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Abstract: Multiple, interrelated narrative methods were employed in a doctoral study purposed to inves-
tigate the student identity development of seven first-year participants. This approach provided them with 
multiple opportunities to convey their unique first-year experiences and revealed rich understandings of how 
they constructed their identities at a private higher education provider in Johannesburg, South Africa. The 
purpose of this article is to demonstrate that fostering the trust of participants ensured the formation of rich 
biographical narrative portraits through multiple narrative-type collection methods and forms of analyses, 
resulting in rich tapestries of personal experience, which were constitutive of their identity formation. Each 
participant’s narratives revealed their particularities, complexities, and unique experiences of their first year. 
Although each participant experienced their first year of study very differently, this article weaves in the first-
year experiences of one person into its fabric. The narrations of Kondwani (pseudonym), a Zambian student, 
are used to illustrate how her voice emerged and was held in a trustful research relationship. Her case is rep-
resentative of all the participants in that it is an exemplar to illustrate the richness of the individual narratives 
gleaned from carefully chosen methods and forms of analysis that were employed in the study. 
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Authors from various backgrounds (see: 
Bruner 1986; Polkinghorne 1988; Clan-
dinin and Connelly 2000) have sug-
gested that telling stories is a means 

of making sense of experiences. Narrative Inquiry, 
according to Clandinin and Connelly (2000:32), is 
a way of truly understanding human experience: 

It is a collaboration between researcher and respon-

dents, over time, in a place or series of places, and in 

social interaction with milieus. An inquirer enters 

this matrix in the midst and progresses in this same 

spirit, concluding the inquiry still in the midst of liv-

ing and telling, reliving and retelling, the stories of 

experience that make up people’s lives, both individ-

ual and social. Simply stated…narrative inquiry is 

stories lived and told. 

Since the student protests in South Africa started 
in 2015, much research has focused on issues of so-
cial justice for students in South Africa. The 2015 
“#Rhodesmustfall” and the “#Feesmustfall” student 
protests called mostly for the decolonization of cam-
puses and the curriculum in South African univer-
sities and illustrated disdain for the high tuition fees 
that students were paying (Boughey and McKenna 
2016:1). In their article, which discussed these stu-
dent protests, Boughey and McKenna (2016:7) called 
for more reflective and theoretical work to be done 
so as not to perpetuate the current “common-sense” 
assumptions made about students in the field of ac-
ademic development. On the back of the protests 
has followed “a powerful mobilization around the 
lived experiences of students” (Ngabaza, Shefer, 
and Clowes 2018:1). 

This has further supported the growth in the use of 
narrative as a tool to better understand the experi-
ences of higher education students in South African 

higher education research (Boughey and McKenna 
2016; Chinyamurundi 2016a; 2016b; 2018; Pather and 
Chetty 2016; Carolissen and Kiguwa 2018; Ngabaza 
et al. 2018). 

Factors contributing to the growth of narrative stud-
ies in South Africa include an awareness of how 
narrative accounts can assist in recollecting and ex-
periencing the past through a focused lens (Coetzee 
and Rau 2017). Narratives, therefore, provide the 
capability to answer questions about student tran-
sition and, in turn, how students live and convey 
their identities. 

Defining and Positioning Identity 

In this article, identity is viewed as “a set of reifying, 
significant, endorsable stories about a person. These 
stories, even if individually told, are products of 
a collective storytelling” (Sfard and Prusak 2005:14). 
This definition implies that the collections of sto-
ries that commencing students in higher education 
tell and reflect are representative of their identities. 
Sfard and Prusak (2005) further clarify that although 
the term “identity” previously emanated from most-
ly psychological discourses, it now inhabits research 
spaces in many social and humanistic sciences. The 
developing identity of being a student is not inves-
tigated as a psychological concept in this article, it 
is rather seen as a simultaneously cultural, histori-
cal, social, and personal construction. The argument 
that self-narratives are expressive of and constitutive 
of identity is well documented in the literature (Har-
dy 1968; Bruner 1986; Giddens 1991; Ricouer 1991; 
McLellan 1994; Hitchcock and Hughes 1995; McAd-
ams 1996; Polkinghorne 1988, Clandinin and Con-
nelly 2000; Czarniawska 2004; Singer 2004; Sfard and 
Prusak 2005; Yuval-Davis 2006; Riessman 2008; Gill 
and Goodson 2011; McAdams and McLean 2013). 
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Polkinghorne (1988:150) provided a brief yet very 
succinct argument as to why a narrative study is 
relevant when addressing how identities are re-
vealed and developed:

The tools being used by the human disciplines to 

gain access to the self-concept are, in general, the 

traditional research implements designed for formal 

science to locate and measure objects and things…

we achieve our personal identities and self-concept 

through the use of the narrative configuration, and 

make our existence into a whole by understanding 

it as an expression of a single unfolding and devel-

oping story. We are in the middle of our stories and 

cannot be sure how they will end; we are constantly 

having to revise the plot as new events are added to 

our lives. Self, then, is not a static thing or substance, 

but a configuring of personal events into a historical 

unity which includes not only what one has been but 

also anticipations of what one will be.

A Methodology to Build Trust and Honor 
Student Voice 

Multiple, interrelated methods to better under-
stand the experiences of participants (Denzin and 
Lincoln 2013) were employed. The careful choice 
of various narrative methods to gather field texts, 
knowledge about the everyday lives and worlds of 
the participants, as told by them, ensured trust-
ing reciprocal relationships between them and 
the researcher. Further, they facilitated keeping 
the stories of participants intact and authentic. 
Participants felt that they had a contribution to 
make and appreciated the fact that they were giv-
en “voices of authority” and the freedom to share 
what they were comfortable with regarding their 
first-year experiences (Clandinin and Connelly 
2000).

The methods employed and described comprehensive-
ly in the next section were chosen specifically to hon-
or the voices of the participants. Narrative interviews 
were held four months into their first year of higher 
education study. The remainder of the field texts were 
gathered at the end of their first year to determine how 
they had navigated their first year, in retrospect. Table 
1 provides a summary of each form of field text set 
collection method with a summarized statement illus-
trating how their voices were intentionally sought and 
honored throughout the research.

Table 1 Methods employed to honor participants 
voices

Field text collection 
method

Description of how 
participant voices were 
sought

Narrative interviews

Moved away from 
categorical-form responses 
towards natural, open-
ended conversation 
(Mishler 1986)

Images—participants 
generated photo-elicitation

Allowing participants to 
bring an image of their 
choosing gave them power 
and control in the research 
process

Drawing “Rivers of 
Life” and participant 
conversations whilst 
drawing

The analysis was 
conducted based on the 
explanations provided 
by participants, not the 
drawings themselves

Focus group sharing and 
reflecting on first-year 
journeys

Participants were given 
the freedom to share what 
they felt comfortable with 
the group

Source: Self-elaboration.
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Through sharing her experiences of commencing 
higher education with participants, and what she 
was aiming for in the study, the participants be-
came more responsive to the researcher. Their lev-
el of comfort as participants in the research was 
heightened, and a relaxed rapport was developed. 
Sharing stories diminished the distance between 
the researcher and participants, created trust, and 
positioned the researcher in the role of “insider”’ 
(Berger 2015). 

The participants’ full stories were shared in the bi-
ographical narrative portraits rather than fragment-
ing their lived experiences of the first year into code-
able categories to control their meanings (Riessman 
2002:2). Kim (2016) explains that biographical narra-
tive inquiry tells personal stories about others and 
respects and values what they say. With the tapestry 
of field text sets gathered from the participants, sev-
en rich, layered, deep participant biographical nar-
rative portraits were crafted to determine how they 
had woven or constructed their stories by recreating 
one composite story of each of their experiences. Co-
hen, Manion, and Morrison (2011) affirm that telling 
others’ stories in such a way knits text and content, 
stays true to individuals by ensuring their dignity, it 
sanctions cause and consequence, and allows events 
to unfold naturally. 

All participants signed consent forms for their field 
texts, and subsequent narratives to be used for var-
ious purposes, provided that their anonymity was 
ensured. Final crafted biographical narrative por-
traits were shared with each of them to gain their 
approval or allow them to edit their stories before 
the doctoral study was finalized. Examples of the 
feedback received from them were positive and re-
quired no changes or small amendments. As an ex-
ample, Kondwani wrote, “whilst I was reading it, it 

made me look back at how I’ve grown from the first 
year until now. I’m glad to have gone through that 
journey.” 

The anticipated use of their texts for publication 
purposes to improve the student experience at the 
research site was explained. Chase (2011:424) ex-
plained that narrative researchers often include 
longer participant narratives in their publications, 
which may make participants feel vulnerable and 
exposed. She advised that the researcher should 
inform them again and ask permission to use such 
extended narratives. Kondwani’s permission to in-
clude her narratives was sought and given approval 
once again before submitting this article for publi-
cation. 

The study employed the use of a qualitative research 
paradigm and a complementary methods research 
design-type to answer two research questions: 
“What are the first-year experience stories narrat-
ed by students in South African higher education?” 
and “What are the common identity themes of first-
year students based on their narratives of first-year 
higher education experience?”

The term “field text” rather than “data” was used 
as the appropriate term for the narrative inquiry. 
The interpretive nature of field texts allowed the 
researcher to re-narrate stories told by the partici-
pants. 

Although individual narrative stories already guar-
antee variety in results, representivity and perspec-
tive across participants were necessary to increase 
a variety of perspectives and stories and to enrich 
the study results (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 
2011:103). Purposeful sampling was used to inten-
tionally select the participants so that the central 
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phenomenon could be better understood (Cresswell 
2002:194). Josselson, Lieblich, and McAdams (2003) 
posited that saturation never occurs when telling 
personal stories, as each participant has something 
unique to add to the study. However, seven partic-
ipants were sufficient to gain multiple, unique, rich 
understandings of first-year experiences. 

Including Kondwani, the participants comprised 
four South African students and three internation-
al students from Liberia, Zambia, and one other 
sub-Saharan country, respectively. One participant 
was reluctant to reveal the identity of her home 
country due to its political situation.

Kondwani’s case is representative of all the par-
ticipants in that it is an exemplar to illustrate the 
richness of the individual narratives gleaned from 
carefully chosen methods that were employed in 
the study. However, there were commonalities 
across the seven participants’ experiences, which 
are briefly discussed later in the article. Each of the 
seven participants’ narratives revealed their partic-
ularities, complexities, and unique experiences. No 
two research participants had the same experienc-
es or even experienced the same events in the same 
ways. Each participant was a multicultural subject 
(Denzin and Lincoln 2013:27), resulting in each one 
of them experiencing their first year of study very 
differently. 

The next section provides a brief overview of one 
of the seven participants in the study—Kondwani. 
It is important to illustrate her narratives as they 
are a  descriptive and formative exemplar of the 
process of her student identity construction, which 
was simultaneously strong and delicate. Her iden-
tity was strong as identity is strongly held onto 
during times of major tensions or transitions (Gid-

dens 1991). It was also delicate because the stories 
that she expressed were only some of the many 
other stories that could be told of her first-year ex-
perience (Giddens 1991). Her narratives, as with 
the other participants, provided a snapshot in that 
the stories were accepted for what they were at the 
time and used as a lens for an investigation into 
her identity development at the time of the study. 
Her introduction is shared as each of the field text 
collection methods explained after that provides 
examples of her narrative contributions that were 
used to create her final narrative portrait. 

An Introduction to Kondwani 

Kondwani was a Zambian student. She had com-
menced her studies in the field of Information Tech-
nology.

Despite having a frantic start to her studies, Kond-
wani got through her first year of study through 
her faith in God, and her friendly, quiet confidence, 
and determination. This allowed her to make 
friends and take charge of situations. She was test-
ed by academic pressures and loneliness, and she 
missed her family. She carried many worries on 
her shoulders and felt the need to always take re-
sponsibility for everything she did and to do even 
better. She was the first-born child in her family, 
which placed a lot of pressure on her as she want-
ed her family to be proud of her. She was an indi-
vidual who was hard on herself, never letting her 
guard down. With a strong sense of duty towards 
her family and herself as a student, her first-year 
story is one of enduring and overcoming the obsta-
cles she faced. She was confident enough to eval-
uate her new campus and made suggestions for 
improvement based on her experiences. Her story 
was one of personal transformation through perse-
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vering through personal and academic challenges 
over her first year of study.

The following section summarizes the carefully 
chosen methods employed with each of the seven 
participants to honor their “voices,” using Kond-
wani’s narrations as an exemplar. 

Methods Employed for Field Text Set 
Collection 

Narrative Interviews

The aim of conducting narrative interviews was to 
glean detailed accounts instead of short answers 
and general statements from participants (Riess-
man 2008:23). Categorical forms of response were 
avoided and moved towards narratives of natural, 
open-ended conversation (Mishler 1986). 

The transcripts were rewritten into a draft narrative 
sketch showing the main threads of the conversa-
tion and then finalized (Gill 2005).

Selected examples illustrate Kondwani’s initial 
experiences in her first four months of becoming 
a first-year student. 

Arriving at the institution to study, she was in-
formed that she “should have” arranged her study 
visa in Zambia before coming to South Africa. She 
was only given one week by the institution to ar-
range her study visa, police permit, and to gain 
health clearance in Zambia, which was extremely 
stressful for her: 

There was so much involved, and there was so much 

up and down movement, and the expenses. I had 

come to South Africa, I had to fly back to Zambia and 

then do all those things. It required money. It was so 

intense…I almost lost hope. 

In this process, she missed the full week of orienta-
tion prior to the formal start of the semester and al-
most the whole first week of classes. She had missed 
a lot of vital information:

…when I came back, I found out that I was a week 

late, and I was slacking a bit, especially in the differ-

ent subjects…the lecturers had already covered the 

introductory week, it was hard for me.

At the outset of her studies, she experienced ex-
treme homesickness: 

I thought that maybe this wasn’t the place for 

me…I missed being with my family and friends. I al-

most broke down at a certain point. I was in my room, 

thinking about everything, and I just became so emo-

tional. I felt like I was enclosed in a box—I really need-

ed someone to talk to. I had no one to talk to… 

Kondwani was the eldest child in the family and felt 
the need to be a good example to her siblings and 
make her parents proud of her: 

My parents bringing me here is… it’s a lot, and I just 

put that into consideration and know at the end of the 

day, I’m not only doing this for myself but for my family 

back home. Being the firstborn brings many challeng-

es with it. At the end of the day, you’re going to make 

your parents proud. So, I put that into consideration.

She described her difficulty in seeking support for 
her academic work that she was struggling with: 

I was too shy to ask someone because maybe I would 

be embarrassed…but I’m learning to reach out for 
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help. I went to find a tutor who has really helped me, 

it’s helped me in my grades as well… I am doing bet-

ter now than previously, with his help. I am doing my 

best not to be reluctant, but rather to push and give it 

my all.

Getting to know her residence peers was a discon-
certing challenge for her: 

Everyone is in their own world. You can’t go and 

knock on someone’s door and talk to them because 

everyone seems to close you out.

She summed up her first few months of being 
a higher education student as:

…an up and down experience from the time I en-

rolled to actually getting here. Finding friends was 

difficult, just getting to know the place. When I ar-

rived on campus for the first time, it was my first day 

of ever being in South Africa. I’ve never been here. So 

being in a new place, a new environment, was kind of 

difficult…integrating with people… 

However, she did not give up in her first few months: 

…eventually, with trying, I got used to everything. 

It was very difficult, the technology and everything, 

everything was so new to me, and the whole experi-

ence itself. With time, I ended up making friends. The 

subjects that we do here were a challenge as well, but, 

with time, I got used to it.

In the examination of the narrative interview con-
ducted with Kondwani, empirical evidence of how 
stories are shaped for their contextual, situated tell-
ing was found. This is evidence that narrative form 
is molded by the social context in which the individ-
ual is immersed, and that narrativity as a discursive 

mode is central to the social and institutional world 
of the individual (Thornborrow and Coates 2005:7). 

Images—Participant Generated Photo-Elicitation

Adding and mixing methods of collecting field texts 
offered the potential to enhance the capacity for 
a social explanation by the participants.

The visual and the sensory are also worthy of inves-
tigation but cannot always be communicated easily 
by verbal means (Eisner 2008). Pushing beyond the 
non-linguistic dimensions in research and expand-
ing the investigation by using visual and arts-based 
methods was ensured as these offer other expres-
sive possibilities that allow access to different levels 
of experience (Bagnoli 2009:547-548). The creative 
activity of using visual methods and methodologies 
is the starting block for emergent thoughts about 
personal experience and identity, which are con-
veyed to the researcher (Gauntlett and Holzwarth 
2006:82). By creatively mixing methods, “out-of-the-
box” thinking came to the fore, which allowed new 
ways of cross-examining and understanding social 
experiences and lived realities (Mason 2006:9-10). 

Through reviewing relevant literature, the emer-
gence of graphic elicitation as a rich instrument to 
uncover experiences that are not otherwise under-
stood became clear (Crilly, Clarkson, and Black-
well 2006; Bagnoli 2009; Copeland and Agosto 
2012; Rodriguez and Kerrigan 2016). Photographs 
have, for example, been used as a way of evoking 
memories of an experience (Rose 2012:307). In this 
study, bringing their images assisted participants 
in reflecting on their first year of higher education. 
In addition, they assisted in investigating the daily 
taken-for-granted thoughts, experiences, and rou-
tines of the participant (Rose 2012:306). Guillemin 
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and Drew (2010:177) explain that participant-gen-
erated photo-elicitation opens the intricacies of the 
phenomenon being investigated. 

In the review of literature, participant-generated 
photography most often involves participants be-
ing given a camera and being tasked with taking 
pictures of their experiences or things that are im-
portant to them in a particular context (Guillemin 
and Drew 2010:176). However, in this study, each of 
the participants was asked to bring an already-tak-
en image to a group session, which they felt best 
captured their experience of their first year at the 
higher education institution. The images brought by 
participants could take the form of a photograph, 
a meme, a photograph downloaded from the In-
ternet, or a picture from a magazine. This differs 
substantially from the traditional method of elicit-
ing participant-generated photography but allowed 
participants to select the image themselves, thus 
giving them power and control to bring an image 
with which they were comfortable. In addition, this 
method resonated with participants who, between 
the ages of 18 and 20, were avid consumers of so-
cial media on mobile phones. They could access 
an image reminding them of their first-year expe-
rience easily. It allowed them to use it as a vehicle 
and a metaphor to explain it in terms of why it re-
minded them of their first-year experience. It also 
fitted well with the field text collection plan of using 
visual texts for an opening activity as a field text set 
collection point. 

Participants were asked to bring an image that in 
retrospect reflected something important or poi-
gnant from their experiences from their first year. 
Selecting an image with this in mind ensured that 
each participant had utilized time and effort in 
advance to do some reflection of their first year in 

higher education and, as a result, they arrived on 
the day with some thoughts and positionings of self 
regarding their experiences already. 

The opening activity allowed students to start per-
forming their identities in the discussion of their 
images. The descriptions given by participants are 
termed by Croghan, Griffin, Hunter, and Phoenix 
(2008:347) as “forms of self-accounting” in that iden-
tity work is performed that focuses particularly on 
the image.

Participants’ verbal input as to why they chose their 
image as a primary field text set was used. No visu-
al analysis of the photographs took place. Only their 
talk about the selected image(s) was transcribed into 
a field text set.

Kondwani’s image that reminded her of her first 
year depicted her sitting in an airplane as she em-
barked on her initial journey from Zambia to study 
in South Africa. She was both nervous and excited 
at the same time:

That was me on my way to South Africa from Zam-

bia, the picture represents me being nervous but low-

key excited about going into my first year... 

She explained that she was sad to leave her family 
behind but excited at the prospect of the new life 
journey ahead of her—she knew that it would be 
a challenging road ahead. 

Despite the simplicity of the image that she provid-
ed, a self-taken photo of her on her plane trip from 
Zambia to South Africa portrayed the most poi-
gnant or significant experience of Kondwani’s first 
year—leaving her home and her country to start her 
higher education studies in South Africa. 
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Drawing “Rivers of Life” and Participant 
Conversations while Drawing

Lived experience also takes place in visual and 
sensory dimensions, which merit investigation 
but cannot always be articulated in the form of 
language (Eisner 2008). Leitch (2008) noted the 
growing interest in the combined use of narrative 
and drawing to understand the world of those be-
ing researched. The work of Guillemin and Drew 
(2010) unveiled the growth of literature in research 
(Evans and Hall 1999; Mirzoeff 1999; Emmison and 
Smith 2000; Banks 2001; Sturken and Cartwright 
2001; Van Leeuwen and Jewitt 2001; Rose 2007), 
which is dedicated to the analysis and interpreta-
tion of visual images. 

Participants were asked to draw “Rivers of Life.” 
The “River of Life” concept was introduced as 
a metaphor for the journeys of their first-year expe-
rience. Using “Rivers of Life” has been utilized in 
research as a participatory visual narrative meth-
od that facilitates the visual telling of stories of the 
past, present, and future (Moussa 1994; Fisher and 
White 2001; Fullana, Pallisera, and Montserrat 2014). 
Participants used the metaphor of a river to reflect 
on their first-year experiences, encompassing both 
the positive aspects and the challenges along the 
way. They were asked to draw a river to represent 
their first-year journey at the institution, including 
significant elements that had contributed to shaping 
their experience.

Conversations between participants whilst draw-
ing their pictures were audio-taped. The drawings 
themselves, the explanations of their drawings giv-
en by the participants, and the informal banter tak-
ing place between participants during the drawing 
process were transcribed as field texts. 

Although there are various approaches according to 
which visual texts can be analyzed and interpreted 
(Guillemin 2004; Rose 2001; 2007; 2012), participants’ 
interpretations and explanations were integrated 
verbatim into the portraits—“you shouldn’t try to 
analyze each creative artifact because that is better 
done by the person who made it” (Gauntlett and 
Holzwarth 2006:87).

Giving the participants space to create their draw-
ings of experience enhanced the trustworthiness 
of this study as the participants had the power to 
create and contribute to the study providing trans-
actional validity (Schulze 2017). The participants’ 
drawings gave them a voice, positioning them as 
expert authorities on their lives (Schulze 2017).

Recording participant conversations whilst draw-
ing proved to be a rich field text. The students were 
relaxed and engaged in natural conversation during 
which they opened up to each other. The tran-
scriptions revealed thoughts, events, and emotions 
which had not been gleaned from any of the other 
field texts.

Kondwani revealed her strong religious faith in con-
versation with other participants whilst drawing 
“Rivers of Life”: 

…aren’t you like?…“Okay, God, maybe you are try-

ing to show me a sign like…okay, that wasn’t for me?” 

I kept on trying, but He kept closing the door instead. 

Your plans are not God’s plans.

Focus Group Sharing and Reflecting on 
Participants’ First-Year Journeys

Once the drawings had been completed, partici-
pants were allowed to present their “River of Life” 
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first-year experience story to the focus group. Each 
participant fixed their A3-sized drawing to a wall 
and explained their first-year story referring to their 
drawing while sharing their story. Other partici-
pants were invited to ask questions and seek clari-
ty when and if necessary. These presentations were 
audio-recorded and transcribed for analysis. The fo-
cus group format increased the opportunity for par-
ticipants to uncover new and possibly unexpected 
learning (McDrury and Alteiro 2003:34). The partic-
ipants listened to each other, illustrated, and shared 
multiple realities of their first-year experiences in 
the discussion. The researcher relied on the mean-
ing-making that participants attributed to what they 
had drawn. 

Kondwani pointed out various literal aspects of her 
drawing, saying things like: 

We have the sun, the clouds, there’s a tree, the river, 

there’s a quote, and there’s me. 

She indicated that the sun depicted her positive mo-
ments, and the clouds depicted the moments that 
had been hard for her. At the same time, the green 
leaves depicted her positive experiences, and the 
yellow leaves were her more negative experiences 
during her first year. Despite hardships, she had 
managed to move forward and overcome them. She 
mentioned that she had been scraped by the brown 
rocks in her river as her journey had not been easy: 

It’s been very overwhelming…

She only made mention of different experiences but 
did not seem to want to divulge too much detail to 
the group. She shared that she had endured a chal-
lenging first year and so included writing in a quote 
on her drawing that read: 

“A journey of a thousand miles begins with one step.”

She qualified this by saying that she had not giv-
en up even though her year had not been easy—she 
had experienced difficulties of her own. She at-
tributed her faith in God for getting her through her 
first year:

 He’s seen me through my journey.

Participants’ Personal Reflections on Sharing 
Their Experiences

While seated together after presenting the individ-
ual stories of their first-year experience, participants 
were asked if they had learned from the experiences 
of the other participants over the period of their in-
volvement in the research. These interactions were 
audio-taped and transcribed. In addition, the fol-
lowing question was asked: “What was the value for 
you in being part of this study?” They were asked to 
submit this in an email as a reflective piece of writ-
ing. These reflective pieces of writing were integrat-
ed into the final biographical narrative portraits. 

Kondwani’s verbal reflection on whether she had 
learned from the narrated experiences of the other 
participants is provided verbatim below, honoring 
her “voice”: 

I really didn’t know what to expect, and I was a bit 

nervous about how things were going to turn out. 

I wondered if I would be comfortable with the oth-

er respondents because I did not know any of them. 

I was scared about how I was going to stand up and 

speak to them. Surprisingly, I’ve been comfortable 

expressing myself. Listening to everyone’s different 

experiences has been a good thing. Despite the dif-

ferent challenges that we’ve all faced—yes, they broke 
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us down—but we all have that positivity in us—the 

fighting spirit that things will get better. We all fall, 

lying in different places, but we’re still getting back 

up to try to see the good in it. So, it’s good to see that 

through these different challenges, that we are all 

growing in different aspects of our lives.

Kondwani’s written reflection is presented below and 
was incorporated into the final narrative portrait:

My experience of the first year through being a par-

ticipant in the research was so overwhelming. From 

the last time I was interviewed until our last encounter 

with you, I have been through so many changes as an 

individual. By this, I mean that I’ve grown through the 

different challenges or experiences I have faced. From 

the activity we had on that day, telling our stories 

through a drawing was a first-time experience as I had 

never done it before. In the beginning, I did not know 

how to go about it, but eventually, I got the hang of it 

and found it easy to tell my story through a drawing. 

Being able to share my story through the drawing 

with others was nice because it helped me to open 

up and share the experiences that I had during my 

first year. On the other hand, hearing other people’s 

stories through their drawings was great because it 

made me realize that we all go through similar expe-

riences at the end of the day. 

There’s so much value in sharing stories of our experi-

ences in the first year. It helps us relate to one another, 

in the sense that you as an individual are not the only 

one going through that problem or situation—even if 

you feel that you are alone—others are going through 

the same things. When we share our experiences with 

others, it helps us to know that we can all get through 

it and try to help each other. A problem shared is 

a problem solved. 

What I really learned from the others, is that despite 

the different encounters we faced, we all grew and 

continued pushing ourselves through. We all tried to 

be positive about things at the end of the day. We all 

had a mindset of putting academic work as our main 

priority but also remembered that we have a social 

life. Our social lives allowed us to meet people that 

help us or teach us different lessons. Through this we 

continue to discover who we are, knowing that we are 

growing and learning through the different experi-

ences we face in every aspect of our lives.

These personally narrated, fragmentary perspectives 
on Kondwani’s becoming experiences, illustrated 
that identity is socially constructed and constant-
ly re-created in storied interactions by people and 
between people. Her identity development result-
ed from situated interactions during her first year 
where she picked up institutional, intrapersonal, and 
interpersonal cues for learning her student identity. 
The myriad, complex paths that she traversed, which 
were captured in her various field text sets, allowed 
a “bird’s eye view” into her experiences.

Narrative and Thematic Analysis 

Narrative analysis resides within the narrative in-
quiry in that it “understands lives as unfolding 
temporally, as particular events within a particular 
individual’s life. The final result is a story. Instead 
of applying a stimulus/response approach, the re-
searcher rather opts for opportunities where re-
spondents can develop narrative accounts” (Riess-
man 2008:23). Narrative analysis was used in the 
first phase of the analysis to write up the biographi-
cal narrative portraits of the seven participants.

The analysis of narratives can be likened more to 
general qualitative research, where narratives are 
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analyzed into themes and categories. Analysis of 
narratives was used in the second phase of the anal-
ysis where common themes were discovered across 
the participants’ narratives by using Braun and 
Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis.

A Trajectory for Analysis and Writing Up the 
Biographical Narrative Portraits

The work of Kim (2016) offered a process for integrat-
ing and analyzing the fieldsets in that she encourages 
narrative researchers to “flirt” with texts. She defines 
flirting with texts (Kim 2016:188) as follows:

Flirting with data is an attempt to analyze and interpret 

the research data to exploit the idea of surprise and cu-

riosity, as we don’t know what is going to evolve and 

emerge until we deal with the data; it creates a space 

for us where we can discover ways to reach and nego-

tiate our research aims with data; it encourages us to 

make time to embrace less familiar possibilities; and 

it is a way for cultivating ideas for finding yet another 

story, one we have not necessarily bargained for.

As James (2017) and Hunter (2010), Kim (2016) does 
not provide a “one-size-fits-all-method” for analyz-
ing narrative field text sets as prescribing a specif-
ic method would result in researchers trying to fit 
their field text analysis into a given method. 

Labov’s model of analysis (Labov and Waletzky 
1967), adapted by Mishler (1995), was used to craft 
the biographical narrative portraits. Labov’s mod-
el is a trusted method used for narrative analysis 
(Mishler 1986; 1995; McCormack 2004; Riessman 
2008; Patterson 2013). Mishler (1995) adapted Labov 
and Waletzky’s model of 1967, explaining that a per-
sonal narrative comprises six components, which 
are explained below. Labov’s work on narrative pro-

vides legitimacy and methodological rigor in the 
qualitative analysis of human identities and person-
al experience (Johnstone 2016:543). However, Kim’s 
(2016) notion of “flirting with data” was retained. 

The term “portraits” was apt for the study—in em-
ploying a visual metaphor, the revealing of narrative 
portraits of each participant reveals a self-portrait in 
that each of their stories is told (Schiffrin 1996). “Just 
as an artist may display a portrait through composi-
tion and color, a story may display through a teller, 
telling experience” (Schiffrin 1996:199). 

Research portraits were found to be useful as tools 
for maintaining the presence of the participants 
within the analytical process. The use of portrai-
ture prevails mostly within the social sciences and 
specifically within the sociological study of educa-
tion (Golsteijn and Wright 2013:300). In adopting 
narrative portraits to present the narrative findings, 
the researcher ensured that she focused on the per-
sonal and social context of participants through 
the insights that they offered (Golsteijn and Wright 
2013:308).

Each narrative portrait was composed by following 
the steps below:

1.	 After the field texts were collected and tran-
scribed (where appropriate), they were read and 
re-read to become familiar with what partici-
pants had storied. 

2.	 Working through the text sets of each participant 
to create the ordering framework, the positive 
and negative influences on the identity of each 
participant were highlighted. The result was an 
integrated narrative portrait summary sketch for 
each participant.
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3.	 Each field text set was analyzed. The meaning 
that participants made regarding all their text 
sets collected was relied on.

4.	 Mishler’s six components, which make up a per-
sonal narrative, were utilized. The six components 
were collapsed into three. This was because in the 
ordering framework it had become apparent that 
there were layers of meaning across different text 
sets on the same topics of conversation. Trying to 
fit participant narratives under six different head-
ings for the stories became mechanical and broke 
down the authenticity of individual accounts of 
experience. The three main headings for each nar-
rative portrait were re-designed as follows.

Abstract and Orientation

In each narrative portrait, a short overview of each 
participant’s story was provided, along with context 
to provide the reader with a fuller context of who 
the participant was. Participants often first spoke of 
their time at high school as an introduction to their 
stories and how they came to study at the institu-
tion. In this article, Kondwani’s abstract and ori-
entation was shared verbatim in this article in her 
introductory paragraph named “An Introduction to 
Kondwani.”

Complicating Actions and Evaluation 

Complicating actions and evaluations were com-
bined. The layers of field text sets, crafted together 
into participant stories of first-year experiences, pro-
vided rich information regarding events, sequences, 
and plots, with crises and turning points. The re-
searcher stayed true to the stories told by the partic-
ipants in the narrative portraits—their stories were 
presented as they told them. 

Resolution and Coda

Participants’ reflections were captured in each nar-
rative portrait. They narrated their thoughts and ex-
pressed their perspectives about what they had gained 
from being a part of the study. This section also pro-
vided the opportunity to connect their first-year jour-
neys with the present by explaining where they were 
in their academic careers at the time of writing up the 
research. The information under this heading was 
mostly gleaned from the focus group discussion, their 
verbal and written reflections on the value they gained 
from being participants in the study.

Each narrative portrait was presented chronologi-
cally/temporally as far as possible based on Mish-
ler’s (1995) typology for the analysis of narratives. 

Each narrative portrait was given a title. The title 
ascribed to each participant’s story was inspired by 
a  significant event, tension, challenge, or strength 
that was narrated in a participant’s story of the first-
year experience. Kondwani’s story title was “A Jour-
ney of a Thousand Miles Begins with One Step.”

With the tapestry of field text sets gathered for each 
of them, seven rich, layered, deep participant narra-
tive portraits were created, to determine how they 
had woven or constructed their stories by recreating 
one composite story of each of their experiences. 

Pointers Crafted to Write Up the Narrative 
Portraits

Respected authors in the field of narrative inquiry 
were investigated to draw up pointers to write par-
ticipant narratives and transform them into public 
documents, which would be accepted in the scien-
tific community (Bolivar 2002:16). In the absence of 
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a fixed set of guidelines for writing up biographical 
narrative portraits of experience, the narrative re-
search work of various authors (Bruner 1987; Boli-
var 2002; Riessman 2008; Somekh and Lewin 2011; 
Maitlis 2012; Golsteijn and Wright 2013; Kim 2016) 
were drawn on to write them. It may be said that 
there can never be one set of guidelines for writing 
up a narrative portrait as such a thing is an art, and 
the artist (author) participates creatively in the pro-
cess. However, the following pointers offered clear 
direction and structure.

Read and Re-Read Each Narrative Portrait 

Reading and re-reading the narrative portrait sev-
eral times as ideas can initiate different interpre-
tations or new ideas for the portrait (Golsteijn and 
Wright 2013:310). In practice, each narrative portrait 
was re-crafted three to four times, often changing 
the ordering of events, sequences, and participants’ 
thoughts to ensure that their stories were authentic 
and chronologically correct. 

Detail the Setting, as well as Researcher Feelings 
of Setting and Each Participant 

The narrative should detail the setting where the in-
teractions took place. It should feature the research-
er’s feelings about the setting and the individual par-
ticipant (Golsteijn and Wright 2013:308). Participants 
and the researcher’s backgrounds and lives before 
coming to the institution were provided as a  back-
drop to their narratives of the first-year experience.

Tell a Story That Is Interesting, Understandable, 
and Convincing 

A narrative must answer the question “Why?” 
“Why is this worth telling, what is interesting about 

it?” (Bruner 1987:29). A narrative must be about 
a sequence of events over time, which is structured 
comprehensibly. The narrative must tell something 
interesting—something that makes it exceptional in 
that it produces something that we did not expect 
(Bruner 1987:29). Good narrative research is not just 
one that gathers the different voices in the field or 
interprets them but one that makes the story un-
derstandable and believable. The unique biography 
must be written within a framework of general struc-
ture in a context that explains it (Bolivar 2002:16). 
The narrative should be carefully and authentically 
orchestrated to produce feelings of empathy and au-
thenticity on the part of the reader (Kim 2016:197). 
The unique aspects of each participant’s first-year 
journey and staying “true” to their stories as they 
told them were ensured. Each narrative portrait was 
inspired by using a distinguishing feature, event, or 
theme, which underpinned their story, to draw the 
reader into wanting to read each participant’s story.

Integrate the Field Text Sets into a Coherent 
Whole Using a Chronological Sequence 

The final narrative portrait does not violate or re-
move the voices of the subjects investigated as it 
does not apply categorical analyses of participants’ 
words—“the nuances of the narrativization of a life 
can never be caught in a thematic category” (Boli-
var 2002:13). In other words, do not interrogate the 
actual words uttered by participants to formal rules 
that force researchers to explain why participants 
say what they say (Bolivar 2002:16). Rather, the pro-
cess of crafting a “true” narrative is to integrate field 
text sets into a coherent whole. The result is an un-
derstanding of the past events in retrospect, using 
a chronological sequence from beginning to end—if 
this is done successfully, a specific plot will emerge 
(Bolivar 2002:16). What was presented in each nar-
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rative were honest and authentic accounts of what 
each participant narrated. Participants’ stories were 
not changed in any way and strove to integrate 
the set of field texts of each of them into a coherent 
whole to allow specific plots to emerge.

“Clean Up” Speech to Make the Narrative 
Portrait Easier to Read

Erase disfluencies, break-offs, and repeated phras-
es that serve no purpose to participant stories. Do 
the same for researcher speech where necessary 
(Riessman 2008:57-58). The researchers’ utterances 
were removed from each narrative portrait. Without 
changing or manipulating what each participant 
told, disfluencies, break-offs, and repeated phrases 
were removed. Where participants uttered swear 
words, a letter or letters were removed and replaced 
with an asterisk. 

Focus on Preserving the Words Used by 
Participants However Long or Short Their 
Narratives May Be 

Quote the actual words of the participants exten-
sively. Large, verbatim fragments should be placed 
into the narrative portraits (Golsteijn and Wright 
2013:308). Glean and craft told stories and not “how” 
they told their stories. Preserve historical sequence 
and the wealth of detail contained in the long se-
quences of participants, rejecting the idea of gener-
ic explanations (Riessman 2008:74). Narratives can 
vary in length. A narrative may only be a few lines 
long in total but may vary to long and complex sto-
ries that comprise parts, or the whole, of the story 
of a person’s life (Maitlis 2012:493). Do not fracture 
participants’ accounts. Work through one partici-
pant’s texts at a time and order relevant topics and 
episodes into a chronological, biographical account 

to create portraits that stay “true” to what partici-
pants narrate (Riessman 2008:74). In the crafting of 
each narrative portrait large, verbatim chunks of 
what participants narrated were used to stay true to 
their stories. The accounts of participants were not 
fractured in any way.

Place the Participant at the Center of the Story 
Using Their Key Narratives, Storylines, or Plots 

The narrative should come together structural-
ly around the key narratives, or storylines/plots, 
which underpin what the participant is telling the 
researcher, “documenting their voices and visions—
their authority, knowledge, and wisdom” (Golstei-
jn and Wright 2013:308). In each narrative portrait, 
Mishler’s (1995) components for the analysis of nar-
ratives, with input from Johnstone (2016), provided 
structure for each story. 

Provide Rich Descriptions of the Experiences of 
Participants 

Rich descriptions that give meaning should be 
aimed for. Ensure a balance between the words of 
the participant and the interpretation that he or 
she provides (Bolivar 2002:13). A narrative portrait 
must display the participant’s inner reality with-
in the wider explainable context (Bolivar 2002:16). 
A well-written research portrait must be strongly 
specific and contextual and should portray “the 
richness, complexity, and dimensionality of hu-
man experience in social and cultural context” 
(Golsteijn and Wright 2013:300). Look for patterns 
in constructions of agency or positioning of par-
ticipants (Shukla, Wilson, and Boddy 2014). Par-
ticipants’ self-positioning and their inner worlds 
that influenced their first-year experiences were 
brought to the fore. 
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Analysis and Findings 

The narrative analysis allowed a vertical analysis of 
each participant, facilitating the write-up of seven 
unique, authentic biographical narrative portraits. 
The presentation of these portraits answered the 
first research sub-question: “What are the first-year 
experience stories narrated by students in South 
African higher education?” The presentation of 
narrative portraits revealed seven unique first-year 
experience stories narrated by students in a South 
African private higher education institution and 
revealed their identities as first-year students. The 
narrative portraits told participants’ stories of be-
coming first-year students from careful method-
ological vantage points to hear and their “voices,” 
confirming the notion that unique, individual ex-
periences are rich tapestries of personal experience 
and constitutive of identity formation.

The thematic analysis of narratives (Braun and 
Clarke 2006) allowed a horizontal analysis across 
the seven participants, resulting in five broad 
themes, most consisting of a variety of sub-themes, 
emerging across all seven participants. Common 
themes of the seven participants’ experiences al-
lowed theorization from the cases whilst keeping 
the individual stories intact. The presentation of 
the findings of the thematic analysis answered the 
second research question: “What are the common 
identity themes of first-year students based on their 
narratives of first-year higher education experi-
ence?” First, first-year student identities are formed 
by interpersonal experiences in their journeys. These 
experiences are characterized by their friendships, 
faith, family, and finances. Second, first-year student 
identities are formed by intrapersonal experiences in 
their journeys. These experiences are characterized 
by their personal experiences, their emotions, and 

their strengths and growth. Third, first-year student 
identities are formed by institutional experiences be-
tween leaving high school and before commencing 
study in their institutional journeys. Fourth, first-
year identities are formed by experiences of formal 
learning in their institutional journeys. These expe-
riences were characterized by their experiences of 
formal learning characterized by the changes that 
they experienced between school and higher educa-
tion and their academic experiences. Last, first-year 
identities are formed by learning experiences beyond 
the classroom. Their learning experiences were char-
acterized by extra-curricular activities and their 
experiences of culture and cultural diversity at the 
institution.

Discussion

Due to the social turn being made in defining stu-
dent identity in this study, it acknowledged that 
identity is socially constructed and constantly cre-
ated and re-created in storied interactions by people 
and between people. Each participant told very dif-
ferent stories of their first-year experiences but there 
were common threads to their narratives. Although 
it must be acknowledged that the identities of peo-
ple are self-evolving and fluid, the participants’ 
myriad, complex paths that they traversed allowed 
a snapshot into their experiences. The stories were 
accepted for what they were at the time and used as 
a lens for an investigation into their identity devel-
opment at the time of the study. 

The narrative analysis revealed that their identity 
development resulted from situated interactions 
during their first year where they picked up insti-
tutional, intrapersonal, and interpersonal cues for 
learning their student identities. They developed 
their student identities through the everyday rituals 
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(Sfard and Prusak 2005) of their new environment 
over their first year in higher education through 
personal and institutional experiences. In all cases, 
the participants’ learning of whom they were ex-
pected to be as students was that they all somehow 
wanted to play according to “the rules of the game” 
(Boughey 2013)—they wanted to fit in and comply 
with what was expected of them. A close reading of 
the seven narrative portraits shows many instanc-
es of self-correcting and attempts to find their way 
as they navigated through the ritualized norms of 
their new institution. They all had an intense in-
ternal need to succeed in their first-year journeys. 
Congruent with the studies of Mahlangu and Fras-
er (2017) and McGhie (2017), the personal resilience, 
personal strengths, and efforts of the participants, 
and their ability to adapt to the expectations of their 
new institution, were vital tools that they used to 
adapt to and succeed in their first-year studies.

The study has various recommendations for prac-
tice: student-facing staff in marketing, admissions, 
and enrolment are often the first point of contact 
with prospective students. There is a need for these 
staff members to interact positively with students at 
all times with clear, ongoing communication to stu-
dents as they navigate their way into institutions of 
higher learning. 

The research process and findings indicate the need 
for higher education institutions to view the first-
year experience of students holistically to facili-
tate the positive identity development of students. 
Trusted representatives responsible in any way for 
first-year students have an impact on the types of 
identities developed by students. Their approach 
and interactions with first-year students should fa-
cilitate the sense that the institution is welcoming, 
supportive, and caring. The need for higher educa-

tion institutions to intentionally create and foster 
a sense of belonging for all students is of paramount 
importance (Gyamera 2018:155). 

This research shows that first-year students need 
“community” with peers. It is recommended that 
regular times are scheduled during first-year experi-
ence programs for students to come together to dis-
cuss their experiences and learn from others. These 
opportunities should allow students to share their 
experiences, often reflect with others, and learn from 
peers over the year to settle well into their new rou-
tines as students. Ideas for participation could include 
the various methods of field text collection (students 
interview each other, talk in small groups about their 
experiences, bring pictures or photographs that re-
mind them of their year so far, draw their experienc-
es, and reflect in small groups) used in this study.

There is a need for higher education institutions to 
plan vibrant, relevant, well-advertised first-year stu-
dent experience programs encompassing the academ-
ic, cultural, personal, social, and sporting spheres to 
assist in building positive identities for new students.

Teaching and learning approaches should be adapted 
to integrate the socio-cultural context of the student 
and the disciplinary content and knowledge of what 
students are taught (Snowball and McKenna 2016). Ac-
ademic staff should adapt their teaching and learning 
approaches, which harness the personal strengths and 
lived experiences of students. In doing this, the voices 
of culturally diverse students are also heard.

Conclusion

The study approached the narrative investigation 
with Kim’s (2016:222) self-coined notion of “flirta-
tion” by “capitalizing on imagination and creativ-
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ity to adapt, modify, and deepen existing analysis 
methods to address our narrative research design 
and process” to produce trustworthy and credible 
accounts of participants’ first-year experiences. Al-
lowing the participants an opportunity to select an 
already-taken image reminding them of their first-
year experience broadens the narrative methodolog-
ical base in understanding commencing students’ 
experiences in higher education by making use of 
images for research in a new and innovative way. 
Imagination, curiosity, and creativity were used to 
deepen existing analysis methods in the broader 
field of narrative research

As there is seldom a roadmap of how to conduct and 
analyze a narrative study, this research provides 
a living exemplar—a way in which such a complex 
research process could unfold. Researchers could 
use and adapt parts of the study as they see fit for 
future studies. 

In employing a complementary methods design 
type using narrative and thematic methods for 
analysis, the study demonstrated the fluidity of the 
boundaries between the two approaches for analy-
sis and facilitated deeper, richer understandings of 
students’ transition experiences of the first year. 

This study did not set out to exhaust how students ex-
perience their first year in higher education but rather 
to honor the voices of individual students to help fa-
cilitate better understandings of commencing students 
that higher education practitioners face every day.

The research implies the need for further research 
into how staff experiences their daily work with 
students in transition and how they can collaborate 
to ensure a smoother, meaningful transition experi-
ence for students, facilitating student identity devel-

opment. Further, higher education institutions and 
practitioners may re-examine their practices, poli-
cies, procedures, and guidelines to better facilitate 
the “walk of the student” through the first year.

Research is encouraged to uncover how higher 
education institutions communicate their shared 
norms, values, and practices (Wolgemuth and Agos-
to 2019). The norms, values, and practices of higher 
education institutions are often discrete and hard to 
navigate for students who are new to higher educa-
tion. Research into this area could facilitate a better 
“meeting” between first-year students and institu-
tional expectations.

Given the COVID-19 pandemic, research is needed 
into how first-year students are developing first-
year student identities in an online learning context. 
There is a need for higher education institutions to 
innovate to keep first-year students engaged and de-
velop the identities required for their academic and 
personal success in undergraduate study.

This study was based on research with a small 
number of student participants and, therefore, find-
ings may not be transferable. The field text sets were 
collected in a unique, private higher education set-
ting and may not have findings and recommenda-
tions beyond the periphery of the site at which the 
research was undertaken.
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