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A SOCIO-CRITICAL MODEL FOR 
UNDERSTANDING AND PREDICTING 
POSTGRADUATE STUDENT SUCCESS 

Paul Prinsloo

INTRODUCTION
The increasing massification of higher education and increased access to higher 
education (Altbach, Reisberg & Rumbley 2009) are also evidenced in rising doctoral 
student registration numbers (Altbach 2006). For institutions and individuals 
alike, the PhD is “the pinnacle” (Altbach 2006:65) of achievement and academic 
reputation (also see Wolhuter 2011). Obtaining a doctoral degree is, however, also 
increasingly taking longer, with average times between six to nine years – depending 
on the field and institution (Altbach 2006), thus evoking concerns about the dismal 
attrition rates (Lovelace 2015). Tinto (2014:6) warns that “providing students with 
access without support [or a reasonable chance of success] is not opportunity”. As 
the time to degree increases, so do the costs (for institution and students alike) and 
the (uncomfortable) reality of attrition (Altbach 2006; Bitzer, Albertyn, Frick, Grant & 
Kelly 2014; Scott 2005; Styger, Van Vuuren & Heymans 2014). 

Concerns about student attrition in postgraduate higher education are well 
documented and, to a lesser extent, researched (CHE 2009; Gardner 2008, 2009; 
Herman 2011; Koen 2007; Smith, Maroney, Nelson, Abel & Abel 2006). To a large 
extent, graduate student retention and attrition remain a “black box” (Ehrenberg, 
Jakubson, Groen, So & Price 2007) and a “hidden crisis” (Lovitts & Nelson 2000). 
There is no lack of studies focusing on (often) independent variables in postgraduate 
supervision such as the impact of the quality of supervision (Mackinnon 2004); 
the competence ecology of supervisors; the research preparedness of postgraduate 
students and supervisors (Gaff 2002; Greene 2015; Park 2005); the model of 
delivery (Johnson 2015); the differences in expectations regarding the scope and 
depth of supervision (Halbert 2015; Halse 2011); the situated-ness and often 
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isolation of postgraduate students (Mason 2012);  the role of communication and 
mentorship (Carpenter, Makhadmeh & Thornton 2015); the role of the department 
and discipline (Golde 2005); the role of race and gender (Ts’ephe 2014) and 
various other social and contextual factors (Acker & Haque 2015; Motshoane & 
McKenna 2014; Wolhuter 2011). There is also evidence that the scope and nature 
of knowledge have changed and expanded and that it takes more time to introduce 
doctoral students to the ‘field’ (Gopaul 2015).  

In contrast to the abundance of models (theoretical and empirical) for understanding 
and predicting undergraduate student attrition and success in higher education 
(Prinsloo 2009), there is, as far as I could establish, no attempt to develop a model 
unique to graduate or doctoral education. Among the possible reasons for this could 
be the documented gravitas of models developed in the context of undergraduate 
education such as, but not limited to, the early of models provided by Spady (1970), 
Tinto (1975), Bean (1990) and Kember (1989). (For an overview, see Braxton 2000; 
Prinsloo 2009.)  

Despite these models, there is a dire lack of evidence on the effectiveness of most 
strategies to retain students and improve student success (Tinto 2002, 2006). There 
is also increasing evidence that reasons for student attrition do not, in reverse, 
explain why students persist, often against many odds. In this regard, Tinto (2006) 
warns that knowing why students leave does not explain why many students decide 
to persist, despite many challenges. 

This chapter attempts to make a conceptual case for understanding postgraduate 
student success from a socio-critical perspective as proposed by Subotzky and 
Prinsloo (2011). Though their model refers to and builds on earlier models of 
understanding and predicting student success, their social-critical model emphasises 
student success as a rite of passage shaped by the ‘field’ (Bourdieu 1987) and 
nexus of macro-, institutional and personal contexts, habitus and agency. As such the 
socio-critical model refers to and maps the many intersecting power relations and 
resulting potential for the student journey to be a site of struggle and contestation. 
The rite of becoming and being a doctoral candidate therefore embodies student 
agency as negotiated and negotiating reality amidst contesting rules, disciplinary 
epistemologies and ontologies (see Barnett 1996; Gopaul 2015). 

In this chapter I first present a selection of research on the various factors that have 
an impact on postgraduate supervision and student success. With this literature 
review as a basis, I then discuss the socio-critical model (Subotzky & Prinsloo 2011) 
and its central constructs before considering the implications of looking at doctoral 
student success through a socio-critical lens. 
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DOCTORAL STUDENT RETENTION AND ATTRITION: A SELECTION OF 
THE LITERATURE
Despite the fact that student success, retention and attrition have been studied 
intensively for a number of decades, resulting in an increased understanding of 
the multidimensionality and dynamic nature of students’ journeys, “most institutions 
have not yet been able to translate what we know about student retention into forms 
of action that have led to substantial gains in student persistence and graduation” 
(Tinto 2006:5). Published research pertaining to graduate and, particularly, doctoral 
student success refers to and builds on the depth and wealth of conceptual/theoretical 
and empirical research on factors that have an impact on undergraduate student 
retention and attrition (eg Lovelace 2015). Recent research in graduate and specifically 
doctoral student success also emphasises different elements and individual variables 
such as (but not limited to) the role of the supervisor (Bagaka’s, Badillo, Bransteter 
& Rispinto 2015) and supervisor identities and trajectories (Maritz & Prinsloo 2015); 
the importance of fitting into the epistemological and ontological ‘mould’ of the 
graduate school, chosen discipline(s) (Gardner 2008) and epistemologies (Bitzer 
2011); the quality of academic input, personal attributes and supervisor and 
institutional support (Albertyn, Kapp & Bitzer 2008); student persistence (Kennedy, 
Terrell & Lohle 2015); the role of student support (Bolli, Agasisti & Johnes 2015; 
Greene 2015); the socio-material conditions of doctoral study (Acker & Haque 
2015); the role of pre-immersion courses for graduate studies (Salani, Albuja & 
Azaiza 2016); the role of the research component in postgraduate studies (Bitzer, 
Albertyn, Van Coller-Peter & Morrison 2015) and student and supervisor perceptions 
and expectations regarding the scope of supervision, respective responsibilities and 
personal and institutional contexts (Heeralal, 2016). 

Within this broader context of research on variables that have an impact on 
postgraduate and more specifically doctoral education, there are relatively few 
authors (Gopaul 2015) who focus specifically on a socio-critical approach to 
understanding and predicting doctoral student success. A socio-critical approach 
to understanding doctoral student success allows one to examine the different, 
non-linear and mutually constitutive inter- and intra-actions between students, the 
institution and a range of contexts surrounding these actors as a social space and 
field, in the Bourdieusian sense (Bourdieu 1987; Chiang 2009; Halse 2011). 

According to Bourdieu, the field as social space is a ‘boundaried site’ where players 
have set and predetermined positions and play according to specific rules: “What 
players can do, and where they can go during the game, depends on their field 
position” (Thomson 2008:66). These predetermined field positions, intersecting 
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with the state and conditions of/on the field determine what is acceptable and limit 
options and the state of play. According to Bourdieu, the field, capital and habitus as 
“an inter-dependent and co-constructed trio” result in an entanglement, a “Gordian 
knot” (Thomson 2008:67). Thomson (2008:67) emphasises that “there is no level 
playing ground in a social field; players who begin with particular forms of capital 
are advantaged at the outset because the field depends on, as well as produces 
more of, that capital”. 

Foundational to the socio-critical model is the interplay between habitus, capital and 
field resulting in a range of constrained agencies for everyone involved, depending 
on their position on the field. Maton (2008:50) explores, for example, the equation 
proposed by Bourdieu: 

[(habitus)(capital)] + field = practice

The equation illustrates that an individual’s habitus functions as both a ‘structured and 
a structuring’ presence that interacts with an individual’s different forms of capital. 
The sum of the interplay between habitus and capital has to be considered alongside 
the state and the position of the individual on the field in order to understand the 
individual’s scope of his or her agency. Maton (2008:51) points out that individual 
agency or lack thereof is not the result of an individual’s habitus but of “relations 
between one’s habitus and one’s current circumstances”. As Maton suggests, it is 
crucial that we do not over-estimate the role and impact of habitus and/or capital 
without taking due cognisance of the logic or ‘doxa’ of the field in which are located 
the unwritten “rules of the game” (Maton 2008: 56). 

Koen (2007) observes that most of the current explanations for postgraduate student 
attrition flow from ‘structural sociology’ perspectives linking attrition to the following: 
(1) rational-economic; (2) resource-scarcity; (3) ineffective admission policies; 
(4) schooling deficits; (5) inadequate adaptation; and (6) inappropriate vocation 
choice (Koen 2007:14). These six perspectives, however, do not adequately explain 
questions such as the following:

Why do financially well-off students who performed well at school, 
whose school subjects and university courses are aligned, and who 
receive adequate financial support, leave university? Why do students 
with good marks leave institutions? … What is the relationship, if any, 
between academic department and structural university characteristics 
like planning, organisation, institutional rules, institutional socialization, 
academic culture and student success of failure? (Koen 2007:17-18). 

Despite various correlation studies exploring individual factors or variables, current 
perspectives leave us with a “unidimensional picture of student departures” (Koen 
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2007:18). In an attempt to provide a more complex and nuanced understanding of 
postgraduate student success and attrition, Koen (2007) proposes that we consider 
a number of interdependent and often mutually constitutive spheres and their 
impact on postgraduate student success. The spheres are (1) institutional context; 
(2) household sphere (encompassing socio-economic group, educational past, 
domestic obligations, work responsibility, and financial circumstances); (3) personal 
factors (academic ability, motivation, commitment, desire to finish, and other 
attributes); (4) organisational factors (appointment policies, financial allocations, 
departmental structures, intellectual environment, and institutional resources); (5) 
socio-political influences (the macro socio-political context and higher education 
regulatory and funding environment); (6) academic performance factors (including 
part-time versus full-time and faculty affiliation); and (7) research factors (the quality 
and scope of teaching and supervision in the nexus between student and tuition 
language, and student attributes). 

Gopaul (2015) explores specifically the scope and impact of the rules (written, 
formal, unwritten and informal) in the field of doctoral education. He proposes 
doctoral education as a multifaceted field that comprises a variety of stakeholders 
such as faculty, the providing institution, disciplinary elements and broader labour 
trends. Doctoral education takes place in the intersection of the different claims by 
and relations between these different role-players, where the position and capital 
of the player, the state of the field, and the rules shaping and influencing doctoral 
education determine hierarchies and agency. Gopaul (2015:86) found that in the 
context of doctoral education as a site of struggle for legitimacy and autonomy, there 
is an “ongoing need to examine issues of power, inequality, and value in the various 
contexts and practices that constitute doctoral study.”

The socio-critical conceptual model for understanding student success (Subotzky & 
Prinsloo 2011) applies the work of Bourdieu (1987), Koen (2007) and others to map 
the different spheres (Koen 2007) and resulting power relationships (Grenfell 2008; 
Maton 2008; Thompson 2008) onto the field of student success and retention.   

UNDERSTANDING (POSTGRADUATE) STUDENT SUCCESS
In considering the research on the factors that have an impact on student success, 
it is crucial to take cognisance of the impact of a variety of contexts such as (1) 
the geopolitical context (developed vs. developing countries); (2) the theoretical/
philosophical/ideological/disciplinary contexts such as the theoretical, sociological, 
psychological, comprehensive/ecological, cultural, socio-critical, anthropological 
and critical-cultural; (3) the institutional context such as distance education or 
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residential; and (4) the research methodology as context, for example a causal, 
path, structural or multinomial logit models (also see Prinsloo 2009). 

Acknowledging the rich history of research and different conceptual models explaining 
student success, Subotzky and Prinsloo (2011) propose that international models are 
only partially applicable to contexts outside the developed world. In such contexts 
non-academic factors may have a greater impact on student success than academic 
factors. Moreover, the combined effects of different combinations of variables at 
a specific moment in the learning journey are not known. A socio-critical model 
provides an opportunity to take cognisance of the unique impact of context on our 
understanding of student success. A socio-critical model also considers the impact 
of inter-generational, historical structural arrangements and inequalities on students’ 
understanding and enactment of their agency. For example, considering student 
success in the context of the South African higher education landscape, Subotzky 
and Prinsloo (2011) state that it is impossible to ignore the inter-generational impact 
of the educational, epistemological and legislative regimes of colonialism and 
apartheid on South African society and, specifically, on higher education. 

Subotzky and Prinsloo (2011:179) therefore propose that “[f]actors impact on 
success at three related levels: individual (academic and attitudinal attributes, 
and other personal characteristics and circumstances), institutional (quality and 
relevance of academic, non-academic, and administrative services), and supra-
institutional (macro-political and socio-economic factors)” (also see Gopaul 2015; 
Motshoane & McKenna 2014). Foundational to the socio-critical model are a 
number of constructs such as (1) students and institutions as situated agents; (2) the 
‘student walk’ as rite of passage, consisting of mostly non-linear, multidimensional, 
interdependent interactions at different phases in the nexus between student, 
institution and broader societal factors; (3) the role and impact of capital and 
habitus; (4) the different domains and modalities of transformation; and (5) a broad 
definition of student success. 

In the light of the proposition that student success is shaped by a complex, layered, 
and dynamic set of events, Subotzky and Prinsloo (2011:182) propose that student 
success “is the outcome of interplay between personal, institutional, and broader 
contextual factors”. In the predominant models there is a clear indication that these 
models “do not adequately recognize the mutual responsibility in the process” 
(Subotzky & Prinsloo 2011:183; emphasis added). While many theoretical and 
empirical models are based on the extent to which students fit in with the organisational 
and epistemological culture, Subotzky and Prinsloo (2011) emphasise that is myopic 
and ineffective. 
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Flowing from Bourdieu’s (1987) work on habitus, capital and field, a socio-
critical understanding of doctoral education therefore needs to consider the 
following constructs: 

Construct 1: Both students and the institution are situated agents. Underlying this 
construct is the claim that students are not mere passive recipients of services, or 
customers, but that they make choices, albeit within certain contextual and structural 
constraints as givens. The same applies to the institution that does not have, contrary 
to popular opinion, free agency. Higher education institutions are, for example, 
constrained by funding and regulatory regimes and frameworks. 

Construct 2: The student walk. In the nexus between student and institutional agency 
we find the ‘student walk’ as “third world” (Barnett 1996:80) or “third space” 
(Prinsloo, Slade & Galpin 2012:130) constituted by “[i]nteractions between student 
and institution [that] are (at least potentially) mutually constitutive” (Subotzky & 
Prinsloo 2011:185). These interactions between students and institution are shaped 
by a variety of networks both inside and outside the institution and/or the student 
walk. Subotzky and Prinsloo (2011) suggest that the quality and effectiveness of the 
‘student walk’ are shaped more by non-academic factors than academic factors; 
by, for instance, mutual knowledge and the extent to which the institution is able to 
accord with the aspirations and skills/attributes of students, and, vice versa, the extent 
to which students ‘fit’ in with the institutional culture and disciplinary epistemologies. 
Where most of the historical models on understanding student success emphasise 
the ‘fit’ of students with the institution, Subotzky and Prinsloo (2011) suggest that the 
responsibility for the ‘fit’ is shared by both the institution and the students. 

Construct 3: The role and shape of capital. “As situated agents, they acquire 
(or fail to acquire) these various forms of capital partly through the reproductive 
mechanisms embedded in their socio-economic and cultural contexts and partly 
through their own individual or institutional/organizational initiatives” (Subotzky & 
Prinsloo 2011:186). It is important to understand that not only are certain forms of 
capital acknowledged or ignored by higher education, but that the extent and scope 
of capital students have is not static but dynamic and often specific to both context 
and discipline. 

Construct 4: Habitus. While the role of capital and habitus is well established in 
research on student success and attrition in higher education, what has not been 
suggested is that it is not only students’ habitus that shape their student walk, but also 
the institution’s habitus and dispositions. 

Fourie-Malherbe M, Aitchison C, Blitzer E, Albertyn R (eds) 2016. Postgraduate Supervision-Future Foci for the knowledge society. Stellenbocsh: SUN PRESS.

DOI: 10.18820/9781928357223/05 © 2017 AFRICAN SUN MeDIA. 



92

PART TWO  •  INSTITUTIONAL MEASURES FOR POSTGRADUATE STUDENT SUCCESS

Construct 5: The domains and modalities of transformation. Students’ domains are 
both inter- and intra-personal while the domains of the institution include academic, 
social and operational aspects. Three key modalities shape both the students’ and 
the institution’s responsiveness, namely attribution, locus of control, and self-efficacy. 
Once again, while these modalities are well established in the literature on student 
success and attrition, Subotzky and Prinsloo (2011) propose that they also shape the 
institution’s responsiveness to student needs and aspirations. 

Construct 6: A broad definition of success. Subotzky and Prinsloo (2011) suggest 
that student success is a much wider and much more nuanced phenomenon than the 
traditionally accepted definitions as determined by regulator and funding frameworks. 
Student success can imply course success that results in graduation, positive student 
experiences and high levels of student satisfaction and engagement and/or a 
successful fit between the graduate and the requirements of civil society, employer 
expectations and citizenship. Crucial for our understanding of student success in the 
context of doctoral supervision is the claim by Subotzky and Prinsloo (2011:188) that 
success may actually also mean ‘not graduating’ where, for example, students’ life 
circumstances have changed to such an extent that they feel that they do not need 
to have a completed qualification.

These six constructs play out in the conceptual model (Figure 5.1) where student success 
is proposed as the result of mostly non-linear, multidimensional, interdependent 
interactions at different phases in the nexus between student, institution and broader 
societal factors. While the visual presentation of the model creates the impression of 
a linear progression from the left to the right, student success is much more dynamic 
and definitely, at times, non-linear. External circumstances on both the sides of the 
student and the institution (number 1) shape student success in often (if not mostly) 
unpredictable ways, such as sudden unemployment or health problems (on the side 
of students) or changes in funding frameworks, a national strike or global economic 
circumstances on the side of the institution. As suggested by Tinto (2014), these 
shaping conditions are outside the loci of both students and the institution and can 
have a disproportionate impact on student success. 
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FIGURE 5.1	 A social-critical model for understanding student success and retention 
(Adapted from Subotzky & Prinsloo 2011)

The respective contexts on the side of the individual and the institution (represented 
in the diagram by ‘1’) indicate not only the doxa or the unwritten rules of the game 
(eg Maton 2008) but also the state of the field. These shaping conditions include 
those that are predictable and those that are uncertain and unknown. On/in this 
field, students (represented by ‘2’) and the institution (represented by ‘3’) interact 
and engage (as indicated by ‘4’ – the ‘student walk’) in a series of inter- and intra-
actions shaped by different steps in the ‘student walk’ (as represented by ‘4’): choice/
admission, learning activities, course success, graduation, employment/citizenship. 
At each step of the ‘student walk’ the extent to which there is a ‘fit’ (represented by 
‘5’) between students’ habitus and capital and the institution’s habitus and capital, 
in the nexus of engagement in a particular doxa, determines the ‘success’ and 
progression of students through this process. Student success (as represented by 
‘6’) is therefore the result of mostly non-linear, multidimensional, interdependent 
interactions at different phases in the nexus between student, institution and broader 
societal factors.
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IMPLICATIONS OF A SOCIO-CRITICAL MODEL FOR POSTGRADUATE 
STUDENT SUCCESS AND ATTRITION
Postgraduate student success is, in many respects, still a “black box” (Ehrenberg et 
al 2007) as our current research efforts do not seem to explain fully the complexities 
and entanglement of postgraduate student success. While current research focuses 
on selected variables within students’ habitus and capital, admission and selection 
criteria, the efficiencies in institutional approval processes, the ‘fit’ between students 
and discipline/supervisor, supervisor experience and skills, and so forth, the dynamic 
interplay between these different variables and role-players/contexts has not yet been 
seriously considered. As Koen (2007) indicates, current research on postgraduate 
student success in South African higher education leaves more questions unanswered 
than we would like to acknowledge. 

In light of the socio-critical model (Subotzky & Prinsloo 2011), of particular concern 
are the almost inhuman expectations from the institution of supervisors as if 
supervisors are the most important if not sole actors in ensuring student success. 
While supervisors’ disciplinary knowledge, skills and experience in supervision do 
play an important role, we cannot and should not negate aspects such as the ‘fit’ 
between supervisors and students, the institution as (dis)enabling environment, 
the (in)efficiency of institutional processes, student:supervisor ratios, and the total 
workload of supervisors amidst ever increasing teaching and research workloads 
and pressures. 

The supervisor is nothing more but also nothing less than a situated agent with 
dispositions, capital in a particular field, entangled in institutional processes and 
personal and macro-contexts. Higher education policy-makers and management 
need to understand postgraduate supervision as a field in the Bourdieusian sense, 
where supervisor and student success depends on several distinctive and diverse 
interactions at different phases in the nexus between student, institution and broader 
societal factors.

(IN)CONCLUSIONS
There are many reasons for the dire attrition rates in doctoral education and many 
research articles focus on one or two dependent or independent variables. An 
overview of the literature may suggest that the two variables receiving most research 
attention are the quality (or lack) of supervision, students’ (lack of) persistence, 
and their failure to fit into the processes and epistemologies of institutions, 
departments and disciplines. Such claims are, however, a severe underestimation 
of the complexities and multiple interrelationships in the nexus between student, 
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institution and macro-societal contexts. A socio-critical model for understanding and 
predicting doctoral student success provides a map of the many intersecting power 
relations in the rite of becoming and being a doctoral candidate where student 
agency is embodied as negotiated and negotiating reality amidst various contesting 
(and often, incommensurable) rules, disciplinary epistemologies and ontologies. 
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