process 

and the lessons I have learned. Firstly, I believe that the success of this complex, mixed-method 

research project, as with any similar research project, rests fundamentally on a meticulous and 

rigorous planning process, guided by the ethical norms of research in social sciences and 

education, and on a consistent benchmarking of our own performance, self-discipline and 

scholarly behaviours.  

 

Secondly, although research is a “lonely” process – an individual, intense learning journey of 

engagement, tension, and thoughtful conduct – I have learnt that in the research process we are 

generally not always alone. The inestimable guidance from supervisors, the regular meetings, 

discussions and feedback, the opportunity to interact with other colleagues in the field, the 

possibility of interacting with research participants, and the daily “dialogue” with our own 

writings and other scholars’ works, make the research process very rich and fruitful. In this 

process, we discover the worthy companionship of books, libraries, silent corners, lonely 

voyages and introspections. Such an immense world of contemplation changes the whole social 

dynamic, generating new reclusive habits that allow researchers to become immersed in the 

colossal knowledge production industry, learning to confront our own individual fears and 

uncertainties. 
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Thirdly, I have learned how to manage huge amounts of dense data – more than 150,000 survey 

records, inserted on SPSS, and nearly 20 hours of interviews transcribed and organised through 

NVivo. The most tiring exercise was certainly transcribing the interviews and focus group 

discussions. I normally used a ratio of 7:1 (seven hours to transcribe one hour of interviews), 

which is more than the average of 5:1 (Walford, 2001, p. 92), which got me trapped in what 

one scholar calls the “fetish of transcription”. However, this process helped me to navigate and 

plunge into the data with objectivity. This prepared me to straightforwardly move from 

descriptions to analysis, and then on to explanations and interpretation. This also led to one of 

the most stimulating and insightful experiences of ascertaining patterns, commonalities and 

similarities, rationalising, elucidating and expounding ideas, thoughts, or notions, trying to 

make sense of the data, and to extract meaning from the vast amount of information gathered. 

This was achieved only through self-discipline, willpower and focus. In this process, the ability 

to excavate and carve shape into the facets of information reported by participants was 

tempered by the need always to be faithful to participants’ voices and meanings. This per se 

constitutes an invaluable asset to carry into the rest of our future scholarship. 

 

Finally, I have learnt that “writing is thinking” (Gibbs, 2007, p. 25) and that research is about 

a deep cognitive and emotional connection. Research is expressed in acts of thinking, 

rethinking, doing, and redoing that are mediated by anger, disappointment, fears, satisfaction, 

and anxiety. This process, in my case, was usually manifested in reflective tools – concept 

maps, mind maps, and draft chapters, sketches and annotations – that were sometimes kept on 

for the journey, but were mostly torn out or destroyed. This was part of the process of recurrent 

interrogation of the entire research which I tried to carry out with strong confidence and 

determination, with the aim of contributing to particular social change, and knowledge 

acquisition.  
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Appendix 1: Theoretical Framework for the Analysis of Student Engagement Based on 

the Bioecological Theory of Human Development 

 

Bronfenbrenner Bioecological System Theory of Human Development 

 

According to Damon and Lerner (1998), Bronfenbrenner’s ideas and work have stood the test 

of time, remaining as the fundamental concepts used for developmental systems theories of 

human development. Urie Bronfenbrenner was a Russian-American psychologist who 

developed a theory of human development, also labelled the ecological systems theory, or the 

socioecological theory. It evolved into a bioecological system theory in the later stages of 

Bronfenbrenner’s work (Rosa & Tudge, 2013). The bioecological model is defined as “an 

evolving theoretical system for scientific study of human development over time” 

(Bronfenbrenner, 2001, pp. 6962-6964; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006, p. 793). 

 

In the last decades, many social sciences researchers, covering areas of psychology, education, 

physical education, and social work, have used the bioecological systems theory. For example, 

the bioecological theory was used to inform research on bullying behaviour among adolescents 

(Lee, 2011), factors associated with adolescents’ risky sexual behaviour (Lohman & Billings, 

2008); resilience in children affected by disaster, war, and terrorism (Masten & Narayan, 

2012); or on the effects of poverty on children’s socioemotional development (Eamon, 2001). 

Elliott and Tudge (2012) use this theory to examine motivation and student engagement in 

multiple contexts (the US and Russia). Tudge et al., 2009), and Tudge, Payir, Merçon‐Vargas, 

Cao, Liang, Li and O’Brien (2016) developed studies that evaluated the application of 

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory, and found that most research focuses only in the first 

stage of Bronfenbrenner’s theory, and does not consider the role of proximal processes in the 

Process-Person-Context-Time model. 

 

Based on these previous studies, I selected Bronfenbrenner’s theory as the theoretical 

framework for this research on student engagement for two main reasons. First, this is a system 

theory that allows us to understand a phenomenon, situation, or event as part of a complex, 

interrelated, interdependent, and dynamic system of interactions. Second, this theory explains 

human development in a holistic way, focusing on the impact of context in the development of 

the individual. It explains the development of the individual through the influences not only by 

his/her immediate environment, but also influenced by events or facts in the surrounding 
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environment, such as culture, government policies, and economics. Such factors are 

interrelated – one element or factor can affect the other. In this theory, development is viewed 

as emerging from the interaction of individuals with their context (Rosa & Tudge, 2013). 

 

The bioecological theory focuses on the study of proximal processes that lead to development 

of the individual. In the early stages of development of this theory (1973-1979), 

Bronfenbrenner developed the ecological model composed of four concepts: microsystem, 

mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem. Bronfenbrenner examined the bi-directional 

interaction among numerous individuals, not restricted to a single context or environment 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994).  

 

Microsystem is the most proximal setting to the person, and includes immediate, or direct, 

interactions between the individual and other immediate social agents such as family, friends, 

teachers, and neighbours The relationships have two-directional impact, which implies that the 

individual can impact other agents’ behaviours, and they can also affect the individual’s 

behaviours (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Mesosystem is defined as the system of microsystems 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 25), which involves the relationships between structures and agents, 

but does not directly involve the individual. For example, the interaction between the family 

and the university, the university and business companies, the family and other community 

agents. The exosystem includes structures or aspects such as the media, government policies 

and norms within an ecological setting where the individual is not located and does not 

participate directly. The person, however, experiences the influence of, or is affected by, those 

aspects such as norms and media. Finally, the macrosystem encompasses institutional systems 

of culture or subculture, such as economic, political, ideological, or legal systems that influence 

the individual to a larger degree.  

 

The main significance of these aspects of this theory is that any changes or conflicts in one 

system can change the way the other system functions. These systems are interconnected 

structures that are close or distant to the individual. This theory helps to study the individual 

(the student) not just within his/her immediate environment but also at broader levels of 

interaction with the environment. 

 

Bronfenbrenner (1977; 1978) identified three characteristics of ecological environments. First, 

they have to be understood systematically or interdependently (what occurs – or does not occur 

https://www-tandfonline-com.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1080/13598139.2019.1568231
https://www-tandfonline-com.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1080/13598139.2019.1568231
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– in a specific environment depends on events and relationships in other environments). 

Second, development occurs via processes resulting from reciprocal interactions among people 

and their environment. Third, ecological environments are constituted within a 

phenomenological field that orients a person’s actions and interactions towards an 

understanding of the person’s world (perceptions, imagination, fantasy and unreality) (Rosa & 

Tudge, 2013). These aspects help in understanding how each individual perceives the context 

where he/she is immersed, and the various elements contained in the contexts around them.  

 

Moreover, Bronfenbrenner articulates a view of human development that integrates two 

important concepts: change and continuity. Changes are described in relation to progress over 

time and space, and that expresses the dimension of continuity in the person and in the 

environment. For that, there is a continuing change in the person’s characteristics over the 

period of time and space (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Changes are also viewed as part of dynamic 

relations among the individual, the environment, and other people around. They are all engaged 

in reciprocal connections. 

 

Bronfenbrenner (1993) put emphasis on the “person’s instigative characteristics”, which are 

those that encourage or discourage reactions from the environment, by promoting or disrupting 

psychological growth (Bronfenbrenner, 1993; see also Rosa & Tudge, 2013, p. 250). In 

addition, there is a focus on the “instigative characteristics of environment”, which refers to 

those characteristics that can serve constructively or destructively the development of the 

individual. The constructive characteristics in a given environment refers to objects and places 

that can promote development. The destructive environmental characteristics include those that 

are prejudicial for development, such as instability, unpredictability, and absence of structure 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1993).  This notion is very important for understanding alienation in higher 

education. 

 

In the third phase of the development of Bronfenbrenner’s theory (1993-2006), he proposed 

“the proximal processes” as the drivers of development. This phase of development is known 

as the bioecological theory or the bioecological model of human development (Rosa & Tudge, 

2013). This model/theory emphasises four components – (a) process; (b) person; (c) context; 

(4) time – and is known as the PPCT model. These elements are conceived as simultaneously 

influencing human development. The PPCT model is the central element used in this study as 
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the theoretical ground for data analysis and interpretation, and informs the proposed model for 

enhancing student engagement practice in Angola (see Chapter eight, Section 8.5, p. 371). 

 

The emphasis in proximal processes is on a person’s role in her/his own development and they 

are viewed as the guiding forces of human development. Two propositions are provided. First, 

human development occurs through a continuous process of interaction, and through a complex 

reciprocal interaction between the individual, the other persons, the objects, and the symbols 

in her/his immediate environment (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1993, p. 317). The second 

proposition suggests that the proximal processes vary systematically based on the 

characteristics of the person and the environment (Ibid.).  

 

Person characteristics includes three types: force/disposition, resources, and demand. Force 

includes for example the tendency to engage, responsiveness towards tasks, and pursue of 

goals. Resources comprise abilities, experiences, skills, knowledge, and emotions. Demand 

concludes the temperament, personality traits, and characteristics such as age, race, or gender. 

The person characteristics are considered the distinctive individual aspects that are most likely 

to influence a person’s development in a “generative or disruptive” manner. Generative forces 

are explained as the ones that are related to curiosity, propensity to initiate actions or to engage 

in activities, and readiness to accept gratification and pursuit of goals (Bronfenbrenner & 

Morris, 1998, p. 1009). Disruptive forces include impulsiveness, explosiveness, distractibility, 

inability to accept gratification, and the propensity for aggression and violence 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998, p. 1009). Resources characteristics influence the person’s 

ability to engage effectively in the relationship with others, and with objects or symbols. Those 

includes knowledge, skill, experience, emotions, and abilities. Disruptive resources are genetic 

deficiencies or physical handicaps. Demand characteristics refers to qualities of a person that 

can inspire or dissuade reactions from the social environment. These include temperament, 

appearance, or personality traits.   

 

Another important component of the proximal processes is context, which refers to the 

structures and systems mentioned previously (microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and 

macrosystem) (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998).  

 

The last component of the PPCT model is time and refers to what happen to individuals over 

the curse of ontogenetic and historical time. Individual development is seen as embedded and 
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shaped by “conditions and events occurring during a historical period of a person’s life” 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1995, p. 641). Time includes microtime, mesotime and macrotime. Time was 

earlier termed chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). 

 

Application of Bronfenbrenner’s Theory in this Study 

 

A diagrammatic representation of the application of this theory in the entire research is 

provided in Figure 8.  

 

The central aspects of the PPCT model are at the top of the framework guiding the analysis of 

both the quantitative and qualitative data. The nine psychometric scales and the five themes 

originated from data analysis of survey and interviews, were methodically interpreted based 

on the process-person-context-time model. These included an analysis of the characteristics of 

the proximal processes that comprise the interaction among persons (e.g. students, academic 

staff, management staff, and family); the interaction with the objects and technologies 

surrounding the students; and the influence of the symbols such as the institutional culture, the 

power structures and discourses.  

 

These aspects are dynamically interconnected with the three characteristics of the person (the 

student): (a) force (tendency to engage or not, responsiveness, pursuit of goals); (b) resource 

(knowledge, abilities, skills, experiences, emotions); and (c) demand (temperament, 

personality traits, passivity or hyperactivity, age, gender or race). Data is also analysed and 

interpreted within the systems and different layers of the context, namely the microsystem (the 

student), the mesosystem (peers, the institution, the family), the exosystem (institutional and 

national policies, media, government), and the macrosystem (ideologies, culture, economic and 

social factors). All these aspects are dynamically and reciprocally influential on student 

engagement. 
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Figure: Theoretical Framework Underpinning the Entire Research 
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Appendix 2: Summary of the Particular Texts that Constitute the Foundation of the 

Concept of Student Engagement 

Name of the Scholar Main research and focus Contribution to Student 

engagement 

Tyler (1902–1994) He is known as ‘the father of educational evaluation and 

assessment’. He developed an extensive work on curriculum 

design in United States. His work, Basic Principles of Curriculum 

and Instruction was firstly published in 1949 and is known as the 

Tyler Rationale (Tyler, 1983). In this book, Tyler questions the 

educational purposes of schools, how learning experiences can be 

organized to maximize their effect, and he question the overall 

purpose and conceptions behind the evaluation of learning.  

His contribution to student 

engagement is mostly related to 

his work on time on task. As 

Tyler contends: ‘It is what he 

does that he learns, not what the 

teacher does’ (Tyler, 1949; 63). 

Pace (1960s-1990s) He is known for his work in developing an understanding of 

student learning at university. He developed a measure on the 

quality of effort, which examines how students devote in using 

learning resources and opportunities provided by higher 

education institutions. This is known as the College Student 

Experiences Questionnaire. 

His contribution to the 

development of the concept of 

student engagement is related to 

his focus on the quality of student 

effort. 

Tinto (1975, 1986, 

1993) 

 

Developed studies on academic and social integration and also on 

student departure from university. His theory addresses issues 

related to academic and social integration at universities. Two key 

notions are important within his studies: academic integration that 

is defined as compliance with explicit standards of the institution 

and identification with academic norms (McCormick, Kinzie and 

Gonyea, 2013); social integration, which refers to students’ 

perceptions and interactions with peers, faculty, and staff, as well 

as their involvement in extracurricular activities (Tinto, 1993).  

Developed the concepts of 

academic and social integration 

and proposed the model for 

institutional departure. 

 

Gibbs, Morgan and 

Taylor (1984). 

Developed a line of research on students’ orientations to learning. 

They argue that students have various orientations for study based 

on their vocational, academic, personal or social reasons for being 

at university. 

Their contribution is linked to 

students’ orientation to learning. 

Chickering and 

Gamson (1987) 

Proposed a set of seven principles of good educational practices in 

undergraduate education. These principles are highly used and 

disseminated in higher education. The principles focus on the need 

for higher education institutions to promote interactions between 

students and academic staff; the reciprocity and cooperation 

amongst students; active learning; prompt feedback by academic 

staff; emphasis on time and task; communication of high 

expectations, and respect for diverse talents and ways of learning. 

Enriched research on student 

engagement through their 

proposal of a set of seven 

principles of ‘good educational 

practices in undergraduate 

education’ 

Astin (1985) Developed an Input-Environment-Output model (I-E-O Model) of 

college effects, which, together with Pascarella’s General Causal 

Model examine students’ experience at university, especially of 

first and second-year students. 

Astin and Pascarella also analysed how students’ behaviours can 

influence learning and intellectual development (see Pike, 1999; 

McCormick, Kinzie and Gonyea, 2013). In its work, Astin (1977, 

1993) contends that the educational impact of institutions is 

mediated by different variables, such as student peer-group 

relationships and involvement, which implies that the quality of 

learning is positively correlated with involvement in study, with 

Major contribution is in relation 

to developing the theory of 

student involvement, which 

comprises three elements: inputs, 

environments, and outcomes. 

Also includes five 

basic postulates about 

involvement. 
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teaching staff, and with peers (see Solomonides, Reid and Petocz, 

2012).  

 

Pascarella and 

Terenzini (1991, 

2005) 

Their work focus examining how college affects students and 

student persistence in higher education.  This work is recognized 

for its important contribution in acknowledging that the impact of 

student’s experiences in higher education institutions is 

determined by individual effort and involvement in academic, 

interpersonal and extracurricular activities on university campus.  

 

Contributed to increase 

knowledge on how higher 

education impacts students’ 

learning and persistence. 

 

Appendix 3: Legislative Framework of Higher Education in Angola and African 

Regional Policy Framework 

 

Angola Policy Framework 

 

1) The Angola Long-Term Development Strategy - Angola 2025 

This strategic plan was developed in 2008 and provides the long-term vision for the development of the 

country. The strategy is grounded in the following eight main strategic orientations: i) Unity and 

national cohesion; ii) a democratic and participative society, safeguarding fundamental rights and 

freedoms, and the development of civil society.; iii) Human development and well-being, improving 

quality of life of the Angolan citizen, and combating poverty and hunger; iv) Development that is 

sustainable, competitive and equitable, for generations to come; v) Development of science, technology 

and innovation; vi) Development of entrepreneurship and the private sector; vii) Harmonious 

development of the national territory; viii) A regionally and internationally competitive Angolan 

Economy.  

 

2) The National Plan for the Development of Human Resources (Cadres) -PNFQ 2012-2020 

The PNFQ Angola is the strategic guiding instrument that addresses the training and development needs 

for the country at various levels, from secondary education to the higher education level. It includes a 

development strategy for different sectors of economy and industry. The PNFQ was indorsed by the 

Presidential decree in November 2012 and aims at providing training and development of human 

resources. The PNFQ focus in eight areas: i) the creation of higher and advanced level cadres, ii) 

intermediate cadres, iii) professors and researchers for higher education and research centres, iv) 
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teaching cadres and researchers in the field of education, v) cadres for public administration, vi) cadres 

for entrepreneurship and business development, vii) support to access to higher education with a public 

policy of bursaries, and finally viii) professional training. The PNFQ is implemented by a inter-

ministeral unit that is also in charge of preparing the development of the National Qualifications 

Framework. The PNFQ is implemented under the direct supervision and coordination of Cabinet of the 

President of the Republic, through an inter-ministerial commission. 

 

3)    The Higher Education Legislative Framework in Angola 

 

Basic law on Education, Law No. 17/16 of 7 October 2016 establishes the main structure of the 

education systems, the principles, and objectives of each of the sub-systems in the education system 

and, stipulates the legal framework for education and higher education.  

 

The Presidential Decree 82/16:  provides the basic rules for establishing levels of quality for the 

approval of higher education institutions and courses, as well as the conditions for authorisation and 

regularisation.  

 

The Executive Decree 90/09: regulates the norms for the management of the higher education 

subsystem. It sets out the objectives of higher education, defines the principles and regulates on quality 

requirements. 

 

Presidential Decree no. 203/18 of 30 of August: creates the quality assurance system and regulates the 

implementation of the evaluation, accreditation of quality in higher education. 

Executive Decree no. 108/20, of 9 of March: regulates the norms for the internal evaluation of HEIs. 

 

Decree n. 191/18, of 8 of August: stipulates the norms for career progression of academic staff in higher 

education. 

 

Decree no. 2/18, of 24 of April: establishes the norms for the curricular harmonization of the courses 

offered by HEIs. 

 

Decree 59/20, of 3 of March: regulates the norms for the organization and functioning of distance 

learning programs in higher education. 

 

Decree no. 203/18, of 30 of August: regulates the operationalization of the national system of quality 

assurance in higher education. 

 

Presidential Decree no. 26/18: creates the Ministry of Higher Education, Science, Technology, and 

Innovation. 

 

Presidential Decree no. 172/13: creates the National Institute for Evaluation, Accreditation and 

Recognition of Studies in Higher Education (INAAREES).  

 

Executive Decree 26/11: regulates the creation of courses at graduate level, and describes in great detail 

the three-phased process of application, visit of the premises, and the authorisation for the course to 

open as well as the17 different sets of information that need to be provided to the Ministry. 
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Executive Decree 27/11:  regulates the creation of higher education institutions and describes two 

different processes for the creation of public and private institutions, respectively.  

 

Executive Decree 5/09: establishes eight academic regions and regulates the territorial coverage of 

higher education institutions by type. It limits the area within which institutions can act and expand. 

 

Executive Decree 7/09:  regulates the reorganization and creation of public institutions due to the re-

dimensioning of UAN. It confines UAN to the academic region of Luanda and creates universities and 

polytechnic institutions from the parts of UAN that were previously established across the country. 

 

Presidential Decrees 15/14 and 165/14:  regulate internal and external bursaries. They lay out the types 

of financial support, the eligibilities, and the rules and processes according to which they are allocated 

to beneficiaries. 

 

Presidential Decree 82/16, of 8 of Abril:  establishes the levels of quality for the creation of courses in 

HEIs. 

 

AFRICAN POLICIES AND STRATEGIES 

 

1) The African Comprehensive Education Strategy (ACES 2016-2025) 

 

Under the African Union 2063 Agenda, the African Union Commission has developed a comprehensive 

education strategy aiming at contributing to empower the African citizens to become effective change 

agents for the continent’s sustainable development. This strategy is part of the plan to reorient Africa’s 

education and training systems to enhance knowledge, competencies, skills, innovation, and creativity. 

The 2063 Agenda establishes twelve objectives addressing teaching and learning quality, infrastructure 

upgrading, harnessing ICT to improve access, quality and management, harmonization and integration 

at regional and continental levels. It also includes gender parity and equity, literacy programs, 

strengthening science and math’s curricula, strengthen the links between work and training, peace 

education, education information management, and stakeholder coalitions. 

 

2) The African Union Harmonization Strategy for Higher Education in Africa 

 

It was endorsed by the third Conference of Ministers of Education of the African Union (COMEDAF 

III), in 2007 and facilitates the mutual recognition of academic qualifications in African countries. This 

Strategy comprises seven major result areas: i) Establishment and Maintenance of Continental Political 

Commitment to the Process of Harmonization; ii) Cooperation in information exchange; iii) 

Development and Maintenance of a Continental Framework for Higher Education Qualifications; iv) 

Creation of Minimum Standards in Targeted Qualifications; v) Establishment of Joint Curriculum 
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Development and Student Mobility Schemes; vi) Implementation of African Quality Rating Mechanism 

(AQRM); vi) Development of Pan-African Quality Assurance and Accreditation Framework. 

 

3) The SADC Regional Qualification Framework  

 

The Southern African Development Community Qualifications Framework (SADCQF) was established 

in 2011 by the Ministers of Education in the SADC region. he SADCQF is an important instrument that 

promotes the mechanisms to facilitate the mobility of learners, academics and workers across the SADC 

region and internationally. This is implemented through the Technical Committee on Certification and 

Accreditation (TCCA). The TCCA is a group of experts from the 15 SADC Member States and is 

supported by the SADC Secretariat. The SADCQF is a reference framework consisting of 10 Regional 

Qualifications Framework (RQF) Levels based on learning outcomes which provide a regional 

benchmark for qualifications and quality assurance (QA) mechanisms in SADC.  
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Appendix 4: Challenges faced by Higher Education in Angola 

 

The higher education system in Angola, as in a number of other Southern African countries, is in a 

process of rapid growth, which is highly influenced by the trends of globalization, neoliberalism, and 

market economy. Some of the major challenges facing higher education in Southern Africa region have 

been studied by different researchers (Sawyerr 2004, Assié-Lumumba 2006, SADC 2007, Kotecha, 

2012; Materu, 2010). SADC African countries face major challenges in higher education, such as, i) 

Political instability and governance challenges; ii) Limited focus on science and technology; iii) Access 

and demand for higher education; iv) Funding constraints; v) Quality concerns; vi) Access to and use 

of ICTs; vii) Regionalization and Internationalization (Kotecha, 2012). 

 

Concerns related to Quality  

 

With the explosion in higher education and with a relatively new HE system (almost 80 percent of HEIs 

have less than eight years of existence). Quality assurance of HE in Angola is a very high concern. 

Some major characteristics of the system have implications in the quality of higher education provided. 

 

The majority of students enrolled in undergraduate programmes are in Social Sciences, Business and 

Law (44.6 percent), and in Education (20.7 percent), in contrast to the areas of Engineering, industry 

and transformation (14.5 percent), Health and social protection (13.6 percent) and Agriculture (1.4 

percent). In addition, students are mostly enrolled in universities (53.29 percent) and in higher institutes 

(42.7 percent), and very few are enrolled in colleges or vocational or technical schools (3.65 percent). 

These statistics represent a great challenge for the relevance and efficacy of higher education in 

satisfying the needs of the economic reconstruction and development of the country.  

 

Another important issue is related to the nature of enrolment. Most students enrolled (69.7 percent) are 

full-time students. However, nearly one third of students (30.3 percent) are enrolled as part-time 

students or attend night school programmes. Most of this last group is composed of civil service 

employees or working students who can attend university only in night shift programmes. The quality 

of teaching and learning of this type of part-time provision programmes have been questioned (MES, 

2013). In one side, academics refer to the hard circumstances in which these programmes are 

administered. Generally, this involves teaching in late evening hours, by lecturers who are also part-

time teachers engaged in other tasks during the day, and within facilities often affected by electricity 

cuts. 

 

Regarding academic and administrative staff, higher education programmes are guaranteed by 10,441 

teachers (academic staff) and 6,950 administrative staff. At least 33.9 percent of teachers hold a 
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master’s degree diploma and 9.96 percent have a doctoral degree, which is a much higher percentage 

in comparison with five years ago. A critical factor in the quality of programmes is however linked to 

the fact that only 38.2 percent of academic staff (3,991 teachers) are full-time lecturers, which implies 

that most lecturers have two or more jobs, which decreases the quality of teaching. Nearly 93.15 percent 

staff working in HEIs are Angolans and the remaining include administrative and academic staff from 

other 38 nationalities: Cuba (4.8 percent) and Portugal (0.86 percent) are the countries with higher 

involvement (see MESCT, 2018). 

 

The concerns regarding the quality of HE in general and the quality of teaching and learning are 

summarized in the table below.  

 
 Problems related to Quality 

1 Low promotion rates in HEIs. Of the total students who enter Year 1 and reach Year 5 (last year in Angolan 

HE system), between 5-20% fail examinations 

2 High drop-out rates of students, resulting in a pyramid with 32% in Year 1; 26% in Year 2; 20% in Year 3; 

15% in Year 4 and only 7% in Year 5 

3 Lack of skilled academic staff and researchers. In 2015, out of 7,379 lecturers in HEIs, only 531 hold a PhD 

degree (7.1%) and 1,927 hold master’s degree (26%) 

4 Poor relevance and low performance of HEIs in the different courses. Training offers misaligned with the high 

priorities and needs of national development of the country 

5 Low number of graduate students in relation to the needs of Angola´s Development. In 2005, a total of 12,395 

graduated, 42,5% in the areas of Social Sciences and Humanities and 32% in Education. 

6 Students are not adequately prepared in high school (secondary school) 

7 Poor quality of services and absence of a specific quality standards and benchmarks. There is no defined and 

approved Quality Assurance System 

8 Alleged corruption and misconduct in admission process, assessment, and teaching  

9 Gaps in policy framework, including an absence of a QA system and guidelines 
Source: MED (2004); MES (2014); Nascimento (2007); MES, Yearbook of Statistics (2016) 

 

Concerns related to Access and Demand to Higher Education 

 

Below are some of the main concerns related to access to HE. 

 
 

Specific Concerns Related to Access to Higher Education 

1 Very rapid expansion of HE (from only one University in a period of 1962-2001 to 65 in 2015). The number 

of students enrolled reached 221,037 in 2015, compared to 9,129 in 2001. 

2 Poor capacity of HEIs to absorb the high demand for HE. Only 39,8% of candidates who apply to enter in 

HEIs were admitted in 2015. The shortfall of places is of 90,130 places. (From 152,947 enrolled candidates 

only 62,817 were admitted in HEIs) 

3 Limited offer of courses in the provinces. 55% of enrolled students are in Luanda; 72% of places offered for 

admission are in Luanda province. 

4 Unbalanced pyramid of the whole education system with 90% in primary education, 9% in secondary 

education and only 1% in higher education (Data from 2005). 

In 2015, the enrolment rose to 3.2% 

5 Inequalities in access; only 48.1% of students have access to the subsidized public HEIs; gender disparities 

6 High deficit in the offering of important courses and specialties for national development. For example, 4 

courses are more offered; 30 courses are with a very limited offer; 10 courses with sufficient offer in the 

system) (PNFQ, 2014 

Source: MED (2004); MES (2014); Nascimento (2007); MES, Yearbook of Statistics (2016) 
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Significant Gap in Research  

 

Angolan higher education system is still relatively weak in knowledge production and is focused on 

coping with demand for teaching and learning where it struggles with keeping an acceptable balance 

between access, quality and also relevance (Bart Fonteyne & Patrício Langa, 2017). The authors 

measured the production of knowledge through the number of scientific papers produced by Angolan 

scholars.  

 

Their data derived from SCImago, shows that Angola HE system underperforms fellow African 

countries in four categories: (i) scientific documents (ii) citable documents (iii) citations (iv) self-

citation and H-Index22. The researchers conclude that Angolan scholars underperform their peers from 

Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau, former Portuguese colonies like Angola. South Africa represents more 

than 10 times the Angolan performance on H-Index (Fonteyne & Langa, 2017). 

 

Data from SCImago on research outcomes in African countries  

 

 

 

Angolan academics and researchers experience isolation from active engagement with opportunities of 

funding from international cooperation agencies and projects. HEIs are highly dependent on public 

funding or on students’ fees and tuitions. Angola has so far been quasi absent from international funding 

opportunities such as Erasmus+ mobility, as shown below in the extract from the 2016 call first round 

(Fonteyne & Langa, 2017). As documented in the table below, Angola only submitted 7 applications 

for funding from Erasmus + 2016, and only one project was selected.  

 
22 The h-index is an author-level metric that attempts to measure both the productivity and citation impact of the 

publications of a scientist or scholar. 
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Angolan applications to Erasmus+ 2016, first round 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Source European Union, DG-EAC (in Fonteyne and Landa, 2017) 

 

Research on Quality Assurance is very limited. Trying to search on available articles related to quality 

assurance, it was only found research related to work on institutional evaluation in Portuguese speaking 

countries, conducted by Silva & Mendes (2012); Tauchen et al., (2016) and Tauchen, Mendes and 

Devechi (2015). For the case of Angola, Mendes, and Silva (2011, p. 11) argue that there is an absence 

of structured and systematic practices and an absence of a culture of (self) evaluation.  
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Appendix 5: The Survey on Student Engagement and Quality Learning Utilised Within 

this Study 

SURVEY ON STUDENT ENGAGEMENT AND QUALITY LEARNING (SSEQL)  

ANGOLA 

    

 

 

 

 

You are invited to participate in a study about university students’ experiences of learning. The information from this Survey 

of Student Engagement will be used as part of a research project aiming to understand how students engaged in learning at 

various universities. 

 

Study participants are primarily first-year and final year students selected from the bachelor's degree of Law, Psychology and 

Nursing in your institution. This is a comparative study involving Angolan students studying in HEIs in Angola, Portugal, 

Cuba and United Kingdom. 

 

Filling out the questionnaire takes about 30 minutes. Your participation is completely voluntary. Declining participation or 

leaving the study will not result in any penalty or loss of benefits to which you are entitled.  Please answer freely and honestly 

according to your own judgment and not what you think the researcher wants to hear. 

 

 

PART I – STUDENT PROFILE INFORMATION 

 

Country where studying 

Name of the University 

1. Year of enrolment 

2. Age:  18-25 ______ 26-35______ 36-45_____  46-55____ More than 55______ 

3. Gender:  Male ____   Female ____ 

4. Course enrolled at 

5. What is the duration of your course?  3 Years ___  4 Years ____  5 Years____ 

6. Province of origin: ____________________________ 

 

7. Thinking about this current academic term, how would you characterize your enrollment? 

Full-time (day shift, not employed) ____  

Night Shift (Pós-Laboral, not employed)_____   

Part-time/ employed (day shift)___  

Part-time/employed student (night shift)___  

Distance-learning____ 

 

8. In case you are a working-student, please specify what type of job do you have:  

___ Public officer/ civil servant 

___ Working for a public company  

___ Working for a private business company 

___ Self-employment    

___ Other 

 

9. Marital Status:   Single____ Married ____ Widow ____ Separated____ Divorced ____  

Living together (União de Facto)___ 

 

10. Please indicate the range that best describes your monthly household income: 

____ Does not earn a salary 

____ Kz 15,000-50,000 ____ 51,000 – 150,000   ____ 151,000–250,000 

 ____ 251,000 – 350,000  ____ More than 350,000 

 

11. Religious background:    

Catholic ___      

Protestant ____     

Protestant ______  

African religions____ (Kimbanguista, Tocoísta)  

Muslim/Islamism____  

Jewish____ 

Other(Specify)_____________________ 

Personal Code:  ______________________ 

Univ. Code _________________________ 
Date: ____/_____/_____ 
Country: ____________________________ 
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12. What is your ethnic group:  

___ Does not know 

       Ovimbundo       Kimbundo      Bakongo    Tchokue   Ganguela 

Other (Specify) ________________________ 

 

13. How do you finance your studies? 

       Government scholarship 

___ Scholarship from foreign donors or agencies 

___ Funding from parents and parents 

___ With my own sources of income 

Other  

 

14. Which of the following best describes where and who are you living with while attending university? 

____In a dormitory or other campus housing  

____In a private residence (house, apartment, etc.)  

____In a rented house or flat    

In a house with parents or family members 

____Other  

 

15. In the household where you grew up, what was the highest qualification attained by your parents (father or mother)? 

___ Completed primary school   

___ Completed secondary school/ high school 

___ Completed a bachelor’s degree    

       Completed a master’s degree  

___ Completed a doctoral degree  

 

PART II – STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 

 

1) In your experience at your institution during the current school year, about 

how often have you done each of the following? 

Very often Someti

mes 

Never 

a) Asked questions in class or contributed to class discussions    

b) Made a class presentation    

c) Prepared two or more drafts of a paper or assignment before turning it in    

d) Worked on a paper or project that required integrating ideas or information from 

various sources 

   

e) Included diverse perspectives (different races, religions, genders, political beliefs, 

etc.) in class discussions or writing assignments 

   

f) Come to class without completing readings or assignments    

g) Worked with other students on projects during class    

h) Worked with classmates outside of class to prepare class assignments    

 

 

2) In your experience at your institution during the current school year, about 

how often have you done each of the following? 

Very often Someti

mes 

Never 

a) Put together ideas or concepts from different courses when completing 

assignments or during class discussions 

   

b) Tutored or taught other students (paid or voluntary)/or informal    

c) Participated in a community-based project (e.g., service learning) as part of a 

regular course 

   

d) Used an electronic medium (listserv, chat group, Internet, instant messaging, 

social media, etc.) to discuss or complete an assignment 

   

e) Discussed grades or assignments with a lecturer    

f) Talked about career plans with a faculty member or advisor    

g) Discussed ideas from your readings or classes with faculty members outside of 

class 

   

 

3) In your experience at your institution during the current school year, 

about how often have you done each of the following? 

Very 

often 

Sometimes Never 

a) Received prompt written or oral feedback from faculty on your academic 

performance 

   

b) Worked harder than you thought you could to meet an lecturer’s standards or 

expectations 

   

c) Worked with faculty members on activities other than coursework (committees, 

orientation, student life activities, etc.) 

   

d) Discussed ideas from your readings or classes with others outside of class 

(students, family members, co-workers, etc.) 
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e) Had serious conversations with students who are very different from you in 

terms of their religious beliefs, political opinions, or personal values 

   

 

4) During the current school year, how much has your coursework 

emphasized the following mental activities? 

Very 

much 

Some Very little 

a) Memorizing facts, ideas, or methods from your courses and readings so you can 

repeat them in pretty much the same form 

   

b) Analyzing the basic elements of an idea, experience, or theory, such as 

examining a particular case or situation in depth and considering its components 

   

c) Synthesizing and organizing ideas, information, or experiences into new, more 

complex interpretations and relationships 

   

d) Making judgments about the value of information, arguments, or methods, 

such as examining how others gathered and interpreted data and assessing the 

soundness of their conclusions 

   

e) Applying theories or concepts to practical problems or in new situations    

 

5) During the current school year, about how much reading and 

writing have you done? 

None 1-4 5-10 11-20 More 

than 20 

a) Number of assigned textbooks, books, or book-length packs of course 

readings 

     

b) Number of books read on your own (not assigned) for personal 

enjoyment or academic enrichment 

     

c) Number of written papers or reports of 20 pages or more      

d) Number of written papers or reports between 5 and 19 pages      

e) Number of written papers or reports of fewer than 5 pages      

 

6) In a typical week, how many homework problem sets do you 

complete? 

None 1-2 3-4 5-6 More 

than 6 

a) Number of problem sets that take you more than an hour to complete      

b) Number of problem sets that take you less than an hour to complete      

 

7) Circle the number that best represents the extent to which your examinations during the current school year have 

challenged you to do your best work. 

Very little  Very much 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

8) During the current school year, about how often have you done each of 

the following? 

Very 

often 

Sometimes Never 

a) Attended a music show, an art exhibit, play, dance, music, theatre, or other 

performance 

   

b) Exercised or participated in physical fitness activities    

c) Participated in activities to enhance your spirituality (worship, meditation, 

prayer, etc.) 

   

d) Examined the strengths and weaknesses of your own views on a topic or 

issue 

   

e) Tried to better understand someone else's views by imagining how an issue 

looks from his or her perspective 

   

f) Learned something that changed the way you understand an issue or concept    

 

 

9) Which of the following have you done, or do you plan to do 

before you graduate from your institution? 

Done Plan to 

do 

Do not 

plan to do 

Have not 

decided 

a) Practicum, internship, field experience, co-op experience, or 

clinical assignment 

    

b) Community service or volunteer work     

c) Participate in a learning community or some other formal program 

where groups of students take two or more classes together 

    

d) Work on a research project with a faculty member outside of course 

or program requirements 

    

e) Attend a Foreign language coursework     

f) Study abroad     

g) Independent study or self-designed major     

h) Culminating senior experience (capstone course, senior project or 

thesis, comprehensive exam, etc.) 

    

 



 

318 

 

10) Circle the best number that represents the quality of your relationships with people at your institution. 

a) Relationships with other students 

Unfriendly,         Friendly, 

Unsupportive,         Supportive, 

Sense of alienation        Sense of belonging 

 

1      2   3   4   5   6  7 

  

 

11) Relationships with faculty members 

Unavailable,         Available, 

Unhelpful,         Helpful, 

Unsympathetic        Sympathetic 

 

1              2   3   4   5   6  7 

 

 

11. Relationships with administrative personnel and offices 

Unhelpful,        Helpful, 

Inconsiderate,         Considerate, 

Rigid          Flexible 

 

1      2   3   4   5   6   7 

 

 

12) About how many hours do you spend in a 

typical 7-day week doing each of the 

following? 

0 hours 
per 

week 

1-5 6-10 11-15           16-20  21-
25        

26-30        More 
than 30 

a) Preparing for class (studying, reading, writing, 

doing homework or lab work, analyzing data, 

rehearsing, and other academic activities) 

        

b) Working for pay on campus         

c) Working for pay off campus         

d) Participating in co-curricular activities 

(organizations, campus publications, student 

government, fraternity or sorority, 

intercollegiate or intramural sports, etc.) 

        

e) Relaxing and socializing (watching TV, 

partying, etc.) 

        

f) Providing care for dependents living with you 

(parents, children, spouse, etc.) 

        

g) Commuting to class (driving, walking, etc.)         

 
13) To what extent does your institution emphasize each of the following? Very 

much 

Some Very 

little 

a) Spending significant amounts of time studying and on academic work    

b) Providing support you need to help you succeed academically    

c) Encouraging contact among students from different economic, social, and racial or ethnic 

backgrounds 

   

d) Helping you cope with your non-academic responsibilities (work, family, etc.)    

e) Providing support you need to thrive socially    

f) Attending campus events and activities (special speakers, cultural performances, athletic 

events, etc.) 

   

g) Using computers in academic work    

 

14) To what extent has your experience at this institution contributed to 

your knowledge, skills, and personal development in the following 

areas? 

Very much Some Very little 

a) Acquiring a broad general education    

b) Acquiring job or work-related knowledge and skills    

c) Writing clearly and effectively    

d) Speaking clearly and effectively    

e) Thinking critically and analytically    

f) Analyzing quantitative problems    

g) Using computing and information technology    

h) Working effectively with others    
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15) To what extent has your experience at this institution contributed to 

your knowledge, skills, and personal development in the following 

areas? 

Very much

  

Some Very little 

a) Voting in local, state, or national elections    

b) Learning effectively on your own     

c) Understanding yourself    

d) Understanding people of other racial and ethnic backgrounds    

e) Solving complex real-world problems    

f) Developing a personal code of values and ethics    

g) Contributing to the welfare of your community    

h) Developing a deepened sense of spirituality    

 

PART III- TEACHING, ASSESSMENT AND LEARNING RESOURCES 

 

 

16) In relation to the Teaching in your Course Strongly 

Agree 

Mostly 

Agree 

Neither 

Agree or 

Disagree 

Mostly 

Disagree 

Strongly 

Disagree   

a) Lecturers are good at explaining things      

b) Lecturers have made the subject interesting      

c) Lecturers are enthusiastic about what they are 

teaching 

     

d) The course is intellectually stimulating      

 

17) Learning Resources Strongly 
Agree 

Mostly 
Agree 

Neither 
Agree or 

Disagree 

Mostly 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree   

a) The institution has an updated library and a digital 

library  

     

b) The library resources and services are good enough 

for my needs 

     

c) I have been able to access general IT resources and 

specialized equipment, facilities or rooms when I 

needed to 

     

d) The institution has Science laboratories,  language 

laboratories and others 

     

e) The institution has Students Hostels/ Residences      

f) The institution has Sports and Recreational Facilities       

g) Students have access to scientific journals/ articles 

and databases 

     

h) Students have access to textbooks and reference 

materials 

     

i) Students have access to Internet       

j) Students have access to study spaces       

 

PART IV- OVERALL SATISFACTION 

 

18) How would you evaluate your entire educational experience at this institution? 

 

Excellent Good Fair Poor 

    

 

19) If you could start over again, would you go to the same institution you are now attending? 

 

Yes Probably yes Probably no No 

    

 

THANK YOU FOR SHARING YOUR RESPONSES! 

 

If you have any questions or comments, please contact cqueiroz01@qub.ac.uk 

 

  

mailto:cqueiroz01@qub.ac.uk
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Questionário sobre Qualidade da Aprendizagem e  Engajamento dos Estudantes 
 
 

Está convidado a participar neste estudo sobre a qualidade da aprendizagem e experiências de engajamento dos estudantes no 

ensino superior. A informação a ser recolhida é parte de um projecto de pesquisa de Doutoramento que está a ser desenvolvido 

na Faculdade de Ciências Sociais, Educação e Assistência Social da Queen's University Belfast, no Reino Unido. 
 
A sua participação é completamente voluntária e confidencial. Por favor responda livremente as questões colocadas. 
 
MUITO OBRIGADO PELA SUA PARTICIPAÇÃO. 
 
*Required 
 
 
1. País onde Estuda   
Mark only one oval.  
 
Reino Unido   
Portugal   
Cuba   
Angola 

 

PARTE I: PERFIL DOS ESTUDANTES  
 
2. Idade  

*Mark only one oval.  
 
18 a 22 anos   
23 a 28 anos   
29 a 35 anos   
36 a 44 anos   
Mais de 45 anos 

 
3. Sexo  

*Mark only one oval.   
Masculino   
Feminino 

 
4. Seleccione o Curso que está a frequentar  
*Mark only one oval.  
 
Direito   
Psicologia   
Enfermagem   
Contabilidade   
Outro Curso. Diga Qual? 

 
5. Qual é a duração do seu curso?  

*Mark only one oval.   
3 anos   
4 anos   
5 anos   
6 anos 
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6. Qual é a Província onde nasceu?  

*Mark only one oval.  
 
Luanda   
Huambo   
Benguela   
Uige   
Zaire   
Moxico   
Kuanza-Sul   
Kuanza-Norte   
Lunda-Norte   
Lunda-Sul   
Huila   
Cabinda   
Malange   
Namibe   
Cunene   
Cuando-Cubango   
Bengo   
Bié 

 
7. Que tipo de regime está a frequentar?  

*Mark only one oval.  
 
Estudante em regime diurno (não trabalhador)   
Estudante pós-laboral (turno Nocturno) (não trabalhador)   
Estudante-trabalhador (com frequência no turno Diurno)   
Estudante trabalhador do Curso Pós-laboral (Turno da Noite)   
Ensino à Distância 

 
8. Caso seja Trabalhador-Estudante, por favor indique que tipo de trabalho realiza?  

* Mark only one oval.  
 
Funcionário público   
Trabalhador de empresa pública   
Trabalhador de empresa privada   
Trabalhador por conta própria   
Outro 

 
9. Qual é o seu Estado Civil?  

*Mark only one oval.  
 
Solteiro   
Casado   
Viúvo   
Separado   
Divorciado   
Vivendo em União de Facto 

 

 
10. Qual é o salário mensal médio que aufere?  

*Mark only one oval.  
 
Não ganha salário (Não tem emprego)   
Entre 15.000 a 50.000 AKZ 
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Entre 51,000 a 150,000 AKZ   
 

Entre 151,000 a 350,000 AKZ 
 

Mais de 350,000 AKZ  
 
 

11. Qual é a Religião que você professa?  

*Mark only one oval.  
 
Nenhuma religião   
Católica   
Protestante   
Religião Animista (Religiões Africanas)   
Islamismo   
Judaismo   
Outra 

 
12. A que Grupo Étnico-linguístico pertence? 

*Mark only one oval.  
 
Não Sabe   
Ovimbundo   
Kimbundo   
Bakongo   
Tchokwe   
Gangela   
Outro 

 
13. Como é que financia os seus estudos?  

*Mark only one oval.  
 
Bolsa de Estudos do Governo   
Bolsa de Estudos de doadores estrangeiros   
Apoio financeiro dos Pais ou Parentes   
Com os meus rendimentos pessoais   
Outro 

 
14. Onde reside actualmente?  

*Mark only one oval.  
 
Vivo num dormitório ou alojamento dentro do campo universitário   
Vivo numa residência própria (vivenda, apartamento)   
Vivo numa casa alugada ou apartamento alugado   
Vivo em casa dos meus pais ou de familiares   
Outro 

 
15. Qual é o grau académico mais alto obtido por um dos seus Pais?  

*Mark only one oval.  
 
Não frequentou a escola   
Ensino Primário   
Ensino Secundário e ou Ensino Médio   
Licenciatura   
Mestrado   
Doutoramento 
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PARTE II – ENGAJAMENTO E APRENDIZAGEM 
 
16. Com base na sua experiência nesta universidade, durante um ano lectivo, com que frequência você realiza cada uma das seguintes actividades?  

*Mark only one oval per row. 
 
                                                                                 Muitas Vezes     As Vezes     Nunca   
Fez perguntas na sala de aulas ou  
participou em dabates durante as 
aulas  
Fez uma apresentação durante as  
aulas  
Preparou dois ou mais trabalhos  
escritos em papel (rascunhos) 
antes de entregá-los  
Escreveu artigos ou trabalhos 
escritos ou projectos que exigiam  
a integração de ideias ou 
informações de várias fontes  
Formulou ideias desde diversas 
perspectivas durante os debates  
na sala de aulas e nos trabalhos 
escritos (sobre raça, religião, 
género, crenças políticas, etc.)  
Foi às aulas sem ter concluido a  
leitura de textos ou artigos sobre 
as matérias dadas  
Trabalhou com outros colegas em  
projectos durante as aulas  
Trabalhou com os seus colegas  
fora da sala de aulas para 
responder às tarefas dadas  
 
17. Com base na sua experiência nesta instituição, durante um ano lectivo, com que frequência você realizou cada uma das seguintes tarefas? *Mark 
only one oval per row. 
 
                                                                                Muitas Vezes       As Vezes    Nunca   
Formulou opiniões ou elaborou 
conceitos que permitem completar  
tarefas e participar nos debates 
durante as aulas  
Ajudou ou ensinou outros colegas  
(serviço pago, voluntário ou 
informal)  
Participou de um projecto 
baseado na comunidade (por  
exemplo, estágio) como parte do 
curso  
Utilizou um meio electrônico 
(listserv, Internet, emails,  
mensagens, mídias sociais, etc.) 
para discutir ou concluir uma 
tarefa  
Discutiu as notas que lhe foram  
atribuidas com o Professor  
Falou sobre as suas perspectivas 
de carreira com membros um  
Professor ou Conselheiro da 
Faculdade  
Discutiu idéias, com base nas  
suas leituras ou materias, com os 
professores fora da sala de aulas  
 

18. Com base na sua experiência nesta instituição, durante um ano lectivo, quantas vezes você realizou cada uma das seguintes tarefas? *Mark only 

one oval per row. 
                                                                                 Muitas Vezes       As Vezes    Nunca   
Recebeu feedback escrito ou oral  
imediato dos professores sobre 
seu desempenho académico  
Trabalhou mais do que pensou  
para poder cumprir as exigências 
dos professores  
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Trabalhou com os professores em 
actividades extra-curriculares  
(comités, orientação, actividades 
de vida estudantil, etc.)  
Discutiu ideias provenientes dos 
livros ou de conteúdos 
ministrados nas aulas com outras  
pessoas fora da sala de aulas 
(colegas, familiares, colegas de 
trabalho, etc.)  
Manteve conversas sérias com 
estudantes que são muito  
diferentes de você em termos de 
suas crenças religiosas, opiniões 
políticas ou valores pessoais  
 

19. Durante um ano lectivo, até que ponto o seu curso enfatiza as seguintes actividades mentais?  

*Mark only one oval per row. 
                                                                                 Muitas Vezes      As Vezes   Nunca   
Memorização de factos, ideias, 
métodos ou conteúdos das  
disciplinas para posterior 
repetição  
Análise dos elementos principais  
de uma ideia, experiência ou 
teoria  
Sintetização e organização de 
ideias, informações ou  
experiências atarvés da 
formulação de novas e complexas 
interpretações e relacionamentos  
Elaboração de julgamentos sobre 
o valor da informação, dos 
argumentos ou métodos (análise  
de como os outros coleccionaram 
e interpretaram os dados e 
avaliando a solidez das suas 
conclusões)  
Aplicação de teorias ou conceitos  
aos problemas práticos ou em 
novas situações  
 
20. Durante o ano lectivo qual é a quantidade de trabalhos de leitura e escrita realizados por si?  

*Mark only one oval per row. 

Nenhuma 1-4      5-10        11-20         Mais do que 20 
 

     vezes vezes        vezes        vezes  

 
   

Número de livros didáticos, 
outros livros ou materiais de  
leitura fornecidos pelos 
professores  
Número de livros lidos por 
conta própria (não exigidos  
nas aulas) lidos por prazer 
pessoal ou para 
enriquecimento académico  
Número de artigos escritos ou  
relatórios de 20 páginas ou 
mais  
Número de artigos escritos ou  
relatórios entre 5 e 19 páginas  
Número de artigos escritos ou  
relatórios de menos de 5 
páginas  
 

21. Numa semana normal, quantos trabalhos de casa orientados pelos professores você realiza?  

*Mark only one oval per row. 
                                                                              Nenhuma     1-2     3-4    5-6  Mais de 6   
Número de trabalhos de casa que  
duram mais de uma hora para  
realizar  
Número de trabalhos de casa que  
duram menos de uma hora para 
realizar  
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22. Coloque um círculo no número que melhor representa em que medida os seus exames durante um ano lectivo o desafiaram a fazer um melhor 

esforço?  

*Mark only one oval. 
       1                        2   3           4                    5                  6                       7   
 

 
 

 

 
Muito Pouco                Demasiado 
 

 

23. Durante um ano lectivo, com que frequência você faz cada uma das seguintes tarefas?  

*Mark only one oval per row. 
 
                                                                                 Muitas Vezes  As Vezes  Nunca   
Assistiu a um espectáculo de 
música, uma exposição de arte,  
teatro, dança, música, teatro ou 
outra performance  
Fez exercicios ou participou de  
actividades físicas  
Participou em actividades para 
melhorar a sua espiritualidade  
(adoração, meditação, oração, 
etc.)  
Examinou os pontos fortes e 
fracos dos seus próprios pontos  
de vista sobre um tema ou 
problema  
Tentou entender melhor os pontos 
de vista de outra pessoa,  
imaginando como uma questão 
pode ser vista deste a perspectiva 
da outra pessoa  
Aprendeu algo que mudou a  
maneira como entendia um 
problema ou conceito  
 
24. Quais das seguintes acçoes fez ou planeja fazer antes de concluir a sua formação universitária?  

*Mark only one oval per row. 

 
                                                                                 Fez Planifica fazer Não pensa fazer Ainda não decidiu   
Estágio, experiência de campo,  
experiência numa empresa ou 
estágio clínico   
Serviço comunitário ou voluntário  
Participar de uma comunidade de  
aprendizagem ou algum outro 
programa formal de aprendizagem  
Trabalhar num projecto de 
pesquisa com um professor fora  
do curso ou fora dos requisitos do 
curso  
Participar de um curso de línguas  
estrangeiras   
Estudar no exterior do país  
Realizar estudos independentes  
ou num projecto pessoal numa 
área de saber  
Terminar uma experiência sénior 
(projecto de fim de curso,  
monografia, tese, exame 
abrangente, etc.)  
 

25. Marque no círculo o número que melhor representa a qualidade das relações entre os Estudantes  
*Não Amistosos, Não Apoiadores, com sentido de Alienação= 1-3  Amistosos, Apoiadores, Com sentido de Pertença= 5-7 
Mark only one oval. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Não Amistosos, Não                       Amitosos, 
Apoiadores, com                       Apoiadores, com 

sentido de Alienacao                          sentido de Pertenca  
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26. Marque no círculo o número que melhor representa a qualidade das relações entre os Estudantes e os Professores  

*Não disponiveis, Não apoiadores, Antipáticos = 1-3 Disponives, Apoiadores, Simpáticos = 5-7 Mark only one oval. 

 
                                             1     2     3    4     5     6      7 

Não disponiveis, Não                       Disponíveis, 
apoiadores,                       Apoiadores, 
Antipaticos                      Simpáticos  

 
 

 

 

27. Marque no círculo o número que melhor representa a qualidade das relações entre os estudantes, o pessoal administrativo e gestores  

*Mark only one oval. 

 
                                                                1 2 3 4 5 6 7  
 

Não apoiadores, de                                                          Apoiadores, 
 

                                                          Respeiosos,  

desrespeito, de rigidez  

                                                   Flexiveis  

 
 

 
28. Quantas horas você gasta, numa semana típica de 7 dias, fazendo cada uma das seguintes acções?  
*Mark only one oval per row. 
 
                                                                              0 horas por semana 1-8 9-16  17-25    Mais de 25 horas   
Preparando-se para a aula 
(estudar, ler, escrever, fazer as  
tarefas de casa ou trabalhos de 
laboratório, analisar dados ou 
outras actividades académicas)  
Trabalhando dentro da  
universidade (trabalho 
remuneado)  
Trabalhando fora da universidade  
(remunerado)  
Participando em actividades extra- 
curriculares (organizações, 
publicações dentro do campus 
universitário, associação  
estudantil, fraternidade ou 
irmandades, prática de desportos 
coletivos ou intra-universitários, 
etc.)  
Relaxando e socializando  
(assistindo TV, festas, etc.)  
Fornecendo cuidados para 
pessoas dependentes que vivem  
com você (pais, filhos, esposo/a, 
etc.)  
Deslocando-se para as aulas  
(conduzindo, andando, etc.)  
 

29. Em que medida a sua instituição enfatiza cada uma das seguintes questões?  

*Mark only one oval per row. 
 
                                                                                Muitas Vezes  As Vezes  Nunca   
Obriga a investir tempo estudando  
e em trabalhos académicos  
Fornece o apoio que você precisa  
para ajudá-lo a ter sucesso 
académico  
Incentiva o contacto entre 
estudantes de diferentes origens  
económicas, sociais, raciais ou 
étnicas  
Ajuda você a lidar com suas 
responsabilidades não  
académicas (trabalho, família, 
etc.)  
Fornece o apoio que você precisa  
para prosperar socialmente  
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Incentiva a participar de eventos e 
actividades na universidade  
(palestrantes especiais, 
demonstrações culturais, eventos 
desportivos, etc.)  
Fornece meios como  
computadores para realizar 
trabalhos académicos  
 
30. Em que medida a sua instituição contribui para o seu conhecimento, habilidades e desenvolvimento pessoal nas seguintes áreas?  

*Mark only one oval per row. 
 
                                                                                 Muitas Vezes  As Vezes  Nunca   
Adquirir uma ampla educação  
geral  
Adquirir conhecimentos e  
habilidades de trabalho e 
emprego   
Falar de forma clara e eficaz  
Escrever de forma clara e eficaz  
Pensar de forma crítica e analítica  
Analisar problemas quantitaivos  
Usar a informática e as  
tecnologias da informação  
Trabalhar efectivamente com os  
outros  
 
 

31. Em que medida a experiência nesta instituição contribuiu para o seu conhecimento, habilidades e desenvolvimento pessoal nas seguintes áreas?  

*Mark only one oval per row. 
 
                                                                                Muitas Vezes  As Vezes  Nunca   
Adquirir uma ampla educação  
geral  
A participar em processos de  
votação em eleições locais ou 
nacionais  
Ajudou a aprender de forma eficaz  
e por conta própria  
Melhorou a compreender-se a si  
mesmo  
Ajudou a compreender as  
pessoas de outras origens raciais 
e étnicas  
Ajudou na resolução de  
problemas complexos do mundo 
real  
Permitiu desenvolver um código  
pessoal de valores e de ética  
Ajudou a melhor contribuir para o  
bem-estar de sua comunidade  
Ajudou a desenvolver uma  
sensação profunda de 
espiritualidade  
 

PARTE III – ENSINO E RECURSOS 

 
32. Em relação a ministração das aulas no seu curso  

*Mark only one oval per row. 
 

  Não   
 

Concordo 
Concordo concordo Discordo Discordo 

 

Totalmente nem parcialmente completamente  

 
 

  discordo   
   

Os professores são  
bons em explicar as 
matérias  
Os professores  
leccionam de modo 
interessante  
Os professores  
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ensinam com 
entusiasmo  
O curso é  
intelectualmente 
estimulante  
 
33. Em relação aos recursos disponiveis para a aprendizagem  

*Mark only one oval per row. 
  Não   

 

Concordo 
Concordo concordo Discordo Discordo 

 

Totalmente nem parcialmente completamente  

 
 

  discordo   
   

A instituição possui uma biblioteca e  
biblioteca digital actualizada  
Os serviços da biblioteca são bons  
e respondem às minhas 
necessidades  
Tenho acesso a equipamentos, 
computadores, instalações ou salas 
especializadas quando eu preciso  
A instituição possui laboratórios (de  
Ciências, de Linguas, ou outros)  
A instituição possui residências para 
estudantes  
A instituição possui instalações  
desportivas e recreativas  
Os alunos têm acesso a revistas 
científicas, jornais, artigos, bases de 
dados de jornais cientificos  
Os alunos têmacesso a livros  
didácticos e materiais de 
referencia  
Os alunos têm   
acesso à Internet  
Os alunos têm   
acesso a espaços 
de estudo e leitura  
 

PARTE IV – NIVEL DE SATISFAÇÃO 
 

34. Como você avalia de modo geral a sua experiência educacional nessa instituição?  
* Mark only one oval.  
 
Excelente   
Boa   
Normal   
Pobre 

 
35. Caso pudesse começar de novo, frequentaria esta mesma instituição de ensino superior?  

* Mark only one oval.  
 
Sim   
Provavelmente Sim   
Provavelmente Não   
Não  
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Appendix 6: Interview Guide 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Interview with Students 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A: What students do to learn: their preparation, motivation for learning and level of academic 

effort, study methods learning approaches 

 

1. Why did you select this university to study? Why did you select this course? What 

motivates you and your colleagues to complete a university degree? 

2. In your experience of these past years, in what ways do students prepare themselves to 

study, in this university or course?  

3. What do you think is the focus of learning engagement activities in your coursework?  

4. From your experience in this university or course, in what ways do you think students are 

engaged in active and collaborative learning activities?  

 

B: Evaluation of degree of interactions, enriching educational experiences and the extent to 

which the campus environment is supportive 

 

5. Could you describe what the strengths and problems do you see in the relationships 

amongst students, between students and academic staff and between students and 

administrative personnel, including management? 

6. In this course and university, how rich do you consider is the educational experience for 

students?  

 

C: Evaluation of the overall educational experience and plans for future  

 

7. In your view, in which ways this university prepared you for the world of work (job 

market)? /for everyday life? / For knowledge development? / For developing values?  

8. Looking back on your own experience in this university and course, can you write down, 

anonymously: 

a. One or two aspects that negatively influenced your learning (whether your personal 

or intellectual development)? 

b. One or two aspects that most positively impacted or enhanced your learning 

(whether your personal or intellectual development)? 

9. What are your individual plans when you complete this course?  

 

Thank you for sharing your responses! 

  

Individual Code:  _________________ 

Univ. Code _________ 

Date: ____/_____/_____ 

Course_________________________________ 
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Appendix 7: Invitation Letter to Higher Education Institutions 

                        Date: 28th January 2018 

 

Dear Chancellor of the University of ____________ 

 

Research Title: Student Engagement in Inter/National Students Reading for Professional Degree 

Programs in Angola, Cuba, Portugal, and United Kingdom: A Convergent Parallel Mixed-Methods 

Research Approach. 

 

I would like to invite your Institution to participate in a research project that I am conducting as part of 

Doctoral studies in Education at the Queen’s University Belfast, United Kingdom. This project is 

supervised by Prof. Tony Gallagher (am.gallagher@qub,ac,uk) and Dr. Dina Belluigi 

(d.belluigi@qub.ac.uk).  

 

This research aims to increase understanding of the factors influencing quality learning in higher 

education. The main purpose is to understand how students engage with the practices that generate 

productive learning and how institutions are providing the conditions and opportunities that can 

stimulate student’s success. This is a comparative study involving Angolan undergraduate students 

studying in public and private higher education institutions in Angola and abroad.  

 

The sample will be drawn from final-year students in three disciplines, one each from the arts and 

humanities, science, and health and life sciences. The study will use mixed research methods approach, 

including a survey on student engagement, and semi-structured interviews with students. The survey is 

adapted from the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), developed by the Indiana University 

(Kuh, 2005) and measures: 1) academic challenge; 2) the degree of active and collaborative learning; 

3) student–staff interaction; 4) provision of enriching educational experiences and; 5) the extent to 

which the campus environment is supportive. The semi-structured interviews will explore issues 

identified in the survey that need further clarifications and understanding.  

 

All data collected from participants of this study will be treated confidentially. Reports will not include 

any identifiers of any individual or institution involved in the study, and care will be taken in data 

analysis as to ensure that no reported data have personal information of participants and of HEIs. 

 

The participation of your University will be a valuable addition to this research and findings could lead 

to greater public understanding and policymaking related to quality assurance and quality enhancement 

of higher education in Angola.  

 

This letter serves to inform you in relation to this research. An attached letter will be sent to the Head 

of the School in case you accept your institution to participate in this research, as to organize with the 

Heads of Schools the details and dates for data collection. 

 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me via email cqueiroz01@qub.ac.uk  

 

Best regards.  
 

Carla Queiroz, PhD Candidate 

Queen’s University Belfast  

mailto:am.gallagher@qub,ac,uk
mailto:d.belluigi@qub.ac.uk
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Appendix 8: Information Sheet for Research Participants 

PARTICIPANTS’ INFORMATION SHEET 

 

1. Research Project Title  

Student Engagement in Inter/National Students Reading for Professional Degree Programs in Angola, 

Cuba, Portugal, and United Kingdom: A Convergent Parallel Mixed-Methods Research Approach 

 

2. Invitation  

You have been invited to take part in this research project. Before you decide to do so, it is important 

you understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please take time to read the 

following information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. Ask the researcher if there is 

anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. Take time to decide whether you wish 

to take part. Thank you for reading this.  

 

3. What is the project’s purpose?  

This research project is a comparative study aiming to assess how Angolan students studying in public 

and private HEIs in Angola and abroad are engaging with practices that generate productive learning 

and how institutions are providing the conditions and opportunities that can stimulate success. 

 

4. Why have I been chosen?  

You have been chosen because as a student, you are in a better position to provide your views and 

experiences in relation to quality learning, which can help to inform policy making process and improve 

quality assurance in higher education in Angola. 

 

5. Do I have to take part?  

You are free to decide whether to take part in this research process. If you decide to take part, you will 

be able to keep a copy of this information sheet and you should indicate your agreement through the 

online consent form or in a printed form. You can withdraw at any time without giving any reason and 

your withdrawal will have no consequences on you. 

 

6. What will happen to me if I take part?  

You will be asked to complete a web-based survey or in a printed survey. The survey will take about 

30 minutes. You can be also selected to participate in an interview with the researcher for a better 

understanding of your views and opinions. 

 

7. What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?  

Participating in this research project is not expected to cause you any disadvantages or risks because all 

data will be anonymised, and it will not be possible to link you with any data held as part of the study. 

The survey will take some of your time that may affect your activities and we convey your gratitude for 

your contribution to this research. 

 

8. What are the possible benefits of taking part?  

Whilst there are no immediate benefits for participants in this project, it is hoped that this work will 

have an impact in understanding student’s voices and opinions on quality learning which may contribute 

to improving the quality of higher education. 

 

9. What if something goes wrong?  

If you have any complaints about the project in the first instance you can contact directly the researcher 

via email (cqueiroz01@qub.ac.uk) or directly, or contact her Academic Supervisor, Professor Tony 

Gallagher at am.gallagher@qub.ac.uk 

 

 

mailto:cqueiroz01@qub.ac.uk
mailto:am.gallagher@qub.ac.uk
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10. Will my taking part in this project be kept confidential?  

All the information that will be collect from you during this research will be kept strictly confidential. 

You will not be identified or identifiable in any reports or publications. Your institution will also not 

be identified or identifiable. Any data collected from you through online questionnaire will be stored 

online and anonymously in a form protected by passwords and other relevant security processes and 

technologies.  

 

11. Will I be recorded, and how will the recorded media be used?  

You will not be recorded in any way other than your input to the questionnaire without separate 

permission being gained from you. If you choose to participate in an interview, the researcher will ask 

your permission to audio record the conversation. Your answers in the interviews will be transcript and 

translated into English. 

 

12. What type of information will be sought from me and why is the collection of this information 

relevant for achieving the research project’s objectives?  

In the questionnaire you will be asked to give your opinions, views and experiences in relation to quality 

learning of your course and your university. Your views and experience are the main information that 

the project is interested in exploring.  

 

13. What will happen to the results of the research project?  

Results of the research will be published. You will not be identified in any report or publication. Your 

institution will also not be identified. If you wish to be given a copy of any reports resulting from the 

research, please ask the researcher to add your name on our circulation list. The list will not be 

accessible to anyone else and not visible to other participants. 

 

14. Who is organising and funding the research?  

This research project is developed by a PhD Candidate Carla Queiroz, in a research project implemented 

in partnership with Queen’s University Belfast in United Kingdom and the Ministry of Higher 

Education in Angola. The research is supervised by Professor Tony Gallagher and Dr Dina Belluigi. 

Funding for fieldwork is also provided by BAICE, the British Association for International 

Comparative Education. 

 

15. Who has ethically reviewed the project?  

This project has been ethically approved by the Ethics Committee of the School of Social Sciences, 

Education and Social Work at Queen’s University Belfast. The Queen´s University Belfast Ethical 

principles and guidelines are aligned with the British Educational Research Association BERA (Ethical 

Guidelines for Educational Research, 2004).   

 

Contacts for further information 

PhD Candidate Carla Queiroz, School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work 

Queen’s University Belfast, cqueiroz01@qub.ac.uk 

Tel: +44 (0)7393836199; Tel: +244 (0)926663409 

Queen’s University Belfast 

University Road, Belfast BT7 1NN 

 

Thank you for taking part in this research. 

  

mailto:cqueiroz01@qub.ac.uk
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Appendix 9: The Letter for Recruiting Participants 

 

Invitation Letter to participate in the Survey 

 

Research Title: Student Engagement in Inter/National Students Reading for Professional Degree 

Programs in Angola, Cuba, Portugal, and United Kingdom: A Convergent Parallel Mixed-Methods 

Research Approach. 

 

Dear student, 

 

I am conducting a survey as part of a research study to increase understanding of the factors 

influencing quality learning in higher education institutions. The main purpose is to understand 

how students engage with the practices that generate productive learning and how institutions 

are providing the conditions and opportunities that can stimulate student’s success. 

 

As a student you are in an ideal position to give us valuable first-hand information from your 

own perspective. The survey takes around 30 minutes. The intention is to capture your thoughts 

and perspectives based in your experience as a student in this University/ Faculty/Department. 

This research is a comparative study involving Angolan students in HEIs in Angola and abroad. 

 

Your responses to the questions will be kept confidential and no individuals or institutions will 

be identified, directly or indirectly, in any report on the results.  

 

Your participation will be a valuable addition to our research and findings could lead to greater 

public understanding and policy making related to quality assurance and quality enhancement 

of higher education in Angola.  

 

If you are willing to participate, please email me back expressing your interest. I will send to 

you an email with the Consent Form and more detailed information, which you should sign 

and scan it back to me. I will also send to you a link to the online survey, which should be 

completed as soon as possible. 

 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me via email cqueiroz01@qub.ac.uk 

Or my Supervisors Prof. Tony Gallagher (am.gallagher@qub,ac,uk) and Dr. Dina Belluigi 

(d.belluigi@qub.ac.uk).  

 

Thank you! 

 

(The Researcher) 

 

  

mailto:cqueiroz01@qub.ac.uk
mailto:am.gallagher@qub,ac,uk
mailto:d.belluigi@qub.ac.uk
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Appendix 10: Consent Form 

CONSENT FORM FOR SURVEY 

 

Title of the project: Student Engagement in Inter/National Students Reading for Professional Degree 

Programs in Angola, Cuba, Portugal, and United Kingdom: A Convergent Parallel Mixed-Methods 

Research Approach. 

 

 

 Yes 

1. I confirm that I have been given and have read and understand the Information 

Leaflet for the above study.  I confirm I have had the opportunity to ask and receive 

answers to any questions I may have had. 

 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at 

any time, without giving any reason. 

 

3. I agree to take part in the above study, inclusive of the procedures mentioned in the 

Information Leaflet (for a questionnaire). 

 

4. I understand that my participation or non-participation will not affect my career 

progression, or my legal rights will not be affected in anyway. 

 

5. I understand all data will be treated securely, and will be stored electronically and 

in a secure environment, at Queen’s University Belfast, and will be used only by 

the researcher and her supervisors; and that the electronic data will be destroyed 

after five years. 

 

6. I understand that I will not be identifiable in any data published in relation to this 

project. 
 

 

I agree to take part in this research project 

 

_____________________    ________               __________________________ 

Name of Participant Date Signature 

 

 

______________________        __________           __________________________ 

Name of Person taking consent Date Signature 

(If different from Researcher) 

 

 

___________________                     __________                  _________________________ 

Name of Researcher                            Date Signature 

 

 

Carla Queiroz, PhD Candidate, Queen’s University Belfast, United Kingdom 

cqueiroz01@qub.ac.uk 

 

(One copy for Researcher and one copy for the participant) 

  

mailto:cqueiroz01@qub.ac.uk
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CONSENT FORM FOR INTERVIEW 

 

Title of the project: Student Engagement in Inter/National Students Reading for Professional 

Degree Programs in Angola, Cuba, Portugal, and United Kingdom: A Convergent Parallel 

Mixed-Methods Research Approach. 

 

 Yes 

1. I confirm that I have been given and have read and understand the Information 

Leaflet for the above study.  I confirm that have had the opportunity to ask and 

receive answers to any questions I may have had. 

 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at 

any time, without giving any reason. 

 

3. I agree to take part in the above study, inclusive of the procedures mentioned in the 

Information Leaflet (for an interview). 

 

4. I understand that my participation or non-participation will not affect my career 

progression, or my legal rights will not be affected in anyway. 

 

5. I understand all data will be treated securely, and will be stored electronically and 

in a secure environment, at Queen’s University Belfast, and will be used only by 

the researcher and her supervisors; and that the electronic data will be destroyed 

after five years. 

 

6. I understand that I will not be identifiable in any data published in relation to this 

project. 

 

 

 

I agree to take part in this research project 

 

 

_____________________    ________               __________________________ 

Name of Participant      Date Signature 

 

 

______________________        __________           __________________________ 

Name of Person taking consent      Date Signature 

(If different from Researcher) 

 

 

___________________                     __________                  _________________________ 

Name of Researcher      Date Signature 

 

 

Carla Queiroz, PhD Candidate, Queen’s University Belfast, United Kingdom 

cqueiroz01@qub.ac.uk 
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Appendix 11: SPSS Output Tables - Descriptives and Inferencial Statistics 
 

EXAMINE VARIABLES=OVERALL_Academic_challenge 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF HISTOGRAM NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 

Explore 

Notes 

Output Created 20-MAR-2020 23:17:22 

Comments  

Input Data C:\carla_dataset_merged.sav 

Active Dataset DataSet1 

Filter <none> 

Weight <none> 

Split File <none> 

N of Rows in Working Data 

File 
1010 

Missing Value Handling Definition of Missing User-defined missing values for dependent 

variables are treated as missing. 

Cases Used Statistics are based on cases with no missing values 

for any dependent variable or factor used. 

Syntax EXAMINE 

VARIABLES=OVERALL_Academic_challenge 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF HISTOGRAM 

NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 

Resources Processor Time 00:00:02.45 

Elapsed Time 00:00:01.77 

 

Case Processing Summary 

 

Cases 

Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

OVERALL_Academic_challen

ge 
1010 100.0% 0 0.0% 1010 100.0% 

 

 

Descriptives 

 Statistic Std. Error 

OVERALL_Academic_challen

ge 

Mean 53.7313 1.41983 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Mean 

Lower Bound 50.9452  

Upper Bound 56.5175  

5% Trimmed Mean 51.8511  

Median 52.2700  

Variance 2036.076  

Std. Deviation 45.12290  

Minimum .00  

Maximum 999.00  

Range 999.00  

Interquartile Range 21.66  

Skewness 18.246 .077 

Kurtosis 381.058 .154 
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Tests of Normality 

 

Kolmogorov-Smirnova Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

OVERALL_Academic_challen

ge 
.245 1010 .000 .238 1010 .000 

 

a. Lilliefors Significance Correction 

 

OVERALL_Academic_challenge 

 

 
 

OVERALL_Academic_challenge Stem-and-Leaf Plot 

 

 Frequency    Stem &  Leaf 

 

     2.00 Extremes    (=<7) 

     6.00        1 .  02& 

     9.00        1 .  5568& 

    19.00        2 .  00022222& 

    46.00        2 .  5555555777777778999999& 

    70.00        3 .  000111111111111222233334444444444 

    85.00        3 .  55555566666666666667777777788888888888899 

   101.00        4 .  0000000000000000011111122222222233333333333333344 

    96.00        4 .  5555555555555555555555566677777777777777777777& 

   148.00        5 .  0000000000000000000000000000000000222222222222222222222222223344444444444& 

   102.00        5 .  5555555555555666666666666777777788899999999999999 

   105.00        6 .  000000000000011111111111222222222222223333333333334 

    67.00        6 .  555555555555555566666777788888899 

    52.00        7 .  000000000000222222222223& 

    55.00        7 .  555555555555557777777789999 

    25.00        8 .  00011233344 

    11.00        8 .  55678 

     7.00        9 .  14& 

     4.00 Extremes    (>=100) 

 

 Stem width:     10.00 

 Each leaf:       2 case(s) 

 

 & denotes fractional leaves. 
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EXAMINE VARIABLES=OVERALL_Active_Collaborative_Learning 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF HISTOGRAM NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 

 

Explore 

 

Notes 

Output Created 20-MAR-2020 23:18:06 

Comments  

Input Data C:\carla_dataset_merged.sav 

Active Dataset DataSet1 

Filter <none> 

Weight <none> 

Split File <none> 

N of Rows in Working Data 

File 
1010 

Missing Value Handling Definition of Missing User-defined missing values for dependent 

variables are treated as missing. 

Cases Used Statistics are based on cases with no missing values 

for any dependent variable or factor used. 
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Syntax EXAMINE 

VARIABLES=OVERALL_Active_Collaborative_

Learning 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF HISTOGRAM 

NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 

Resources Processor Time 00:00:00.75 

Elapsed Time 00:00:00.78 

 

 

Case Processing Summary 

 

Cases 

Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

OVERALL_Active_Collaborat

ive_Learning 
831 82.3% 179 17.7% 1010 100.0% 

 

 

Descriptives 

 Statistic Std. Error 

OVERALL_Active_Collaborati

ve_Learning 

Mean 65.7040 .55422 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Mean 

Lower Bound 64.6161  

Upper Bound 66.7918  

5% Trimmed Mean 65.8882  

Median 68.7500  

Variance 255.253  

Std. Deviation 15.97664  

Minimum 18.75  

Maximum 100.00  

Range 81.25  

Interquartile Range 18.75  

Skewness -.215 .085 

Kurtosis -.423 .169 

 

 

Tests of Normality 

 

Kolmogorov-Smirnova Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

OVERALL_Active_Collaborat

ive_Learning 
.112 831 .000 .979 831 .000 

 

a. Lilliefors Significance Correction 

 

 

OVERALL_Active_Collaborative_Learning 
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OVERALL_Active_Collaborative_Learning Stem-and-Leaf Plot 

 

 Frequency    Stem &  Leaf 

 

     6.00 Extremes    (=<25) 

    20.00        3 .  1111111111 

    32.00        3 .  7777777777777777 

    50.00        4 .  3333333333333333333333333 

      .00        4 . 

    82.00        5 .  00000000000000000000000000000000000000000 

    91.00        5 .  666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666 

   116.00        6 .  2222222222222222222222222222222222222222222222222222222222 

   108.00        6 .  888888888888888888888888888888888888888888888888888888 

      .00        7 . 

   140.00        7 .  5555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555 

    94.00        8 .  11111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 

    46.00        8 .  77777777777777777777777 

    34.00        9 .  33333333333333333 

      .00        9 . 

    12.00       10 .  000000 

 

 Stem width:     10.00 

 Each leaf:       2 case(s) 
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EXAMINE VARIABLES=OVERALL_Student_Staff_Interaction 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF HISTOGRAM NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 

 

Explore 

 

Notes 

Output Created 20-MAR-2020 23:18:23 

Comments  

Input Data C:\carla_dataset_merged.sav 

Active Dataset DataSet1 

Filter <none> 

Weight <none> 

Split File <none> 

N of Rows in Working Data 

File 
1010 

Missing Value Handling Definition of Missing User-defined missing values for dependent variables 

are treated as missing. 

Cases Used Statistics are based on cases with no missing values 

for any dependent variable or factor used. 

Syntax EXAMINE 

VARIABLES=OVERALL_Student_Staff_Interactio

n 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF HISTOGRAM 

NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 

Resources Processor Time 00:00:00.70 

Elapsed Time 00:00:00.75 
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Case Processing Summary 

 

Cases 

Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

OVERALL_Student_Staff_Inte

raction 
851 84.3% 159 15.7% 1010 100.0% 

 

 

Descriptives 

 Statistic Std. Error 

OVERALL_Student_Staff_Inte

raction 

Mean 33.2511 .71611 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Mean 

Lower Bound 31.8455  

Upper Bound 34.6566  

5% Trimmed Mean 32.4910  

Median 30.0000  

Variance 436.405  

Std. Deviation 20.89031  

Minimum .00  

Maximum 100.00  

Range 100.00  

Interquartile Range 30.00  

Skewness .438 .084 

Kurtosis -.238 .167 

 

Tests of Normality 

 

Kolmogorov-Smirnova Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

OVERALL_Student_Staff_Inte

raction 
.118 851 .000 .961 851 .000 

 

a. Lilliefors Significance Correction 

 

 

OVERALL_Student_Staff_Interaction 

 

 
 

OVERALL_Student_Staff_Interaction Stem-and-Leaf Plot 

 

 Frequency    Stem &  Leaf 

 

    68.00        0 .  0000000000000000000000000000000000 

     1.00        0 .  & 
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   108.00        1 .  000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000 

     8.00        1 .  6666 

   139.00        2 .  000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000 

    10.00        2 .  55555 

   142.00        3 .  0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000333333 

      .00        3 . 

   137.00        4 .  00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000111111 

      .00        4 . 

   112.00        5 .  00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000 

     9.00        5 .  8888 

    48.00        6 .  000000000000000000000000 

     8.00        6 .  6666 

    25.00        7 .  000000000000 

     8.00        7 .  5555 

    21.00        8 .  0000000003 

      .00        8 . 

     4.00        9 .  01 

     3.00 Extremes    (>=100) 

 

 Stem width:     10.00 

 Each leaf:       2 case(s) 

 & denotes fractional leaves. 

 

 

 
 

 
 

EXAMINE VARIABLES=OVERALL_Enriching_Educational_Exp 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF HISTOGRAM NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 
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  /NOTOTAL. 

 

Explore 

 

Notes 

Output Created 20-MAR-2020 23:18:43 

Comments  

Input Data C:\carla_dataset_merged.sav 

Active Dataset DataSet1 

Filter <none> 

Weight <none> 

Split File <none> 

N of Rows in Working Data 

File 
1010 

Missing Value Handling Definition of Missing User-defined missing values for dependent 

variables are treated as missing. 

Cases Used Statistics are based on cases with no missing values 

for any dependent variable or factor used. 

Syntax EXAMINE 

VARIABLES=OVERALL_Enriching_Educational

_Exp 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF HISTOGRAM 

NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 

Resources Processor Time 00:00:00.69 

Elapsed Time 00:00:00.75 

 

Case Processing Summary 

 

Cases 

Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

OVERALL_Enriching_Educati

onal_Exp 
623 61.7% 387 38.3% 1010 100.0% 

 

Descriptives 

 Statistic Std. Error 

OVERALL_Enriching_Educati

onal_Exp 

Mean 33.7081 .61626 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Mean 

Lower Bound 32.4979  

Upper Bound 34.9183  

5% Trimmed Mean 33.0922  

Median 31.8200  

Variance 236.602  

Std. Deviation 15.38186  

Minimum .00  

Maximum 93.18  

Range 93.18  

Interquartile Range 20.45  

Skewness .588 .098 

Kurtosis .342 .195 

 

Tests of Normality 

 

Kolmogorov-Smirnova Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

OVERALL_Enriching_Educati

onal_Exp 
.081 623 .000 .975 623 .000 
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a. Lilliefors Significance Correction 

 

OVERALL_Enriching_Educational_Exp 

 

 

 
OVERALL_Enriching_Educational_Exp Stem-and-Leaf Plot 

 Frequency    Stem &  Leaf 

     9.00        0 .  0444 

    10.00        0 .  66999 

    39.00        1 .  1111333333333333333 

    57.00        1 .  5555555555588888888888888888 

    72.00        2 .  00000000000000002222222222222222222 

   105.00        2 .  5555555555555555777777777777777777777999999999999999 

    65.00        3 .  11111111111111111114444444444444 

    57.00        3 .  6666666666888888888888888888 

    64.00        4 .  0000000000000003333333333333333 

    44.00        4 .  555555557777777777777 

    53.00        5 .  00000000222222222244444444 

    15.00        5 .  6666699 

    12.00        6 .  111333 

     8.00        6 .  5588 

     4.00        7 .  0& 

     9.00 Extremes    (>=75) 

 Stem width:     10.00 

 Each leaf:       2 case(s) & denotes fractional leaves. 
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EXAMINE VARIABLES=OVERALL_Supportive_Campus_Environment 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF HISTOGRAM NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 

 

Explore 

 

Notes 

Output Created 20-MAR-2020 23:19:06 

Comments  

Input Data C:\carla_dataset_merged.sav 

Active Dataset DataSet1 

Filter <none> 

Weight <none> 

Split File <none> 

N of Rows in Working Data 

File 
1010 

Missing Value Handling Definition of Missing User-defined missing values for dependent 

variables are treated as missing. 

Cases Used Statistics are based on cases with no 

missing values for any dependent variable 

or factor used. 
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Syntax EXAMINE 

VARIABLES=OVERALL_Supportive_Ca

mpus_Environment 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF 

HISTOGRAM NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 

Resources Processor Time 00:00:00.67 

Elapsed Time 00:00:00.67 

 

 

Case Processing Summary 

 

Cases 

Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

OVERALL_Supportive_Camp

us_Environment 
840 83.2% 170 16.8% 1010 100.0% 

 

Descriptives 

 Statistic Std. Error 

OVERALL_Supportive_Camp

us_Environment 

Mean 57.4143 .64131 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Mean 

Lower Bound 56.1555  

Upper Bound 58.6731  

5% Trimmed Mean 57.4303  

Median 57.3000  

Variance 345.477  

Std. Deviation 18.58702  

Minimum 8.33  

Maximum 100.00  

Range 91.67  

Interquartile Range 25.85  

Skewness -.026 .084 

Kurtosis -.453 .169 

 

 

Tests of Normality 

 

Kolmogorov-Smirnova Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

OVERALL_Supportive_Camp

us_Environment 
.031 840 .058 .994 840 .003 

 

a. Lilliefors Significance Correction 

 

OVERALL_Supportive_Campus_Environment 
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OVERALL_Supportive_Campus_Environment Stem-and-Leaf Plot 

 Frequency    Stem &  Leaf 

 

     2.00        0 .  8 

     3.00        1 .  3 

    15.00        1 .  6666999 

     9.00        2 .  2222 

    29.00        2 .  5555555557777& 

    41.00        3 .  00000001133333333344 

    63.00        3 .  5666666666666666788888888888999 

    55.00        4 .  011111111111112244444444444 

    56.00        4 .  555777777777777777777888888 

   101.00        5 .  00000000000000000000000002222222222222222222233344 

    94.00        5 .  5555555555555555566677777888888888888999999999 

    84.00        6 .  0011111111112222222223333333333344444444 

    68.00        6 .  5555566666666667777778999999999999 

    59.00        7 .  0000011222222223333333333334 

    64.00        7 .  555555555555555677777788888899 

    41.00        8 .  0001133333333344444 

    18.00        8 .  55667799& 

    21.00        9 .  0011111124& 

    10.00        9 .  6668& 

     7.00       10 .  000 

 

 Stem width:     10.00 

 Each leaf:       2 case(s) 

 & denotes fractional leaves. 
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EXAMINE VARIABLES=OVERALL_Teaching 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF HISTOGRAM NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 

 

Explore 

 

Notes 

Output Created 20-MAR-2020 23:19:40 

Comments  

Input Data C:\carla_dataset_merged.sav 

Active Dataset DataSet1 

Filter <none> 

Weight <none> 

Split File <none> 

N of Rows in Working Data 

File 
1010 

Missing Value Handling Definition of Missing User-defined missing values for dependent 

variables are treated as missing. 

Cases Used Statistics are based on cases with no 

missing values for any dependent variable 

or factor used. 

Syntax EXAMINE 

VARIABLES=OVERALL_Teaching 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF 

HISTOGRAM NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 

Resources Processor Time 00:00:00.50 

Elapsed Time 00:00:00.52 

 

 

Case Processing Summary 

 

Cases 

Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

OVERALL_Teaching 424 42.0% 586 58.0% 1010 100.0% 

 

 

Descriptives 
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 Statistic Std. Error 

OVERALL_Teaching Mean 59.6698 .94394 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Mean 

Lower Bound 57.8144  

Upper Bound 61.5252  

5% Trimmed Mean 59.5519  

Median 62.5000  

Variance 377.794  

Std. Deviation 19.43693  

Minimum .00  

Maximum 100.00  

Range 100.00  

Interquartile Range 31.25  

Skewness .023 .119 

Kurtosis -.333 .237 

 

 

Tests of Normality 

 

Kolmogorov-Smirnova Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

OVERALL_Teaching .088 424 .000 .978 424 .000 

 

a. Lilliefors Significance Correction 

 

 

OVERALL_Teaching 

 

 
 

OVERALL_Teaching Stem-and-Leaf Plot 

 

 Frequency    Stem &  Leaf 

 

     1.00        0 .  0 

      .00        0 . 

     1.00        1 .  2 

     7.00        1 .  8888888 

      .00        2 . 

    11.00        2 .  55555555555 

    18.00        3 .  111111111111111111 

    48.00        3 .  777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777 

    23.00        4 .  33333333333333333333333 

      .00        4 . 

    49.00        5 .  0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000 

    48.00        5 .  666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666 

    51.00        6 .  222222222222222222222222222222222222222222222222222 
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    44.00        6 .  88888888888888888888888888888888888888888888 

      .00        7 . 

    69.00        7 .  555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555 

    10.00        8 .  1111111111 

    15.00        8 .  777777777777777 

     8.00        9 .  33333333 

      .00        9 . 

    21.00       10 .  000000000000000000000 

 

 Stem width:     10.00 

 Each leaf:       1 case(s) 

 
 

 

 
 

 

EXAMINE VARIABLES=OVERALL_Resources 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF HISTOGRAM NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 
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Explore 

 

Notes 

Output Created 20-MAR-2020 23:19:58 

Comments  

Input Data C:\carla_dataset_merged.sav 

Active Dataset DataSet1 

Filter <none> 

Weight <none> 

Split File <none> 

N of Rows in Working Data 

File 
1010 

Missing Value Handling Definition of Missing User-defined missing values for dependent variables are 

treated as missing. 

Cases Used Statistics are based on cases with no missing values for any 

dependent variable or factor used. 

Syntax EXAMINE VARIABLES=OVERALL_Resources 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF HISTOGRAM NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 

Resources Processor Time 00:00:00.53 

Elapsed Time 00:00:00.56 

 

 

Case Processing Summary 

 

Cases 

Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

OVERALL_Resources 526 52.1% 484 47.9% 1010 100.0% 

 

 

Descriptives 

 Statistic Std. Error 

OVERALL_Resources Mean 39.724 1.0742 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Mean 

Lower Bound 37.614  

Upper Bound 41.835  

5% Trimmed Mean 38.514  

Median 35.000  

Variance 606.924  

Std. Deviation 24.6358  

Minimum .0  

Maximum 100.0  

Range 100.0  

Interquartile Range 30.0  

Skewness .716 .106 

Kurtosis -.070 .213 

Tests of Normality 

 

Kolmogorov-Smirnova Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

OVERALL_Resources .093 526 .000 .947 526 .000 

 

a. Lilliefors Significance Correction 
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OVERALL_Resources 

 
 

OVERALL_Resources Stem-and-Leaf Plot 

 Frequency    Stem &  Leaf 

 

    16.00        0 .  0000000000222222 

    24.00        0 .  555555557777777777777777 

    29.00        1 .  00000000000000000222222222222 

    36.00        1 .  555555555555555577777777777777777777 

    48.00        2 .  000000000000000000000222222222222222222222222222 

    54.00        2 .  555555555555555555555555555577777777777777777777777777 

    42.00        3 .  000000000000000000000000222222222222222222 

    39.00        3 .  555555555555555555777777777777777777777 

    36.00        4 .  000000000000000022222222222222222222 

    37.00        4 .  5555555555555555555577777777777777777 

    43.00        5 .  0000000000000000000000000222222222222222222 

    20.00        5 .  55555555555777777777 

    15.00        6 .  000000222222222 

    15.00        6 .  555555555777777 

     7.00        7 .  0000002 

    17.00        7 .  55555555555555777 

     7.00        8 .  0002222 

    12.00        8 .  555557777777 

     3.00        9 .  002 

    11.00        9 .  55557777777 

    15.00 Extremes    (>=100) 

 

 Stem width:      10.0 

 Each leaf:       1 case(s) 
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EXAMINE VARIABLES=OVERALL_Quality 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF HISTOGRAM NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 

 

Explore 

 

Notes 

Output Created 20-MAR-2020 23:20:22 

Comments  

Input Data C:\carla_dataset_merged.sav 

Active Dataset DataSet1 

Filter <none> 

Weight <none> 

Split File <none> 

N of Rows in Working Data 

File 
1010 

Missing Value Handling Definition of Missing User-defined missing values for dependent 

variables are treated as missing. 

Cases Used Statistics are based on cases with no missing 

values for any dependent variable or factor 

used. 

Syntax EXAMINE VARIABLES=OVERALL_Quality 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF 

HISTOGRAM NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 

Resources Processor Time 00:00:00.55 

Elapsed Time 00:00:00.53 

 

 

Case Processing Summary 

 

Cases 

Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

OVERALL_Quality 812 80.4% 198 19.6% 1010 100.0% 
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Descriptives 

 Statistic Std. Error 

OVERALL_Quality Mean 55.9914 1.01839 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Mean 

Lower Bound 53.9924  

Upper Bound 57.9904  

5% Trimmed Mean 56.6571  

Median 66.6600  

Variance 842.140  

Std. Deviation 29.01965  

Minimum .00  

Maximum 100.00  

Range 100.00  

Interquartile Range 50.00  

Skewness -.341 .086 

Kurtosis -.927 .171 

 

 

Tests of Normality 

 

Kolmogorov-Smirnova Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

OVERALL_Quality .175 812 .000 .925 812 .000 

 

a. Lilliefors Significance Correction 

 

 

 

OVERALL_Quality 

 

 
OVERALL_Quality Stem-and-Leaf Plot 

 

 Frequency    Stem &  Leaf 

 

    50.00        0 .  0000000000000000000000000 

      .00        0 . 

      .00        1 . 

   122.00        1 .  6666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666 

      .00        2 . 

      .00        2 . 

    69.00        3 .  3333333333333333333333333333333333 

      .00        3 . 

      .00        4 . 

      .00        4 . 

   139.00        5 .  000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000 
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      .00        5 . 

      .00        6 . 

   187.00        6 .  

666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666666 

      .00        7 . 

      .00        7 . 

   167.00        8 .  33333333333333333333333333333333333333333333333333333333333333333333333333333333333 

      .00        8 . 

      .00        9 . 

      .00        9 . 

    78.00       10 .  000000000000000000000000000000000000000 

 

 Stem width:     10.00 

 Each leaf:       2 case(s) 
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EXAMINE VARIABLES=OVERALL_ValuesIMPACT 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF HISTOGRAM NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 

 

Explore 

 

Notes 

Output Created 20-MAR-2020 23:21:19 

Comments  

Input Data C:\carla_dataset_merged.sav 

Active Dataset DataSet1 

Filter <none> 

Weight <none> 

Split File <none> 

N of Rows in Working Data 

File 
1010 

Missing Value Handling Definition of Missing User-defined missing values for dependent 

variables are treated as missing. 

Cases Used Statistics are based on cases with no missing 

values for any dependent variable or factor used. 

Syntax EXAMINE 

VARIABLES=OVERALL_ValuesIMPACT 

  /PLOT BOXPLOT STEMLEAF HISTOGRAM 

NPPLOT 

  /COMPARE GROUPS 

  /STATISTICS DESCRIPTIVES 

  /CINTERVAL 95 

  /MISSING LISTWISE 

  /NOTOTAL. 

Resources Processor Time 00:00:00.52 

Elapsed Time 00:00:00.52 

 

 

Case Processing Summary 

 

Cases 

Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

OVERALL_ValuesIMPACT 768 76.0% 242 24.0% 1010 100.0% 

 

 

Descriptives 

 Statistic Std. Error 

OVERALL_ValuesIMPACT Mean 65.1321 .74783 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Mean 

Lower Bound 63.6641  

Upper Bound 66.6001  

5% Trimmed Mean 65.8843  

Median 67.8600  

Variance 429.501  

Std. Deviation 20.72441  

Minimum .00  

Maximum 100.00  

Range 100.00  

Interquartile Range 32.14  

Skewness -.465 .088 

Kurtosis -.172 .176 
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Tests of Normality 

 

Kolmogorov-Smirnova Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

OVERALL_ValuesIMPACT .075 768 .000 .975 768 .000 

 

a. Lilliefors Significance Correction 

 

 

 

OVERALL_ValuesIMPACT 

 

 
 

OVERALL_ValuesIMPACT Stem-and-Leaf Plot 

 Frequency    Stem &  Leaf 

 

     1.00 Extremes    (=<0) 

     4.00        0 .  3333 

     2.00        0 .  77 

     9.00        1 .  044444444 

     5.00        1 .  77777 

     5.00        2 .  11111 

    19.00        2 .  5555558888888888888 

    17.00        3 .  22222222222222222 

    35.00        3 .  55555555555555599999999999999999999 

    27.00        4 .  222222222222222222222222222 

    29.00        4 .  66666666666666666666666666666 

    86.00        5 .  00000000000000000000000000000000000000000003333333333333333333333333333333333333333333 

    50.00        5 .  77777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777 

    87.00        6 .  

000000000000000000000000000000000000000000044444444444444444444444444444444444444444444 

    42.00        6 .  777777777777777777777777777777777777777777 

    54.00        7 .  111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 

    94.00        7 .  

5555555555555555555555555555555555555555555555558888888888888888888888888888888888888888888888 

    42.00        8 .  222222222222222222222222222222222222222222 

    84.00        8 .  555555555555555555555555555555555555555555559999999999999999999999999999999999999999 

    31.00        9 .  2222222222222222222222222222222 

    18.00        9 .  666666666666666666 

    27.00       10 .  000000000000000000000000000 

 

 Stem width:     10.00 

 Each leaf:       1 case(s) 
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NPAR TESTS 

  /M-W= OVERALL_Academic_challenge OVERALL_Active_Collaborative_Learning 

OVERALL_Student_Staff_Interaction OVERALL_Enriching_Educational_Exp OVERALL_Teaching 

OVERALL_Resources OVERALL_Quality OVERALL_ValuesIMPACT BY place(1 0) 

  /MISSING ANALYSIS. 

 

NPar Tests 

Notes 

Output Created 20-MAR-2020 23:24:15 

Comments  

Input Data C:\carla_dataset_merged.sav 

Active Dataset DataSet1 

Filter <none> 

Weight <none> 

Split File <none> 

N of Rows in Working Data 

File 
1010 

Missing Value Handling Definition of Missing User-defined missing values are treated as missing. 

Cases Used Statistics for each test are based on all cases with 

valid data for the variable(s) used in that test. 

Syntax NPAR TESTS 

  /M-W= OVERALL_Academic_challenge 

OVERALL_Active_Collaborative_Learning 

OVERALL_Student_Staff_Interaction 

OVERALL_Enriching_Educational_Exp 

OVERALL_Teaching OVERALL_Resources 

OVERALL_Quality OVERALL_ValuesIMPACT 

BY place(1 0) 

  /MISSING ANALYSIS. 

Resources Processor Time 00:00:00.03 

Elapsed Time 00:00:00.03 

Number of Cases Alloweda 56173 

 

a. Based on availability of workspace memory. 

 

Mann-Whitney Test 

Ranks 

 place N Mean Rank Sum of Ranks 

OVERALL_Academic_challen

ge 

Others 86 625.44 53788.00 

Angola 924 494.34 456767.00 

Total 1010   

OVERALL_Active_Collaborati

ve_Learning 

Others 86 501.17 43100.50 

Angola 745 406.17 302595.50 

Total 831   

OVERALL_Student_Staff_Inte

raction 

Others 86 580.14 49892.00 

Angola 765 408.67 312634.00 

Total 851   

OVERALL_Enriching_Educati

onal_Exp 

Others 15 509.07 7636.00 

Angola 608 307.14 186740.00 

Total 623   

OVERALL_Teaching Others 86 338.03 29071.00 

Angola 338 180.56 61029.00 

Total 424   

OVERALL_Resources Others 86 460.41 39595.50 

Angola 440 225.01 99005.50 

Total 526   

OVERALL_Quality Others 86 545.28 46894.00 

Angola 726 390.06 283184.00 

Total 812   

OVERALL_ValuesIMPACT Others 86 484.24 41644.50 

Angola 682 371.92 253651.50 

Total 768   
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Test Statisticsa 

 

OVERALL_Acad

emic_challenge 

OVERALL_Activ

e_Collaborative_

Learning 

OVERALL_Stud

ent_Staff_Interact

ion 

OVERALL_Enriching_Ed

ucational_Exp 

Mann-Whitney U 29417.000 24710.500 19639.000 1604.000 

Wilcoxon W 456767.000 302595.500 312634.000 186740.000 

Z -3.988 -3.500 -6.183 -4.297 

Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 

 

 

 

 

 

Test Statisticsa 

 

OVERALL_Teac

hing 

OVERALL_Resou

rces 

OVERALL_Qualit

y 

OVERALL_ValuesIMPA

CT 

Mann-Whitney U 3738.000 1985.500 19283.000 20748.500 

Wilcoxon W 61029.000 99005.500 283184.000 253651.500 

Z -10.705 -13.145 -5.895 -4.430 

Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 

 

a. Grouping Variable: place 

 

T-TEST GROUPS=place(0 1) 

  /MISSING=ANALYSIS 

  /VARIABLES=OVERALL_Supportive_Campus_Environment 

  /CRITERIA=CI(.95). 

 

T-Test 

Notes 

Output Created 20-MAR-2020 23:28:24 

Comments  

Input Data C:\carla_dataset_merged.sav 

Active Dataset DataSet1 

Filter <none> 

Weight <none> 

Split File <none> 

N of Rows in Working Data 

File 
1010 

Missing Value Handling Definition of Missing User defined missing values are treated as missing. 

Cases Used Statistics for each analysis are based on the cases with 

no missing or out-of-range data for any variable in the 

analysis. 

Syntax T-TEST GROUPS=place(0 1) 

  /MISSING=ANALYSIS 

  

/VARIABLES=OVERALL_Supportive_Campus_Envi

ronment 

  /CRITERIA=CI(.95). 

Resources Processor Time 00:00:00.00 

Elapsed Time 00:00:00.00 

 

 

Group Statistics 

 place N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

OVERALL_Supportive_Camp

us_Environment 

Others 86 71.1270 18.00564 1.94160 

Angola 754 55.8502 18.01145 .65594 
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Independent Samples Test 

 

Levene's Test for Equality of 

Variances 

t-test for 

Equality of 

Means 

F Sig. t 

OVERALL_Supportive_Camp

us_Environment 

Equal variances assumed .343 .558 7.452 

Equal variances not assumed   7.454 

 

 

Independent Samples Test 

 

t-test for Equality of Means 

df Sig. (2-tailed) Mean Difference 

OVERALL_Supportive_Campu

s_Environment 

Equal variances assumed 838 .000 15.27674 

Equal variances not assumed 105.355 .000 15.27674 

 

Independent Samples Test 

 

t-test for Equality of Means 

Std. Error Difference 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower 

OVERALL_Supportive_Campus_E

nvironment 

Equal variances assumed 2.04993 11.25314 

Equal variances not assumed 2.04940 11.21331 

 

Independent Samples Test 

 

t-test for Equality of 

Means 

95% Confidence Interval 

of the Difference 

Upper 

OVERALL_Supportive_Campus_Environme

nt 

Equal variances assumed 19.30034 

Equal variances not assumed 19.34017 
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Appendix 12: Description of Other Sample Characteristics 

 
 Angola Sample  Other Countries Sample 

Marital status Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 

 Missing - - 1 1.1 

 Married  107 11.6 1 1.1 

Single 770 83.3 83 95.4 

Separated 3 0.3   

Living in Uniao de Facto 44 4.8 2 2.3 

Total 924 100.0 87 100.0 

Province of Birth Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 

 Missing  6 .6   

 Bengo 3 .3 1 1.2 

Benguela 37 4.0 11 12.8 

Bié 26 2.8 4 4.7 

Cabinda 7 .8 3 3.5 

Cuando-Cubango 9 1.0 1 1.2 

Cunene 1 .1 1 1.2 

Huambo 217 23.5 7 8.1 

Huila 10 1.1 4 4.7 

Kuanza-Norte 9 1.0 - - 

Kuanza-Sul 260 28.1 4 4.7 

Luanda 285 30.8 41 47.7 

Lunda-Norte 6 .6 1 1.2 

Lunda-Sul 8 .9 1 1.2 

Malange 11 1.2 - - 

Moxico 7 .8 - - 

Namibe 1 .1 3 3.5 

Uige 15 1.6 4 4.7 

Zaire 6 .6 - - 

Total 924 100.0 86 100.0 

Year of Enrolment Frequency Percent Frequency Percent  
 Missing 2 0.2 - - 

 

1st year 1 0.1 - - 

2nd year 294 31.8 - - 

3rd year 229 24.8 - - 

4th year 265 28.7 - - 

5th year 133 14.4 - - 

Total 924 100.0 - - 

Length of Course     

 3 years 2 .2 24 27.9 

 4 years 220 23.8 15 17.4 

 5 years 672 72.7 8 9.3 

 6 years 30 3.2 39 45.3 

 Total 924 100.0 86 100.0 

Type of Enrolment Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 

 Distance Learning 1 0.1 - - 

 Full-time student day shift not employed 577 62.4 82 95.3 

 Night shift student not employed 55 6.0 1 1.2 

 Working student night shift 107 11.6 1 1.2 

 Working student day shift 183 19.8 2 2.3 

 Full time student for night sift (not working) 1 0.1 - - 

 Total 924 100.0 86 100.0 

Place of residing while at university Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 

 Missing  11 1.2 1 1.2 

 
Live in parents’ 

 house or family members 

515 55.7 8 9.3 

 
Live in a dormitory within university 

campus 

11 1.2 50 58.1 

 Live in a rented house or flat 246 26.6 23 26.7 

 Live in my own house/flat) 128 13.9 4 4.7 

 Total 924 100.0 86 100.0 
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Type of Employment     

 Don’t have a job 491 53.1 69 80.2 

 Public servant 192 20.8 1 1.2 

 Other 48 5.2 6 7.0 

 Working for a private company 102 11.0 3 3.5 

 Working for a public company 24 2.6 2 2.3 

 Self-employed/ run his own business 67 7.3 5 5.8 

 Total 924 100.0 86 100.0 

Range of monthly household income     

 Missing 71 7.7 - - 

 15.000 to 50.000 AKZ (38 to 127 Pounds) 130 14.1 4 4.7 

 51,000 to 150,000 AKZ (128- 381 Pounds) 160 17.3 3 3.5 

 151,000 to 350,000 AKZ (382- 890 Pounds) 29 3.1 - - 

 More than 350,000 AKZ  7 0.8 1 1.2 

 Don’t earn a salary 527 57.0 78 90.7 

 Total 924 100.0 86 100.0 

Religious background     

 Missing  25 2.7   

 Catholic 368 39.8 35 40.7 

 Jews 2 0.2 - - 

 No religion 43 4.7 2 2.3 

 Other 208 22.5 18 20.9 

 Protestant 275 29.8 31 36.0 

 African religions 3 .3 - - 

 Total 924 100.0 86 100.0 

Ethic background     

 Missing  17 1.8 - - 

 Bakongo 79 8.5 10 11.6 

 Gangela 11 1.2 2 2.3 

 Kimbundo 368 39.8 25 29.1 

 Don’t Know 56 6.1 17 19.8 

 Other group 54 5.8 6 7.0 

 Ovimbundo 319 34.5 24 27.9 

 Tchokwe 20 2.2 2 2.3 

 Total 924 100.0 86 100.0 
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Appendix 13: Mean Score Results from the SSEQL in Angola and in international 

context (Cuba, Portugal, and United Kingdom)- Descriptive Statistics 

 

Level of Academic Effort (LAE) 

• 20% of students studying abroad indicated that they spend more than 25 hours per week in 

preparing for class (studying, reading, writing, and doing homework or other academic activities) 

Only 8% of students in Angola declare the same.  

• Around 60.5% of students studying abroad reported that they very often work harder than they 

thought to meet lecturers’ standards and expectations, while in Angola only 40%.  

• Nearly 70% of students studying abroad indicated that they, very often, do analyse the basic 

elements of an idea, experience or theory, contrasting to only 37% in Angola.  

• Only 36% of students in Angola indicated that they very often apply theories or concepts to 

practical problems or in new situations, while this percentage is 55.8 in other contexts. 

• 20% of students in Angola indicated that examinations during the current school year have 

challenged them to do their best work, at the highest level, against 33% in other countries.  

• Students in Angola reported that their academic effort is affected by the amount of time they spend 

commuting to classes (driving, walking or in transport). For example, 7.1% spend more than 25 

hours per week traveling to university and 19.4% spend 9-25 hours, compared to only 1.2% and 

57%, respectively, in other contexts. 

 
Comparing Results on Student and Academic Staff Interaction (option Never happen) in Angola and in International 

Contexts 

 
 

Active and Collaborative Learning (ACL) 

• 56.2% of students in other contexts reported that they, very often, asked questions in class or 

contributed to class discussions, while in Angola the percentage is much lower (32.5%).  

• Students in Angola (11.5%) reported that they never made a class presentation, while this 

percentage is lower in other contexts (2.2%). Over one third of students in other contexts (38.2%) 

reported that they, very often, made class presentations while this percentage is lower in the case 

of students studying in Angola (23.6%).  

• Students in Angola (50%) reported that they have participated in discussions of ideas from 

readings or classes with others outside of class (students, family members, co-workers, etc.) while 

the percentage is slightly higher in other contexts (60%).  

• In Angola 55.2% of students reported that they very often work with other students on a project 

or during class, while the percentage is a bit higher (65.2%) in other contexts.# 

• However, no greater differences were found between the two compared groups in relation to some 

other items analysed in this scale, especially regarding working with other students on projects 
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during class, working with classmates outside class to prepare class assignments, tutoring or 

teaching other students, participation in community-based projects as part of a regular course 

 
Comparing Results on Active and Collaborative Learning  

 
 

 

Student and Academic Staff Interaction (SSI) 
 

• 38.3% of students reported never been able to engage in discussions with their lecturers on grades 

or marks, while this percentage is 26.7% in other contexts. This indicates lack of feedback and 

opportunities to comment on assessments carried out at higher education institutions (only 12% 

reported that they do it very often, against 14% in other contexts).  

• The percentage is worrying when it comes to talking about career plans with faculty members or 

academic staff. At least 54% in Angola and 28% in other contexts reported never been engaged in 

such type of opportunity. 

• The relationship between students and academic staff appear to be problematic in both contexts, 

but with more incidence in Angola context. In Angola, only 17% of students reported the 

relationships to be excellent (level 7), while 20% in other contexts declared the same. Nearly 25% 

of students in Angola reported the relationships to be very poor (1-3), while this is 14% in other 

contexts. 

 
Comparing Results on Student and Academic Staff Interaction (option Never happen) in Angola and in 

International Contexts 
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Enriching Educational Experience (EEE) 

 

• 41% of students in international contexts reported using, very often, a computer for academic 

work, while in Angola only 17% reported the same. 

• In both contexts, students reported having done practicum, internship, field experience activities 

or in clinical assignment (30.5% in Angola and 27.9% in other contexts).  

• Differences are not also seen in relation to involvement in community service work, where only 

27.4% in Angola and 37.2% of students in other contexts reported such engagement.  

• Only 18.7% of students in Angola reported that they have attended a foreign language course, 

whereas this percentage is 32.6% in other contexts. 

• At least 64% of students in other contexts reported participating in co-curricular activities within 

the university campus such as in students’ organizations, publications in campus, student 

governance activities or sport activities. In Angola the percentage is 40%. 

 

 

 
Supportive Campus Environment (SCE) 

• While 59.3% of students in other contexts reported that their institutions provide the support they 

need to succeed academically, in Angola the percentage is three times smaller (20.8%).  

• In both contexts, students reported concerns about the way HEIs help them coping with non-

academic responsibilities (work or family). In Angola 38% declared never having had such support 

while in other contexts 24.4%. 

• 83% of students in other contexts, in contrast to 43.3% in Angola, reported that they attend co-

curricular activities at the university, such as conferences, seminars, cultural performances or sport 

activities, while 40% in Angola and 16.3% in other contexts reported that they only sometimes 

attend such events. 

• In relation to the quality of relationships among students, 21% of respondents in other contexts 

rated them to be excellent (level 7), while in Angola 15.4% of students considered these 

relationships to be the same (level 7). In addition, 4.4% in Angola evaluated these relationships to 

be very poor (1), whereas in international contexts 2.3% rated the same. 

• At least 24.2% of students in Angola declared that their institutions never provided the  support 

they need to thrive socially, while this percentage is only 1.2% in other contexts. 

• Regarding the quality of relationships among students and administrative staff, in Angola 11.4% 

students reported this to be very poor (1) and only 8.3% rated them to be excellent (7), compared 

to 15.1% in other contexts.  
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Compared results on quality of relationships between students and academic staff in both contexts 

 

 
Quality Teaching (QT) 

• In relation to quality of teaching, differences are greater between the two contexts in analysis. In 

Angola, 23% of students strongly agree that their lecturers are good at explaining things, while 

46.5% in other contexts reported the same.  

• In Angola, 20% in Angola and 3.5% in other contexts mostly disagree that lecturers are good at 

explaining the content of their lectures, 17.2% and 9.3% respectively, neither agree nor disagree.  

• Similarly, when analysing whether lecturers make the subject interesting, 19% of students in 

Angola and 40% in other contexts strongly agree with that statement; and 18% in Angola and 6% 

in other contexts mostly disagree.  

• Students in international contexts have a higher perception of lecturers’ performance and 

enthusiasm about what they teach. 37% strongly agree with this, while this percentage is only 18% 

in Angola. Nearly 21.2% in Angola disagree that lecturers teach with enthusiasm whereas this 

percentage is lower in other contexts (5.8%). 

• Most of students agree that their course is intellectually stimulating: 49% in Angola and 65% in 

other contexts strongly agree that their course is interesting, while 2.1% in Angola strongly 

disagree, 3% mostly disagree and 7% neither agree nor disagree. 

 
Compared results on quality teaching in both contexts 
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Quality of Learning Resources (QLR) 

• In Angola 31% of students agree (includes agree and strongly agree) that their institutions have 

updated library and digital library, while in other international contexts the percentage is higher 

(77.9%). 

• Only 39.7% students in Angola compared with 62.8% in other international contexts agree that 

the library in their HEIs have resources and services that are good enough for their needs. 

• In Angola, 31% of respondents agree that they have access to IT resources and specialized 

facilities, compared to 622.8% in international context. 

• Only 25% of students in Angola compared to 73.2% in international contexts agree that institutions 

have science and/or language laboratories. 

• In Angola, only 19.5% of students, compared to 81.4% agree that their universities have student 

accommodation facilities.  

• Only 24.4% of students in Angola, compared with 79% agree that HEIs have sports and 

recreational facilities. 

• In Angola, only 39.9% of students, compared to 82.6% agree that they have access to internet. 

 
Compared results on Quality of Learning Resources (Students agree that HEIs has the following services and facilities) 

 

 

 
Perception of Overall Quality and Satisfaction with higher education experience (OQS) 

• 9% of students in Angola evaluated their entire educational experience at the institutions as poor, 

compared to 1.1% of students in other contexts. 48% of students in international contexts rated 

their experience to be good and 31.5% declared it to be excellent. In the contrary, 40% of students 

in Angola reported the educational experience to be good and 11.1% to be excellent. To note that 

in Angola more than a third of students (38%) evaluated the quality to be fair. 

• When students were asked if they could start again would they consider attending the same 

institution, responses again vary considerably. At least 23.2% in Angola and 36% in other 

international context answered ‘yes’. In Angola, 30% answered ‘probably yes’ and 27% reported 

‘no’. In other contexts, 53% of students considered that they probably attend the same university’ 

where they are currently enrolled, and only 2.2% reported they would not go to the same 

institution. 
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Compared results on Quality of Learning Resources (Students agree that HEIs has the following services and facilities) 

 

 

 
Institutional Impact in Personal Development (IIPD) 

• Only 29% of students in Angola (compared to 66% in other contexts) reported that, very often, 

their HEIs contribute to acquiring a broad general education. 16.2 % of students in Angola 

(compared to 3.4% in other contexts) reported that their HEIs never contribute to acquiring a work-

related knowledge and skills.  

• At least 6% of students in Angola reported that the HEIs never contributed to the development of 

skills like writing clearly and effectively, while 39% declared that it happens sometimes. The 

percentage is higher in international contexts where only 1.1% said it is never, and 22.5% declared 

it happens sometimes.  

• Similarly, 5.8% in Angola reported they never contributed to developing their skills in speaking 

clearly and effectively; 7% belief that the institutions never helps them to thinking critically and 

analytically; 10% reported the institutions never contribute to develop their ability to analyse 

quantitative problems. 

• More positive perceptions in students in Angola are seen in working effectively with others (41% 

reported that they do it very often); 42% declared that they very often learn to understand 

themselves. However, 17% reported that the institutions are not helping them to solve complex 

real-world problems; 13.1% belief that the institutions never contribute to the welfare of their own 

communities; 10.2% reported that the institutions are not contributing to enhance them developing 

the ability to learn individually or on its own. 

• In Angola, 18% of students, belief that the institutions are not contributing to the development of 

their personal code of values and ethics, while this is 10% in other contexts. Likewise, 26.2% of 

students in Angola and 31.5% in other contexts reported that their institutions are more helping to 

develop a deepened sense of spirituality. 
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Appendix 14: Proposed Model for Enhancing Student Engagement Practice in Angola  

 

Model for Enhancing Student Engagement Practice in Angola 

 

Based on findings from this research, I propose a model to enhance the quality of student 

engagement with a special focus on Angola. The model is designed with an awareness that this 

study on inter/national students’ experiences of engagement and perceptions of quality learning 

has not responded to the totality of problems identified. Further research is needed to cover 

some areas that this study could not address. 

 

This study proposes a model for enhancing student engagement practice that is grounded in 

Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) bioecological model and the Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) 

framework. Those overarching concepts are set in a frame of four quadrants explaining their 

importance as embracing categories of action. It is thus suggested that higher education 

institutions and policymakers in Global South countries, particularly in Angola, adopt 

measures reflecting the elements of the PPCT model. See more information on 

Bronfenbrenner’s theory, in Appendix 1. This theory was adopted and is indicated in the 

visualisation of the model for enhancing student engagement practice in Angola (Figure 18), 

where each of the four aspects sit on each corner of the model. At the top level are represented  

two elements of the PPCT model (context and time) which are more structural, and at the 

bottom level are represented the cultural and agential aspects of the PPCT (process and person).  

 

This model foregrounds three imperatives. First, the need to reconsider the aims and purposes 

of higher education that are drivers of student engagement: HEIs as critical institutions, HEIs 

as spaces of democratic citizenship, and HEIs as learning communities. Second, a permanent 

interlink needs to be established between (a) research practices, (b) quality assurance policy, 

design, implementation, and evaluation practices, (c) teaching and learning practices, and (d) 

management and governance systems. These four aspects are described in the model as pillars 

of student engagement. Third, an adoption of an integrated and holistic framework of student 

engagement that is cognisant of three major components: (a) students’ characteristics and 

dispositions, (b) institutional ecologies and conditions for effective learning, and (c) the larger 

societal environment that influences student engagement and success in higher education. 
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It is understood that student engagement cannot be isolated from other important interventions 

aimed at improving the overall quality of higher education in the contexts researched. That 

includes a particular focus on improving the quality of teaching, mobilising resources for 

promoting infrastructure development (laboratories, libraries, digital libraries, study spaces), 

promoting strategies that can enhance students’ commitment and individual investment in 

learning, and improving interaction between students and academic staff. These 

recommendations are described below. 

 

The Figure below illustrates the proposed Model for enhancing student engagement practice in 

Angola. 
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Figure Proposed Model for Enhancing Student Engagement Practice in Angola 

(adapted from the Higher Education Authority in Ireland (2015, p. xi) 
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