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ABSTRACT
There has been much debate around whether the discipline of psychology in South Africa
is relevant to the needs of the majority of the population. This “relevance debate”
highlights the inaccessibility of psychological services to the majority of the population
and the skewed demographics of psychologists. The majority of psychologists in South
Africa are white, English-speaking females. There is a great need to train more
psychologists from other demographic groups. However, despite the variety of students
in undergraduate psychology courses, postgraduate studies continue mainly to attract
white, female students. This qualitative study looks at University of Cape Town
undergraduate students’ experiences of their psychology courses and their feelings about
postgraduate study, to explore why certain students do not pursue psychology as a career.
Furthermore, it examines students’ perceptions of the relevance of the discipline of
psychology. The theoretical framework for this study is located within a social
constructionist paradigm. Three focus groups were held with second- and third-year
psychology students, and a thematic analysis was conducted on the focus group
transcriptions. The findings of the study indicate three main reasons students cite for not
pursuing psychology further: the unanticipated academic difficulty of psychology
courses; the perceived impossibility of acceptance into postgraduate programmes; and the
time and money required. With regard to the “relevance debate”, the findings suggest that
these students believe that the discipline is not accessible to the majority of the
population. However, students propose two contradictory solutions: the first
acknowledges the need to change aspects of the discipline; and the second holds that
South Africans (specifically black South Africans) should change their view of
psychology and mental health. Furthermore, it appears that students are engaging with
issues of relevance with regards to their own studies and a potential career in psychology.
Key Words: Relevance debate; psychology; South Africa; undergraduate students;
universities; careers; postgraduate studies
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Introduction
Many countries have struggled with the question of the relevance of psychology.
There has been much debate about how psychology can become more applicable to its
socio-political context (de la Rey & Ipser, 2004). The question of relevance is
particularly pertinent in South Africa, and has been the focus of much discussion since
the 1980s. This “relevance debate”, which began during apartheid, has continued in
different forms post-1994, with many aspects of the discipline criticised as lacking
relevance in the South African context. South African universities have an important role
to play in ensuring the relevance of psychology through what they teach, how they teach
it and the kinds of students they select for psychology programmes (Ahmed & Pillay,
2004; Macleod, 2004). This study focuses on the experiences and perspectives of
undergraduate psychology students at the University of Cape Town (UCT) in relation to
the “relevance debate”.
The “Relevance Debate” During Apartheid
The term “relevance debate” emerged in South Africa during the 1980s, when a
group of psychologists began to question and criticise psychology’s role in apartheid.
Some psychologists actively supported apartheid, even producing pseudo-scientific
research as justification, while many psychologists inadvertently supported apartheid by
remaining politically “neutral” or silent about its detrimental effects (Ahmed & Pillay,
2004; Duncan & Bowman, 2009; Gentz & Durrheim, 2009; Macleod, 2006; Painter,
Terre Blanche, & Henderson, 2006). Furthermore, psychology was accused of being
irrelevant to the needs of the majority, as it was focused on serving the interests of the
white minority elite (Macleod, 2006; Suffla & Seedat, 2004; Watson & Fouche, 2007).
However, not all psychologists in South Africa supported apartheid. A minority of
psychologists offered resistance, openly opposing apartheid and criticising the role that
psychology played in apartheid society (Duncan & Bowman, 2009; Foster, 1991; Painter
et al., 2006; Macleod, 2006).

3
The “Relevance Debate” Post-1994
Since the end of apartheid, the discipline of psychology in South Africa continues
to be criticised on issues of relevance. One of the main concerns raised is that psychology
is too Eurocentric, decontextualised and individualistic to be relevant to a South African
context. Western mainstream theory dominates the discipline, and is considered
inappropriate to the needs of the majority of the population. Many believe that
psychology will only become relevant in South Africa once it embraces indigenous forms
of knowledge and traditional healing, while some argue that South Africa needs its own
distinctive form of psychology (de la Rey & Ipser, 2004; Hickson & Kriegler, 1991;
Matoane, 2012; Ruane, 2010).
A similar criticism levelled is that the discipline of psychology is depicted as
neutral and apolitical, and thus ignores socio-political contexts (de la Rey & Ipser, 2004;
Macleod, 2004). Some critics propose that psychology should become more socially
responsive and that psychologists should play an active role in addressing inequality in
South Africa (Ahmed & Pillay, 2004; Hickson & Kriegler, 1991; Macleod, 2004).
A further concern of the “relevance debate” is the inaccessibility of mental health
care for most South Africans. During apartheid, mental health care access was skewed in
favour of the white, middle- and upper-class urban population (Hickson & Kriegler,
1991; Pillay & Petersen, 1996). Psychology was largely unknown in predominantly black
communities (Mayekiso, Strydom, Jithoo, & Katz, 2004), with most clinical and
counselling psychologists based in affluent, urban areas (Gentz & Durrheim, 2009).
Mental health services available to the black population were inferior to those available
to whites, and were often under-utilised as they were usually too expensive, difficult to
access and poorly developed (Hickson & Kriegler, 1991). Although there have been
attempts to address this inequality post-1994, there is a long way to go before mental
health care is equally accessible to all in South Africa (Lund, Kleintjies, Kakuma, &
Flisher, 2010).
Demographic Profile of Psychologists in South Africa. The demographic
profile of all kinds of psychologists in South Africa has also been a source of much
concern and criticism (de la Rey & Ipser, 2004). During apartheid, the majority of
psychologists were white, middle-class, English- or Afrikaans- speaking and based in
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affluent, urban areas, unlike the majority of the population (Ahmed & Pillay, 2004;
Mayekiso et al., 2004). This was a problem across all five registered categories of
psychology (Skinner & Louw, 2009). With the end of apartheid, the “relevance debate”
began to focus on the need to alter the demographic profile of the discipline. Although
there has been some progress, there is still much to be done (de la Rey & Ipser, 2004;
Mayekiso et al., 2004).
Race. Until the early 1990s, fewer than 10% of all registered psychologists were
black (Duncan, van Niekerk, & Townsend, 2004). Most traditionally “white” universities
refused to allow black, coloured or Indian students into psychology programmes (Stead,
2002). In 2000, 90% of registered psychologists were white (Mayekiso et al., 2004). In
2004, black psychologists accounted for 5% of all registered psychologists, 1% of
registered psychologists were coloured, 3% were Asian, 42% were white and 49%
categorised themselves as “other” (Skinner & Louw, 2009). Mayekiso et al. (2004)
analysed the gender and race of students selected for clinical Masters Programmes at a
number of South African universities between 1994 and 2004. They found that despite a
slight increase in the number of candidates selected from previously disadvantaged
groups, overall the demographics were not significantly closer to being representative of
the South African public. When Ruane (2010) held focus groups with residents of
Mamelodi township, a number of participants complained that white clinical
psychologists were elitist and too culturally distant from black communities. They said
they would prefer to see a black psychologist but they had difficulty in finding one.
Gender. Women dominate the discipline of psychology in South Africa. The
majority of postgraduate and undergraduate psychology students are female. More
women than men enrol in clinical, counselling and educational Masters programmes, and
there are greater numbers of women than men in research psychology; in fact, there are
more women than men in all ranks of academia, except at the level of professor.
However, there are many women in senior lecturer and lecturer positions, suggesting that
it is only a matter of time before women reach the professorial level (Skinner & Louw,
2009). This feminisation of psychology seems to be an international and local trend
(Bonn, Janeke, & Kruger, 2009; Pillay & Kramers, 2003; Skinner & Louw, 2009).
Mayekiso et al. (2004) found that between 1994 and 2004, there was a decline in the
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number of male psychology students. However, Skinner and Louw (2009) suggest that
the number of male students remains static, while the number of female students is
increasing drastically. Nonetheless, the number of male students is very low. Psychology
seems to be considered by many as a “women’s profession”, perhaps because
stereotypically women are believed to be more nurturing than men (Mayekiso et al.,
2004).
The feminisation of psychology is not necessarily a problem. Many researchers
have pointed out that this may have positive effects; for example, female researchers have
often been responsible for broadening research interests (Skinner & Louw, 2009).
However, the potential decline or low numbers of male psychologists could be
problematic as there may be occasions when a male clinical or counselling psychologist
would be better suited to the needs or preferences of a particular client (Mayekiso et al.,
2004).
Language. The majority of clinical and counselling psychologists practising
during apartheid were English- or Afrikaans-speaking. However, only a minority of
South Africans speak English (8.2%) or Afrikaans (13.3%) as a first language (Cooper &
Nicholas, 2012). Consequently, the majority of the population were unable to receive
therapy in their mother tongue (Ahmed & Pillay, 2004). Post-1994, there has been a slow
increase in the number of psychologists who can speak other African languages;
however, English and Afrikaans speakers still constitute the majority among South
African psychologists. Pillay and Petersen (1996) found that although many psychology
students are eager to learn an African language, few graduating clinical and counselling
psychologists actually have sufficient grasp of the language to consult using it. Thus, a
huge majority of the population are unable to receive therapy in their language of choice.
This could be seen as a human rights issue, particularly since the medium of therapy is
language (Ahmed & Pillay, 2004; Pillay & Kramers, 2003).
The Role of Universities in the “Relevance Debate”
Universities have an important role to play in making psychology relevant in
South Africa in regard to student selection criteria, course content and teaching methods
(Ahmed & Pillay, 2004).
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Postgraduate psychology programmes. There has been much debate about
whether clinical, educational and counselling psychology Masters training programmes
prepare students for working in South Africa. Some critics believe that the training
models used rely too heavily on Western, individualistic theories, and are ill-suited to
prepare students for practice in South Africa (Ahmed & Pillay, 2004; Bandawe, 2005;
Hickson & Kriegler, 1991; Watson & Fouche, 2007). Gentz and Durrheim (2009)
collected data from clinical psychologists showing that a number of these psychologists
felt that their training was not relevant to the kinds of problems they encountered
regularly in practice. Some participants, particularly those working in challenging socioeconomic circumstances, reported frustration at their inability to actually help their
clients. It has been argued that South African universities produce an “irrelevant
educational elite” unable to adequately serve the needs of the local population (Bandawe,
2005, p. 298). Participants in Ruane’s (2010) township focus group felt that the training
that psychologists received was not suited to the needs of those in black, low-income
communities. Consequently, they felt that no psychologists, regardless of their skin
colour, were able to help them. There is also a concern that training programmes based
on an individualistic, westernised worldview may clash with the worldview of some
black students, resulting in feelings of alienation (Bandawe, 2005; Gentz & Durrheim,
2009).
Selection criteria. Selection criteria for postgraduate psychology programmes
greatly influence the demographics of the profession. These programmes should include
students who are culturally and linguistically diverse enough to serve the mental health
needs of all South Africans. Selection criteria need careful examination for subtle bias
and maintaining of existing inequalities (Mayekiso et al., 2004; Watson & Fouche, 2007).
For example, “life experience” is a selection criterion for most clinical and counselling
Masters programmes, yet there is little consensus on what experience is appropriate for
preparing students to work in South Africa. Many students apply for Masters after
working and travelling overseas, thus gaining “life experience”. However, disadvantaged
students would not be able to afford this overseas travel (Ahmed & Pillay, 2004;
Mayekiso et al., 2004).
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While the Health Professions Council of South Africa has released directives
asserting that universities must ensure that at least 50% of psychology students are black,
this is rarely the case (Eagle, 2005). Mayekiso et al. (2004) analysed the selection criteria
for eight clinical training programmes over a 10-year period. They found that although all
of the programmes had adjusted their selection criteria, this had not resulted in a
significant increase in the number of black students accepted. In my 2012 psychology
Honours class at UCT, for example, there are no black South African students, and only
one black student from elsewhere in Africa.
Undergraduate psychology. As much as universities may want to accept a
culturally and linguistically diverse range of students, this can only be achieved if the
pool of applicants reflects this range (Mayekiso et al., 2004). Undergraduate psychology
courses are extremely popular in South African universities, with at least one in five
students taking undergraduate psychology (Cooper & Nicholas, 2012; Louw, 2002).
These courses appear to attract a diversity of students; in 2002, for example, black
women comprised the largest group (31%) of undergraduate psychology students at
South African universities (Skinner & Louw, 2009). Thus, there should be a great variety
of potential applicants for postgraduate programmes. However, certain groups of students
(namely, white females) appear more likely to pursue postgraduate psychology than
others (Mayekiso et al., 2004; Pillay & Kramers, 2003; Skinner & Louw, 2009). There
appears to be a lack of black applicants for postgraduate programmes, which is surprising
given the dramatic increase in the number of black women in undergraduate psychology
and undergraduate studies in general. Consequently, there is some concern over how
black undergraduate students view psychology both as a subject and profession. There
are similar concerns about male students. Although the numbers of male students are not
declining, these numbers are low (Skinner & Louw, 2009).
Critics have called for universities to examine their undergraduate courses, and to
attempt to make psychology more attractive as a profession to a wider variety of students.
This emphasises the need to explore undergraduate students’ experiences of psychology
courses. Furthermore, given that these students may become psychologists in South
Africa, it is important to explore the extent to which their undergraduate psychology
courses engage with issues of relevance (Bandawe, 2005; Mayekiso et al., 2004; Pillay &

8
Kramers, 2003). However, little research has been conducted on what undergraduate
psychology students think about their psychology courses and why they would or would
not consider pursuing a career in psychology. Most research in this area involves
quantitative analysis of the demographic breakdown of students and registered
psychologists.
Aims of the Research
This research project is broadly concerned with the relevance of psychology in
South Africa, in relation to undergraduate psychology students. This study examines how
undergraduate students experience their psychology courses at UCT, and the impact on
their decision to pursue postgraduate studies in psychology. Furthermore, it looks at how
these students view the relevance of psychology in South Africa today, and how they
engage with issues of relevance.
Main Research Question
How do undergraduate psychology students at UCT feel about the discipline of
psychology?
Sub-Questions
•

How do undergraduate psychology students perceive psychology as it is taught at
UCT?

•

How do these students feel about pursuing a career in psychology?

•

How do these students view the relevance of psychology in South Africa, and
how does this influence their future career plans in psychology?
Design and Methodology

Research Design
Qualitative research design. This research project is located within the
qualitative research paradigm. This research methodology enables researchers to explore
and make sense of participants’ perspectives and experiences in an open-ended way, and
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thus hopefully generate novel ideas and understandings (Terre Blanche, Kelly, &
Durrheim, 2006; Willig, 2008). This methodology is appropriate for my study, as it is
exploratory in nature and does not have a predefined set of possible explanations.
Furthermore, qualitative research focuses more on studying constructions of meanings
than objectively testing variables (Willig, 2008).
Theoretical framework. The framework for this study is located within a social
constructionist paradigm. Social constructionism encompasses a great variety of
perspectives; however, there are several common ideas that underpin social
constructionism. Firstly, it adopts a critical view of taken-for-granted ways of
understanding the world; for example, the “naturalness” of certain categories, such as
gender, is challenged and rejected. Instead, social constructionism views these categories
as artificial and socially constructed. It also looks at the cultural and historical specificity
of how individuals understand the world. Thirdly, it proposes that ways of understanding
the world are not “true” and based on objective observations, but rather result from social
processes and interactions. Lastly, there are a number of possible social constructions that
can be made about the world; with different constructions, different social actions are
possible (Burr, 1995). Social constructionism is not concerned with uncovering an
objective truth, but rather explores how different representations of the world are
constructed and used (Burr, 2002). This perspective is appropriate for my research topic
as discussion around the relevance of psychology inspires different reactions. Different
participants attach distinct meanings to their experiences of undergraduate psychology.
There are a variety of responses and perspectives, some of which are contradictory and
inconsistent. Social constructionism is interested in these possible differences and
contradictions.
There is a continuum within the social constructionist research paradigm. On the
one end lies an extreme perspective, which proposes that nothing is real and what is
described as reality has actually been constructed through language and discourse. The
risk with this radical, relativistic viewpoint is that it denies that there is a material basis to
individuals’ everyday lives. Certain factors, such as poverty, which have a very
significant impact on how people live, are regarded as merely a product of language
(Burr, 1995, 1998).
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This project is situated in a more moderate social constructionist perspective. This
is appropriate for the particular research question as it acknowledges that, although
categories such as race and gender are socially constructed, they have a material reality.
Ignoring this material reality can be problematic as it does little to confront how race is
played out on a daily basis (Burr, 2002; Riggs & Augoustinos, 2005). In South Africa
there are very real consequences tied to the category of race. Although race and gender
are artificial categories, there are often real differences in the experiences of “black”,
“white” or “coloured” and male or female students at UCT.
Focus groups. This study uses focus group design involving semi-structured
discussions with a small group of participants on a particular topic. This method of data
collection involves the interaction of participants with each other, in addition to the
researcher. Focus groups were appropriate for my research question as they provide the
opportunity for participants to engage and debate, and thus elicit a range of views.
Participants could expand upon, challenge and support each other’s contributions
(Wilkinson, 1998; Wilkinson, 1999; Willig, 2008). This is particularly important in this
study, as the question of the relevance of psychology is something that most participants
had not considered or discussed much before. Many participants did not have formulated
ideas about the relevance of psychology. Thus, debate was needed in order for students to
explore the concept of relevance. In discussion, students began to establish and voice
their own opinions. In my view, asking students about their feelings on the “relevance
debate” in a one-on-one interview would have elicited far less nuanced data (Payne,
2007). Furthermore, as the topics of discussion were not of a particularly intimate nature,
focus groups were appropriate (Willig, 2008).
Participants and Recruitment
The participants are undergraduate psychology students at UCT, recruited through
the Department of Psychology’s Student Research Participation Programme (SRPP). As
first-years are unlikely to have had sufficient exposure to psychology to have made a firm
decision about pursuing postgraduate studies, only second- and third-year students were
recruited, while Honours students were already more likely to be committed to pursuing
psychology as a career. Recruiting second- and third-year students ensured the inclusion
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of participants with a thorough experience of undergraduate psychology, who both did
and did not want to study psychology further.
The first focus group contained seven participants, the second and third focus
groups contained six participants each. When participants signed up they were asked to
complete and return via email a form with their demographic information (see Appendix
A). The focus groups were heterogeneous in terms of gender, with both male and female
participants in all three groups. However, there were fewer male participants; with one
male in focus group one, two males in focus group two and three in focus group three.
Focus groups one and three were heterogeneous in terms of race and languages spoken.
However, the second focus group had only white, English-speaking participants. The
majority of students who signed up for the study were white, English-speaking females,
perhaps indicating that the number of black and male psychology students is already
disproportionate by second- and third-year level. As I am exploring how a variety of
students experience undergraduate psychology and perceive psychology in general, it was
important to have participants of different genders and from a range of race and language
groups. Thus, when mainly white, female students were interested in participating, I
changed the SRPP announcement to request “Indigenous African language speakers”
specifically to obtain greater language and “race” variation in the first and third focus
groups.
Data Collection and Procedure
The study consisted of three separate focus groups. The first focus group was
approximately 1 hour long. The second was 40 minutes, and the last focus group was 1
hour and 20 minutes in total. Eight questions were used to stimulate and guide the
discussion (see Appendix B). Each focus group was tape-recorded and the recording was
transcribed in full (see Appendix C for transcription information key). A research
assistant took notes to aid the transcription.
Data Analysis
Thematic analysis was used to analyse the focus group transcriptions. Thematic
analysis involves searching for recurring patterns of meaning across a whole data set. It
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focuses on the content of what was said, and describes the data in full detail. Thus,
thematic analysis was appropriate for the aims of this study as I was interested in
identifying common patterns in the content of students’ descriptions of their psychology
courses and psychology in South Africa in general. Thematic analysis suits focus group
data as it searches for common themes across a broad data set, such as that generated by
focus group discussions (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
There is not one particular, uniform list of instructions for thematic analysis;
however, I followed the guidelines set out by Braun and Clarke (2006). I carefully read
and re-read the transcriptions, coding the entire data set. I then searched for themes
within the coded data. I looked for patterns in the way that students spoke about their
undergraduate psychology courses at UCT and their feelings about their future careers,
and identified experiences and feelings that were common within and across all three
focus groups. I also looked for contradictions in how particular participants spoke about
certain experiences (for example, some experiences were articulated by black students
only). Similarly, during the second half of the focus groups which focused on questions
of relevance, I identified ideas that emerged frequently, as well as contradictions in the
way that students spoke about relevance and psychology. I then grouped the significant
extracts from the different focus groups together into the themes that I had identified, and
analysed these extracts and themes.
I did not have preconceived ideas about what students would say about relevance
or the factors that discourage students from pursuing psychology further. Thus, my
analysis was largely inductive (Braun & Clarke, 2006). However, I did code the data with
my particular research questions in mind. This was necessary as at times the focus group
discussions strayed from the particular topics I was researching (for example, the
participants began asking me about my own experiences of psychology Honours).
Reflexivity
Qualitative research methods and the social constructionist theoretical framework
draw attention to the role that researchers play in research. It is important to consider the
part that I played, as the focus group facilitator, in contributing to and shaping the data
(Burr, 1995, 2002). A researcher’s demographics can influence the kind of information
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elicited from participants (Eagle, Hayes, & Sibanda, 2006). For example, the fact that I
am a psychology Honours student at UCT, and thus presumably invested in the
discipline, could have influenced the way that the participants spoke about psychology in
my presence. They may have wanted to avoid being too critical of the discipline or the
department given that I have chosen to pursue my studies in psychology. However, the
participants were at times quite critical of their courses, so I feel my presence did not
censor them unduly. My identity as a psychology Honours student also influenced the
discussion at times as some participants saw me as having achieved their desired goal,
namely getting into Honours. Thus, they occasionally tried to turn the discussion towards
asking me questions about getting into the Honours and Masters programmes at UCT,
rather than discussing the discussion questions.
Furthermore, the fact that I am “white”, English-speaking, and female may have
meant that some participants felt uncomfortable voicing particular views on psychology,
race, gender and relevance in my presence. For example, they may have been wary of
voicing opinions such as “psychology is too full of white, English-speaking females” in a
focus group that I (a white, English-speaking female) am facilitating.
Ethical Considerations
Consent and Confidentiality
At the beginning of each focus group, I obtained informed consent from the
participants (see Appendix D). They were told that they were free to withdraw from the
study at any point. The discussions were tape-recorded and the participants were
informed of this at the beginning of the focus groups.
The participants were speaking about their experiences of their undergraduate
psychology courses, which is not a hugely sensitive topic. It is thus unlikely that
participants felt distressed by discussing these topics in a group setting. Nonetheless, I
ensured them that their real names would not be used in the transcription. Anonymity is
particularly important as participants were asked to discuss psychology courses run by
lecturers in the UCT Psychology Department, who may read the research report. Some
participants spoke about some of their lecturers and courses in an uncomplimentary way.
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Therefore, it was important to assure participants that they could speak openly and
confidentially.
Incentives
The participants were awarded 3 SRPP points for participating in the study. This
amount of SRPP points is customary for the scheduled length of time of each focus
group, namely 90 minutes.
Debriefing
As the topics for discussion were not of a hugely sensitive nature, no formal
debriefing was given. However, at the end of the focus groups I invited the participants to
ask any questions they may have about the study. My contact details and those of my
supervisor were provided to the participants at the beginning of the focus group (see
Appendix E).
Analysis and Discussion
In analysing the data generated in these focus groups, a key trend identified was
the perceived barriers to pursuing postgraduate studies in psychology. The three main
barriers cited were: psychology is more academically difficult than participants had
anticipated; they feel that there is no point in pursuing psychology further as getting a
place in a postgraduate programme is so competitive; and finally, the high cost and
lengthy time required to qualify and register. The analysis also examined how
participants spoke about the relevance of psychology in South Africa. It appears that
these students perceive that psychology in South Africa does need to be made more
relevant; however, there were two contrasting ideas about how to achieve this. Finally,
the analysis examined the ways in which students in these focus groups are engaging with
questions of relevance in relation to their own lives and university studies.
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Psychology is Academically Difficult
Many of the participants felt that undergraduate psychology at UCT was very
academically challenging. Often this was something that students had not anticipated at
the beginning of their degree, and found to be very discouraging.
Lihle: I think what I regret is having started with the mentality that it’s actually
very simple… had I looked at it from a way that, you know what? This
might be complex, I’m sure I’d have got… better grades.
Cate: I totally agree. In high school … most of my subjects were application. In
second year I got the shock that, because I did clinical 1 and Research 1,
… I actually do have to rote learn everything, and that was really hard for
me because I was so used to just understanding and applying it. And I
thought I could get away with that, but no, it didn’t work like that.
JC:

Anele?

Anele: … I also came with the mentality thinking, ok psychology, how hectic can
it get? … So for me it was also a wakeup call, once you get to doing it it’s
actually a whole lot more complicated than people make it out to be.
(FG1)
Research in Psychology 1 (PSY2006F) was the course that nearly all students
identified as of particular concern. Psychology students’ struggles with Research
Methods, especially Statistics, are well-documented as a problem at universities globally.
Research methods courses are usually the most dreaded of all undergraduate psychology
courses, and are frequently the courses that students find the most academically
challenging (Dempster & McCorry, 2009; Murtonen & Lehtinen; 2005; Papanastasioua
& Zembylasb, 2008). As Amina remarks, “But I just, just passed the course, and five out
of my friends who were doing it, two of us passed. So I found out that research is actually
extremely hard” (FG1) and:
Beth: … the exam was literally the hardest exam I’d done at University
Nandi: The worst!
Beth: worst exam (FG 3)
What students perceived as the most problematic aspect was the lack of guidance,
particularly in relation to the Statistics component of this course:
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Mbali: The problem I had with Research I was, I think everything was just on its
own level… we had no tutorials… in most cases you have tutorials so you
get to understand more.
Beth: Ya
Mbali: The only tutorial we had was Stats like, one day … We didn’t have that …
closer in connection with our tutors so that they can help us understand. I
think that it got to the point that when you are writing a test you don’t
understand, when you’re writing an exam you don’t understand… So, it
was like a whole lot of things to understand without that one person to
guide you through it. I didn’t like it (FG3).
The participants in focus group 3 described their Statistics tutorials as follows:
Beth:

We had …like, 40, a person at every computer and it was just like, “ok,
start”. And the tutors would just sit down, and we’d have to put up our
hand if you can’t get it right. And you’d have to get it right to move on … I
don’t even know how I passed the Stats exam …

Joe:

Some of the tutors who were available were a bit scary. You didn’t
actually want to

Nandi: Ya, yes
Beth: Ya, there was one that I liked, and that person was often quite popular so
they were busy.
Mbali: Yeah, exactly.
Beth:

So, I’d wait

Nandi: Until she’s free
Beth:

Until they walk past …

Nandi: It was a really distressing course.
As these participants were second and third-year students and would most likely
have completed the course in different years, this may be a relatively common perception
among undergraduates. These students appear to feel that there is a lack of guidance and
support with this subject. It is particularly important that students from disadvantaged
schools are given as much support as possible in Statistics, as existing educational
disparities in South African high schools mean that many students from poorer schools
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struggle academically at university (Bozalek & Boughey, 2012; Cooper & Subotzky,
2001).
At UCT, Research Methods I is a prerequisite for a major in psychology. In order
to graduate with distinction in psychology, students must obtain a first (75%) for this
course (UCT, 2012). Furthermore, postgraduate studies in psychology at UCT (and
elsewhere) have a very strong research component, requiring that students have a
thorough grasp of research methods and attain reasonable marks in this course to gain
admission. It is thus problematic that this particular course is one that students struggle
with the most. Additionally, places in psychology Honours programme are extremely
competitive (Mayekiso et al., 2004). For example, the UCT Psychology Department
received 255 applicants for their 2012 Honours programme, but only offered 45 places,
of which 33 were accepted (R. Adams, personal communication, September 25, 2012).
As it is important that students excel academically in all their courses if they want to be
accepted at postgraduate level, I would suggest that the UCT Psychology Department
explores ways to improve students’ experiences and perceptions of this course. One
possible way to do this may be by implementing weekly tests. A number of participants
proposed that this would be helpful: I would have liked it to have been tested in the same
way as cognitive… because that had the weekly tests and I do think it would have helped
(Kim, FG2). Furthermore, As Matt and Ben suggest,
Ben:

Can I make one suggestion? I think that the courses that I did the best
were the ones that had a weekly test. That’s great because then you just
keep up to date, and you’re constantly just learning stuff…come the end of
exams when you’re revising stuff it’s great…

Matt: Ya, it’s interactive you need that process; otherwise it just becomes a
stack of notes (FG2).
“What’s The Point, I’ll Never Get In”: Psychology as an Impossible Goal
Students in all focus groups appeared to be very discouraged by the difficulty of
gaining acceptance into postgraduate psychology programmes. This was raised
repeatedly:
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Nicky: It’s just the thought of trying, getting through all these barriers like
Honours. There are so many people, and there are only so many places.
And then Masters there’s also a lot of people and there’s six. And also
those barriers, kind of very daunting and they kind of put you off … It’s
like, I still want to do it, but it’s just one step at a time at the moment. You
don’t know how to get there.
Lihle: I agree with her. You look at yourself and you think, “ok well we are
already 600 people wanting to get into honours”. …So, you’ll be like,
“can I actually do this?” Sometimes, that’s why the other options come
into your mind, for me. (FG1)
Similar concerns are echoed in focus group 2:
Jane: From the beginning, they kind of told you, “you have no chance to get in,
only eight of you will get in”, and so from the beginning that’s … the
mind-set I went with…Until last year I changed my mind, where I was
pretty serious, I actually decided what I want to do. And … that’s a bit late
to kind of pick up the ball. And that just like deterred me from doing
Honours. Like, they told me, “you’re not going to get in”.
Kim: Ya, that’s so true. They emphasise the fact that they only take so many
students. And you keep making yourself believe, “well, actually, will I
make that cut?”
Sally: Like, “three of you will make it! The rest of you will not”.
Similarly, from focus group 3:
JC:

Are there a lot of people, a lot of black students in undergrad psych in
your experience?

All:

Ya…

Mbali: But I think it’s because of Social Work and stuff.
Vuyo: Ya!
Mbali: They don’t want to pursue that psychology.
Nandi: … you’ll get a lot of Black students who want to do psychology, but then
psychology is so strict that, like, in terms of getting into Honours that just
Mbali: Blows people away.
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These extracts reveal that these students perceive the UCT Psychology
Department as actively trying to discourage them from pursuing psychology further. This
may well stem from attempts to forewarn students about the realistic difficulty of
acceptance into postgraduate programmes. However, the Psychology Department is eager
to encourage black students with potential to apply for postgraduate psychology
programmes, offering a mentorship programme for such students (S. Kessi, personal
communication, October 9, 2012). Most of the participants speaking in the first and third
extracts are black, suggesting that the Department may discourage the very students they
are actively seeking. Of course, the experiences of black students in these focus groups
cannot be assumed to reflect the opinions of all black undergraduate psychology students
at UCT. However, it is important to note that all black participants mentioned this sense
of the futility of pursuing psychology further.
The Financial Burden of Studying
Many students view the costs and length of time required to qualify and earn an
income as barriers to future study. It takes a minimum of five years’ study, and a
yearlong internship for registration as a Clinical, Counselling or Educational
psychologist; and a minimum of five years’ study for Research Psychologists.
Consequently, qualification and registration is an expensive, time-consuming process,
and means a long period before students can earn an income (Hickson & Kriegler, 2001;
HPCSA, 2010). For some students this was linked with feelings of guilt about putting
pressure on their parents, for example:
Lihle: I might actually change and do Law or …something … with all the stages
as you go up, because obviously you can’t be a licensed or recognised
psychologist until you’ve done your Masters and two years’ field work,
right? And I mean, to be honest, I come from Zimbabwe, right? And is that
even financially viable that I’ll be at school for that long? I don’t want to
put too much pressure on my mom. Although she will say, “No, you can
go. I’ll pay for you”. But you can see that you’re actually putting pressure
on her, because I’m not the only child. (FG1)
Participants in focus group 3 describe a similar situation:
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JC:

You were saying something about most of the black students being from
Social Work

Mbali: Yeah
JC:

Why do you think that is?

Mbali: ‘Cos like, with psychology it’s like she said, you take forever. You have to
do Honours, and … Masters. And in most black communities, you have to
do something and then work, and go give back to your house… So … there
are more financial constrains for some people. You can’t just study for …
years … and do the whole academic thing, because you need to get your
degree and go work and have some income…
Nandi: Yeah
This was a concern raised mainly by the black students in focus groups;
concerns about study costs were not raised in the solely white focus group two. When
white participants did mention money, it was mainly in relation to earning a good
income rather than difficulty in affording fees. For example, Ben states that he does not
want a career in psychology because he wants “to make bucket loads of money” (FG 2).
Although this by no means reflects the attitude of all the students, it is interesting to
note.
This is consistent with literature on the topic, which proposes that the cost of
studying psychology puts it beyond the reach of many black students. Many previously
disadvantaged students are put off applying for postgraduate psychology programmes
because of the paucity of funding available (Mayekiso et al., 2009; Pillay & Kramers,
2003). Additionally, the literature suggests that careers in the industrial or economic
setting are seen as more attractive and lucrative (Ahmed & Pillay, 2004). Furthermore,
Cooper and Subotzky (2001) point out that despite growing numbers of black student
enrolment, most of these students complete only 3-year undergraduate degrees. They
propose that this is linked to educational and economic disparities created by apartheid
that continue to affect students today.
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Views on the Relevance of Psychology
Considering that undergraduate psychology students will become South Africa’s
future psychologists, it is important to explore these students’ views on relevance. There
was consensus across all three focus groups that psychology as it currently is in South
Africa is “not working”. However, two contrasting perspectives emerged concerning
exactly why psychology is not relevant and what should be done to change this.
Relevance through changing psychology. Students identified a number of ways
that psychology in South Africa should change to become more accessible to all. Students
of all races felt that there was a need for more black psychologists. In focus group three, a
black participant raised this as a solution to the problem of relevance: I also think we
need more black psychologists (Mbali). This issue also came up in the all-white focus
group two:
Sally: I think that in South Africa there is a huge lack of people studying
psychology who are not, middle- to upper-class, white people. I mean
you just sit in this room … we’re all white people.
Kim:

That’s so true.

Sally: … I think if it was between me and someone else to get into Honours who
was African and could speak a language and understand that culture, I’d
step back, and say: “you do it, I’ll go and do Org. Psych”. Because really,
there’s such a need, because I don’t understand their culture, I just
don’t… But I think, ya, that’s the biggest problem.
Matt: Ya, that’s a really good point.
It seemed that this was perhaps an issue that participants Matt and Kim had not
considered before, whereas Sally had an opinion on this. In hearing Sally’s perspective,
the other participants are made to reflect on this issue, and came to agree with her
viewpoint.
A further problem that students highlighted is the high cost of consulting a
clinical or counselling psychologist. In fact, participants in focus group one saw this as
one of the biggest problems:
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Tim:

I think that in America or whatever psychology is really a luxury for those
who can afford it …. The challenge is for us to make it, take it away from
being an upper-class luxury and make it accessible for everyone.

JC:

Do you think that it is accessible at the moment?

All:

No.

JC:

What do you think the biggest problems are?

Anele: Money.
Tim:

Ya, I think it’s expensive

A further problem that students identified was the dominance of English within
the discipline of psychology:
Tim:

I think it’s a very huge issue, because

Jen:

Not enough people who can speak

Lisa:

Yes

Tim:

Because if people, if I couldn’t speak English and I had a problem and I
knew about a psychologist, and that psychologist … if she couldn’t speak
the same language as me

Lisa: Ya
Jen:

Then what’s … the point of going to see her? (FG1)

These participants stressed the need for more psychologists who could speak
languages other than English. However, interestingly the participants in the following
extract believe that this would not be enough:
Vuyo: I think it’s because it’s like, psychology … they like live on the DSM and
the psychology language, it’s English. Just imagine seeing someone who’s
schizophrenic in Zulu?
Nandi: [laughs] yeah
Mbali: That definitely wouldn’t work.
Vuyo: How would you explain to them? That’s going to be different (FG 3).
These three participants are all mother-tongue speakers of indigenous African
languages. However, they also believe that it would be difficult to see non-English
speaking patients. This is not because they would not be able to understand their patients,
as is the concern of the participants in the other extract. Their concern is that “the
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psychology language, it’s English”. Vuyo is Zulu-speaking, yet he still believes it would
be difficult to see a Zulu-speaking patient, because psychology is a Westernised
discipline.
The issues of language, the cost of seeing a psychologist and the lack of black
psychologists are all central concerns in the current “relevance debate” in psychology
(Ahmed & Pillay, 2004; Hickson & Kriegler, 1991; Mayekiso et al., 2004; Pillay &
Kramers, 2003). It is clear that psychology undergraduate students at UCT are engaging
with some of these issues, which may be beneficial for the future of the discipline in
South Africa as these students may be the psychologists of the future.
The need to change perceptions about psychology. In contrast to the idea that
the discipline of psychology needs to be changed, the other view that emerged was that
psychology was inaccessible mainly because most South Africans did not know about it.
Psychology does not need to be changed as such, but rather promoted. For example:
Anna: I don’t think there should be a matter of where it is applicable or relevant.
I feel like psychology, the discipline is useful in any context…
Ben:

Ya

JC:

Ya, so do you think it’s working in South Africa?

Kim:

I think they should expand it more. I do think that it can work, and that
South Africans can benefit from psychology. Like when I first started
psychology, it was actually when I was doing clinical psychology. I was
just like, “I wish more people knew what I was learning, because it would
help so many people” (FG2).

Similarly,
Joe:

Or they just don’t know about it, maybe

Vuyo: Ya, like psych, it’s new and you have to know more about psych, ‘cause I
didn’t know much about psych until I got here.
Nandi: Mmmm, yeah
Vuyo: ’cause you don’t get that much information. ‘cause let’s say maybe it’s
like in …the townships and villages, teachers tell you, ‘cause that’s the
primary resource about careers, they’ll end up telling you about doctors,
accountants … some careers that you mostly see on the TV. You hardly
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see psychologists … You hardly know more about them, so I think that’s
why majority cannot access, doesn’t have much access to psychologists.
(FG3)
These extracts imply that if more South Africans knew about psychology, more
South Africans would access psychological services. This contrasts with the first
perspective discussed, which emphasises that there are more barriers to relevance than
merely a lack of knowledge about psychology. Certainly, during apartheid years
psychology was comparatively unknown within black communities (Mayekiso et al.,
2004). However, many people in South Africa are still reluctant to make use of
psychologists (Ruane, 2010). Explanations of these kinds do not answer why mainly
white, middle-class South Africans make use of the services of psychologists.
Some students felt that even when people in black communities were aware of
psychology, they chose not to “believe” in the discipline or in mental illness, favouring
traditional healing methods and explanations. As Mbali remarks, “it’s not a black thing
to have schizophrenia or bipolar” (FG3). When I asked about how to get more black
representation in psychology, one participant suggested that we need to “change the view
of psychology” (Mbali, FG3). Once again, the idea is that it is perceptions of psychology
and mental health that need to change, rather than the discipline itself.
Nandi: But also, it’s interesting to try and think about how people receive
psychology here … most African people… don’t fully believe in it. So, it’s
interesting that we have it here and we just need to try and make people
aware.
JC:

Do you think that it can work here?

Nandi: Yes.
JC:

Yes, you do? Do you think how it is at the moment it’s working?

Beth: Not really.
JC:

Why not?

Nandi: … Because we still have, I don’t know if it’s part of culture or tradition
that people don’t want to throw away because of modernization, but
people still have this whole belief of being possessed with weird things like
spirits, and maybe being bewitched and all this kind of stuff (FG3).
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In this view, psychology is perceived as “not working” because of African
people’s reluctance to accept it and their desire to hold onto traditional African methods.
While Nandi initially identifies herself as being from an African background, as she
speaks about how psychology is perceived by those from an African background she
distances herself from their views:
Nandi: Coming from an African background where psychology isn’t really
known, and some disorders aren’t really taken seriously, like depression.
I’d like to do it and maybe educate some people at home about it.
JC:

So, do you think there isn’t really a…in African culture there isn’t

Nandi: Ya, ya they don’t really, you know when you’re depressed for them it’s
just like, you don’t want to live or whatever… they just want you to get
over it, to get on with life. Because they’re just thinking everyone else has
a problem, but why should yours be any different. They have that
mentality that you just get over it, and you never really do (FG3)
Perhaps, due to her university education she views herself as having knowledge which
most people from an African background lack, and thus she would like to share this. This
may be an example of what some theorists describe as the alienation of African students
from their original worldviews due to exposure to westernised education (Bandawe,
2005; Gentz & Durrheim, 2009; Ruane, 2010).
Students’ Personal Engagement with the “Relevance Debate”
The issue of relevance was not limited to discussion of psychology and South
Africa in general. Students described their own personal struggles with questions of
relevance. Relevance concerns featured in the way that students spoke about the
possibility of a career in psychology, and the way that they were taught at UCT.
Relevance and future careers. Participants expressed conflicting feelings about
pursuing a socially relevant career in psychology, while also desiring to make money.
Nandi: I mean it’s expensive for us to study psychology.
Mbali: Ya [others nod].
Nandi: So, when we go out we need to make some money. But at the same time,
we’ve been drawn to addressing social issues … I mean we’ve studied for
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how many years. You expect to be financially stable. But at the same time,
you also want to go out and make some real change at the ground level.
Tom: … sometimes, especially with clinical psychology… people who do
Masters are normally a lot more mature so they could have… a family and
kids so, to a lot of people would believe that would come first. You’d
obviously want to support your family first, before you try and save the
world.
Mbali: It’s true, and that could be why it’s not as accessible … psychologists get
paid a lot. That’s a good thing. I can’t exactly lower my price because
maybe my son is in a private school… so, ya that could also be a problem
(FG3).
Similarly, in focus group two Sally remarks:
I mean working in corporate it’s much more, in a sense stable job with a salary
and lots more. I suppose it’s a money thing, which is so fickle, but it is. I’ll make a
lot more money if I’m a human resource specialist, than if I’m doing clinical
assessment on kiddies.
There is a sense that psychology careers that are engaged with social issues are
not financially stable. For some, they appear to prioritise stability over relevance: “You’d
obviously want to support your family first, before you try and save the world” (Tom,
FG3). Although this is understandable, it is of concern that these students believe that
having a “relevant” psychology career, or one that is involved in “addressing social
change”, should come second to a financially stable career. These kinds of perceptions
may account for the disproportionate amount of clinical and counselling psychologists
working in private practice in middle-class, suburban areas (Ahmed & Pillay, 2004;
Lindén & Rådeström, 2008).
Furthermore, some students were also concerned and discouraged by the
perceived inability of psychology to actually help people in a South African context.
Lihle: You don’t want to be sitting there and being depressed and you actually
can’t help people out of their problems, because some of the disorders
seem to be very difficult to manage in the case of South Africa, you know?
Sometimes you will give a person anti-psychotic drugs but then they are
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going back into the social context, and you really can’t change that. Ok,
so is this really going to be rewarding and can I actually do this? …it’s a
bit confusing (FG1).
These are realistic concerns. For example, Gentz and Durrheim (2009) found that many
of the clinical psychologists they surveyed felt that they had limited ability to help many
of their clients living in economically impoverished situations.
Relevance and UCT psychology courses. Students also raised issues around the
relevance of their undergraduate training. A concern discussed in all the focus groups was
the lack of practical experience offered in undergraduate psychology courses, and the
heavy reliance on theory. “And here… we learn the theory and we’re in this little bubble”
(Sally, FG2) and “that’s the theory … we don’t really get round to the social or practical
aspect of it” (Tim, FG1). Some students felt that this did not adequately prepare them for
work as a psychologist.
Jen:

I think like, one of the big things is they don’t give you enough
information about what it’s going to be like …

Lihle: I agree
Jen:

Because then you get to third year and you hear about what clinical
neuro-psychologists are actually doing. And you’re like, “but this isn’t
what I anticipated!” So I think that’s a really big thing. We learn all the
theory but we’re not sure what we’re really supposed to do with it at a
certain point. (FG1)

Furthermore, while participants recognised the importance of being able to speak
indigenous African languages for working in psychology, some felt that the UCT
Psychology Department should encourage this actively:
Lisa:

I think it should be UCT’s responsibility to recognise the environment in
which their psychologists may go and practice and try and implement
some sort of treatment plan. Because at the end of the day it’s ineffective if
you have a psychologist who’s talking one language and somebody else
who’s, like, it’s a waste of time … I think it would be, probably be in their
best interests …
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Lihle: I agree with her… I think it’s very important that they actually think
about that
Amina: …even the medical students have to do compulsory
Lihle: …compulsory. They have to go and learn another language because there
are so many different people coming into hospitals it’s not going to be any
different as so many people coming into your practice.
Jen:

I … thought it was really cool because they do oral examinations. So they
have a patient speaking to them in Xhosa and they have to talk to them…

Amina: They should do the same in psychology (FG 1).
Interestingly, the students in this extract appear to be eager to learn an African
language, and do not view it as an imposition. This is perhaps because students are made
aware of language and relevance issues in some of their courses; however, this is usually
only towards the end of their degrees. The third-year Clinical Psychology II course
covers this, for example (UCT, 2011). As Lisa remarks:
What we know now about the contextual issues of practicing in South Africa, if
you knew that when you first came into first-year, then I realise the relevance of
that now. But if somebody said to me in first year: “oh, you need to learn a
different language”. I’d be like: “why?” Teach me why I need to do that and I’ll
understand, and probably have more empathy … towards that (FG1).
This suggests a need for issues around relevance and language to be raised at a first-year
level (rather than in the more critical third-year courses later on) so that students are
encouraged to take African language courses from the beginning of their degrees.
Students also expressed concerns with the Westernised focus of their courses: “I
think that in the way that psychology is taught, right? Even at UCT having done it, and
look at the textbooks that we use, clearly it’s American and Westernised” (Mbali, FG3).
Additionally,
It’s frustrating for you to try and learn… sometimes they ask you to put whatever
disorder in a South African context … you can only quote a few examples because
… we don’t have a lot of research done here, because it’s mostly Western, so it’s
frustrating (Nandi, FG3).
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This echoes with literature on the topic that proposes that the content of psychology
courses at South African universities is too westernised and may consequently be
alienating for some students (Bandawe, 2005; Gentz & Durrheim, 2009; Ruane, 2010).
Summary and Conclusion
Most research on the “relevance debate” and students involves quantitative
analysis of demographics. Undergraduate students will potentially shape the face of
psychology and its relevance as a discipline in South Africa in the future, yet their
perceptions and experiences are relatively under-researched. This study sought to address
this gap, adding to the theory underpinning the “relevance debate” by using focus groups
and qualitative analysis to explore the experiences of undergraduate psychology students
at UCT.
Although there are students from a range of demographic groups taking
undergraduate psychology courses, relatively few black and male students pursue
postgraduate psychology (Mayekiso et al., 2004; Pillay & Kramers, 2003; Skinner &
Louw, 2009). This study found that participants perceive a number of barriers that
discourage or prevent them from pursuing a career in psychology, or even applying for
postgraduate study.
These barriers include the unanticipated academic difficulty of psychology
courses, in particular Research Methods I, along with a perceived lack of academic
support from lecturers and tutors in this course. Considering the focus on research
methods in postgraduate programmes and the need for high undergraduate grades for
acceptance, it is important that students feel that they are supported.
Additionally, many participants feel that the UCT Psychology Department
actively discourages them from pursuing psychology further. While this may be an
unintended consequence of preparing students for the extremely competitive process of
acceptance into postgraduate psychology programmes, the result is that many students
believe it is pointless even to apply. Thus, some students who the Department may be
particularly interested in attracting, such as black students, may reject psychology on this
basis. Furthermore, in this study black participants in particular raised the length of time
and cost of qualification as barriers to pursuing psychology as a career, confirming the
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role of funding and scholarships in transforming the demographics of this discipline
(Pillay & Kramers, 2003). Considering the urgent need for more “non-white”
psychologists who can speak indigenous African languages (de la Rey & Ipser, 2004;
Mayekiso et al., 2004), it is important that these perceived barriers are addressed.
This study reveals that undergraduate psychology students at UCT are engaging
with the “relevance debate” and in critical thinking about the challenges facing the
discipline of psychology in South Africa. Some students propose that educating the South
African population (particularly “black communities”) to change their views on
psychology and mental health will address these challenges. However, research suggests
that even when people in black communities are aware of clinical and counselling
psychological services, they remain reluctant to utilize these services. This may be due to
other factors, including the inappropriateness of certain psychological interventions in
these communities (Bandawe, 2005; Matoane, 2012; Ruane, 2010).
It is also apparent that some students are engaging with issues of relevance at a
personal level. With regards to their psychology studies, participants understood the
importance of learning an indigenous African language and expressed willingness to do
so. Some participants expressed frustration at the westernised focus of much of course
content, and the heavy reliance on theory. When considering a possible career in
psychology, some students regarded a “relevant” career and earning a good income as
incompatible goals. Furthermore, some students doubted their ability to help people as
psychologists given the socio-economic problems facing many South Africans.
The way in which students discussed the “relevance debate” reveals that they
have been exposed to these ideas in some courses. However, the way that some
participants conceptualised relevance underlines the need for increased focus on this
issue and exposure to relevance concerns at the start of their undergraduate degrees. This
may inform critical decisions, such as taking an African language as a major.
This study was limited by the difficulty of recruiting black and male participants,
which meant these groups were underrepresented in the focus groups. This suggests that
these groups of students may already be in the minority at second- and third-year level.
Interviews with more black and male first-year psychology students may offer a more
thorough and nuanced explanation. Furthermore, this study was conducted with UCT
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students only and experiences of students at other South African universities may differ.
Despite these limitations, it is hoped that the insights gained into the perceptions of a
group of second- and third-year undergraduate students may offer be of use to those
involved in designing and teaching undergraduate psychology at UCT. Further research
among first-year psychology students at UCT, and at other South African universities,
could provide a more in-depth picture of the experiences and perceptions of
undergraduate psychology students.

32
References
Ahmed, R., & Pillay, A. L. (2004). Reviewing clinical psychology training in the postapartheid period: Have we made any progress? South African Journal of
Psychology, 34, 630-656.
Bandawe, C. R. (2005). Psychology brewed in an African pot: Indigenous philosophies
and the quest for relevance. Higher Education Policy, 18, 289-300.
Bonn, M., Janeke, C., & Kruger, P. (2009). Honours psychology students’ perceptions of
job related skills. New Voices in Psychology, 5, 49-52.
Bozalek, V., & Boughey, C. (2012). (Mis)framing higher education in South Africa.
Social Policy and Administration, 46, 688-703.
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative
Research in Psychology, 3, 77-101.
Burr, V. (1995). An introduction to social constructionism. London, England: Routledge.
Burr, V. (1998). Overview: Realism, relativism, social constructionism and discourse. In
I. Parker (Ed.), Social constructionism, discourse and realism (pp. 13-26).
London, England: Sage.
Burr, V. (2002). The person in social psychology. East Sussex, England: Psychology
Press.
Cooper, D., & Subotzky, G. (2001). The skewed revolution: Trends in South African
higher education: 1988-1998. Cape Town, South Africa: University of Western
Cape Education Policy Unit.
Cooper, S., & Nicholas, L. (2012). An overview of South African psychology.
International Journal of Psychology, 47, 89-101.
de la Rey, C., & Ipser, J. (2004). The call for relevance: South African psychology ten
years into democracy. South African Journal of Psychology, 34, 544-552.
Dempster, M., & McCorry, K. (2009).The role of previous experience and attitudes
toward statistics in statistics assessment outcomes among undergraduate
psychology students. Journal of Statistics Education, 17, 1-7.
Duncan, N., van Niekerk, A., & Townsend, L. (2004). Following apartheid: Authorship
trends in the South African Journal of Psychology after 1994. South African
Journal of Psychology, 34, 553-575.

33
Duncan, N., & Bowman, B. (2009). Liberating South African psychology: The legacy of
racism and the pursuit of representative knowledge production. In M. Montero &
C. C. Sonn (Eds.), Psychology of liberation (pp. 93-113). New York, NY:
Springer.
Eagle, G. (2005).“Cultured clinicians”: The rhetoric of culture in clinical psychology
training. PINS, 32, 41-64.
Eagle, G., Hayes, G., & Sibanda, T. (2006). Standpoint methodologies: Marxist, feminist,
and black scholarship perspectives. In J. Terre Blanche, K. Durrheim, & D.
Painter (Eds.), Research in practice: Applied methods for the social sciences (pp.
499-522). Cape Town, South Africa: University of Cape Town Press.
Foster, D. (1991). “Race” and racism in South African psychology. South African
Journal of Psychology, 21, 203-210.
Gentz, S. G., & Durrheim, K. (2009). Psychological expertise and govermentality in
democratic South Africa: A tracer study of masters graduate students from
UKZN. Psychology in Society, 37, 18-38.
Hickson, J., & Kriegler, S. (1991). The mission and role of psychology in a traumatized
and changing society: The case of South Africa. International Journal of
Psychology, 26, 783-793.
Health Professions Council of South Africa (HPCSA). (2010, January). Professional
Board for Psychology: Frequently asked questions [downloads]. Retrieved
October 7, 2012 from
http://www.hpcsa.co.za/downloads/psychology/updated_frequenty_asked_questio
ns.pdf
Lindén, E., & Rådeström, J. (2008). Ethical dilemmas among psychologists in Sweden
and South Africa (Master’s thesis). Retrieved from KTH Publication Database.
(URI No. urn:nbn:se:liu:diva-15386).
Louw, J. (2002). Psychology, history, and society. South African Journal of Psychology,
32, 1-8.
Lund, C., Kleintjies, S., Kakuma, R., & Flisher, A. J. (2010). Public sector mental health
systems in South Africa: Inter-provincial comparisons and policy implications.
Social Psychiatry & Psychiatric Epidemiology, 45, 393-404.

34
Macleod, C. (2004). South African psychology and “relevance”: Continuing challenges.
South African Journal of Psychology, 34, 613-629.
Macleod, C. (2006). Radical plural feminisms and emancipatory practice in
post-apartheid South Africa. Theory and Psychology, 16, 367-389.
Matoane, M. (2012). Locating context in counselling: The development of
indigenous psychology in South Africa. Psychotherapy and Politics
International, 10, 105-115.
Mayekiso, T., Strydom, F., Jithoo, V., & Katz, L. (2004). Creating new capacity through
postgraduate selection. South African Journal of Psychology, 34, 657-671.
Murtonen, M., & Lehtinen, E. (2005).Conceptions of research and methodology learning.
Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research, 49, 217-224.
Painter, D., Terre Blanche, M., & Henderson, J. (2006). Critical psychology in South
Africa: Histories, themes and prospects. Annual Review of Critical Psychology, 5,
212-235.
Papanastasiou, E. C., & Zembylas, M. (2008). Anxiety in undergraduate research
methods courses: Its nature and implications. International Journal of Research
& Method in Education, 31, 155-167.
Payne, S. (2007). Qualitative methods of data collection and analysis. In J. M.
Addington-Hall, E. Bruera, I. J. Higginson, & S. Payne (Eds.), Research methods
in palliative care (pp. 139-150). New York, NY: Oxford University Press.
Pillay, A. L., & Kramers, A. L. (2003). South African clinical psychology, employment
(in) equity and the 'brain drain'. South African Journal of Psychology, 33, 52-60.
Pillay, Y. G., & Petersen, I. (1996). Current practice patterns of clinical and counselling
psychologists and their attitudes to transforming mental health policies in South
Africa. South African Journal of Psychology, 26, 76-80.
Riggs, D. W., & Augoustinos, M. (2005). The psychic life of colonial power: Racialised
subjectivities, bodies and methods. Journal of Community & Applied Psychology,
15, 461-477.
Ruane, I. (2010). Obstacles to the utilisation of psychological resources in a South
African township community. South African Journal of Psychology, 40, 214-225.

35
Skinner, K., & Louw, J. (2009). The feminization of psychology: Data from South
Africa. International Journal of Psychology, 44, 81-92.
Stead, G. B. (2002). The transformation of psychology in a post-apartheid South Africa:
An overview. International Journal of Group Tensions, 31, 79-102.
Suffla, S., & Seedat, M. (2004). How has psychology fared over ten years of democracy?
Achievements, challenges and questions. South African Journal of Psychology,
34, 513-519.
Terre Blanche, M., Kelly, K., & Durrheim, K. (2006). Why qualitative research? In J.
Terre Blanche, K. Durrheim, & D. Painter (Eds.), Research in practice: Applied
methods for the social sciences (pp. 271-284). Cape Town, South Africa:
University of Cape Town Press.
University of Cape Town (2012). Humanities undergraduate handbook 2012
[downloads]. Retrieved October 7, 2012 from
http://www.humanities.uct.ac.za/usr/humanities/apply/undergrad/2012UG_%20ha
hand9a_final.pdf
University of Cape Town (2011). PSY3011S Clinical psychology II Course Outline 2011
[downloads]. Retrieved October 7, 2012 from
https://vula.uct.ac.za/portal/site/845cbdda-4eaa-4bb7-a97f654c28b227f6/page/2e759d65-3a23-47df-8f9b-2a710703661c
Watson, M. B., & Fouche, P. (2007). Transforming a past into a future: Counselling
psychology in South Africa. Applied Psychology: An International Review, 56,
152-164.
Wilkinson, S. (1998). Focus groups in feminist research: Power, interaction, and the coconstruction of meaning. Women’s Studies International Forum, 21, 111-125.
Wilkinson, S. (1999). Focus groups: A feminist method. Psychology of Women
Quarterly, 23¸ 221-244.
Willig, C. (2008). Introducing qualitative research in psychology (2nded.). Berkshire,
England: McGraw Hill.

36
Appendix A: Demographic Information Sheet

Please complete the following form and email it to josie.cornell@yahoo.com

Name: ___________________________

Surname: ____________________________

Student number: ___________________
Year of BA/BSocSci: ____________________
Race: _____________________ Gender: _____________________
What languages can you speak fluently? _____________________________________
Email address: __________________________________

37
Appendix B: Focus Group Questions
1. Please tell me about why you decided to major in psychology.
2. Please tell me about your view of psychology now compared to when you started
studying it.
3. Are there any undergraduate psychology courses you regret taking? If so, why?
4. Which undergraduate psychology courses have you found the most valuable/enjoyed
the most? Why?
5. How do you feel about studying psychology further and having a possible career in
psychology?
6. If you do want to study further in psychology, in what particular capacity? (e.g.
clinical psychology, neuropsychology, research psychology) Why?
7. Please tell me about what you would change and what you would keep the same
regarding the content of undergraduate psychology courses at UCT and how they are
taught.
8. Discuss your opinion of the discipline of psychology within the context of South
Africa.
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Appendix C: Transcription Information

JC:

The researcher is speaking.

FG1:

Extract taken from focus group one

FG2:

Extract taken from focus group two

FG3:

Extract taken from focus group three

…

The use of ellipsis indicates that part of the participants’ original speech
has been omitted from the quoted extract.

Bold

Words that are in bold indicate my emphasis.

Underlined

Words that have been underlined were emphasised in the participant’s
original speech

[]

The use of square brackets indicates additional information, such as
laughter or non-verbal gestures.
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Appendix D: Informed Consent Form

University of Cape Town
Department of Psychology
Informed Consent Form:

I,_____________________________, agree to participate in this 90 minute focus group.
I consent to this focus group being recorded and transcribed, and I consent to the
transcription being used for research purposes. I agree to keep what is discussed in this
focus group confidential.

Signature:__________________________

Date:________________________
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Appendix E: Information Sheet

You are invited to participate in this focus group about your experiences of
undergraduate psychology courses at UCT.

•

Your participation in this focus group is completely voluntary; you will be
allowed to leave at any time you wish.

•

The conversation in this focus group will be recorded, but you will remain
completely anonymous – your name will not appear anywhere on the transcription
of recording or any published research that may result from this study.

•

You will receive 3 SRPP points for participating in the full 90 minutes of the
focus group.

•

There are no foreseeable risks attached to participating in this study.

If you have any questions relating to this study, please feel free to contact me, Josephine
Cornell on 0823615603 or josie.cornell@yahoo.com or my supervisor, Wahbie Long, at
wahbie.long@uct.ac.za.

Thanks,
Josephine Cornell

