
 
 
 
To:  The Vice-Chancellor  
From:  Dr Ramneek Ahluwalia, CEO of HIGHER HEALTH 
Subject: Student Health and Wellbeing Induction & Orientation Message  
Date:  23 January 2020 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
As the new academic year takes shape and campuses come to life, the induction of new staff members and 
orientation of first year students offer precious opportunities to introduce newcomers to the student health, 
wellness and development programmes at our campuses.  
 
We hope you will find this communique useful when talking to students and staff about the dynamic link 
between total wellness and academic performance. Institutions may wish to supplement the contents of 
this document according to their circumstances, needs and requirements.   
 
BACKGROUND 
The Higher Education and Training Health, Wellness and Development Centre (formerly known as HEAIDS 

but now HIGHER HEALTH), is an implementing agency of the Department of Higher Education and Training 

(DHET). HIGHER HEALTH works under the governance of Universities South Africa (USAf), the representative 

body of the 26 South African public universities and in partnership with the South African College Principals 

Organisation (SACPO), the representative body of the 50 South African, Public Technical and Vocational 

Education and Training Colleges 

 

The mission of HIGHER HEALTH is to inspire success through improving wellbeing among students across all 
our public university and TVET campuses.  
 
We feel it is important for students to feel from day one, that we are concerned with their wellbeing as 
much as their academic performance and to be aware of how to protect themselves and where to get help 
as they strive to achieve their learning goals and the careers they desire. 
 
The transition from childhood to adulthood can be difficult, and students need tools to navigate this 
transition successfully and deal with considerable stresses, which often include pressures arising from 
economic hardship.  As a student entering university or college for the first time, you will experience 
unprecedented freedom and opportunity. But you will also be burdened with more responsibility than you 
previously carried.  Both the pleasures of freedom and the pressures of responsibility can impact on your 
health and wellness, in the short term and possibly for the rest of your life. 
 
Therefore, together with HIGHER HEALTH we prioritise seven focus areas that are particularly pertinent to 
young people engaged in challenging processes of personal, intellectual and professional development. 
These seven focus areas are: 
 

• Gender Based Violence 

• Mental Health 
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• HIV/TB/Sexually Transmitted Infections 

• Sexual Reproductive Health / Unplanned Youth & Teenage Pregnancies 

• Alcohol and Drug Abuse Prevention 

• LGBTQI Destigmitisation 

• Disability Sensitisation 
 
Based on these seven focus areas we bring information and assistance to students at the campus doorsteps. 
As we tell you more about these services and assistance let us engage more on the health, wellness and 
social challenges that our students encounter.  
 
INDUCTION MESSAGE 
Welcome to our first year and returning students, our thoughts are with you as the new academic year takes 
shape and campuses come to life. The orientation of first year students offer precious opportunities to 
introduce newcomers to the campus health, wellness and development programmes that we have 
established for our students. 
 
The first aspect of your health and wellbeing that we want to address is related to the new freedoms to 
make personal and sexual relationships. This forms part of essential sexual and reproductive health services 
for students. 
 
HIV, TB, STI infection is still one of the biggest threats to not just a student’s health, but also her or his ability 
to sustain and complete studies. South Africa sees about 240 000 new infections a year among adults. 
Almost 40% of new infections occur in the 15-24 year age group. So HIV campaigns and services form a 
major component of the HIGHER HEALTH programme.  
 
Research likewise attests to the high rates of unplanned pregnancy among students, with the median age at 
first pregnancy being just 21 years. A HIGHER HEALTH survey, of TVET colleges found that a third of the 
students have been pregnant or made someone pregnant – and 75% of the pregnancies were unplanned. 
There is, therefore, a strong possibility of pregnancy interrupting the studies of young women and so we 
make sure that every female student has convenient access to a choice of contraceptives.  
 
We urge students to use your good judgement when faced with decisions about sexual relationships. And to 
access testing, condoms, contraceptives, medical male circumcision and referral and treatment services for 
HIV and other sexually acquired infections.  You will benefit from routine testing and screening services 
during HIGHER HEALTH flagship programme, called, FIRST THINGS FIRST activations, by knowing your HIV 
status, and how to stay negative (PrEP is available if you are at risk for HIV) or how to get antiretroviral 
therapy (ART) for HIV-positive students.  Other sexual and reproductive health services that are available to 
you are termination of pregnancy, antenatal care, and screening for breast, cervical and prostate cancer, etc.  
 
The novel sense of liberty and space to explore your new surroundings can also expose students to the risk 
of gender-based violence (GBV). You will have seen and heard about this national emergency from media or 
personal relationships.  We have done much over the last couple of years to build systems and safety nets. 
But as our institution is part of the broader community, it is hard to totally isolate it from violence that stems 
from the areas near us.  Please know that help is available in a number of ways. Firstly, we have built 
awareness and prevention of GBV in the 2nd curriculum that runs routinely in the form of, peer to peer-
education programmes – and you can find it on our campuses.  This may also be one of your sources of help 
should you or a friend experience GBV.  Secondly, we have developed a user-friendly self-assessment tool 
that can help to open doors to professional care for vulnerable students.  Especially if you are a first-year 
student, access the self-assessment during dialogues and use it as a check-list to identify risk factors and 
personal behaviours which may make you more vulnerable. Once you know what can place you in danger, 
what is the difference between respectful and abusive relationships, you are more able to take measures 
and seek psychosocial support that will protect you. 
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The fourth area we need to talk about relates to mental health. The responsibility involved with fitting into a 
new world, performing academically and managing your finances and daily living will probably put you under 
pressure you’ve never experienced before. The pressure differs from person to person – and can result in 
depression and anxiety for some.  A 2015 study by Stellenbosch University found 12% of students had 
symptoms of moderate to severe depression and 15% had symptoms of moderate to severe anxiety. The 
South African Depression and Anxiety Group (SADAG) states that one in four South African university 
students’ experiences depression.  Furthermore, depending on whether one takes 2012 SAMRC or 2015 
Stats SA figures, suicide features in the top five or top nine causes of death among young adults. Many more 
make an attempt to self-harm.  So you should not be ashamed if you feel you cannot cope.  Please ask for 
help if you need it.  Again, the 2nd curriculum that runs routinely, in the form of peer to peer educator 
network at your campuses, attending educational dialogues hosted by the peer educators, doing the self-
assessment for mental health as part of risk screenings, offered, through your campus health and wellness 
programmes will assist you.   
 
I am confident that you’ll cheer when I mention that a perk of the freedom of living independently means 
you get to choose what you eat and drink, when you come and go from your residence or home, how you 
relax and with whom.  That means that you will make decisions about diet, use of alcohol or addictive 
substances, physical activity, personal security and other lifestyle matters that will affect your health and 
academic performance.  
 
A large number of tertiary education students, as well as staff employed by universities and colleges abuse 
alcohol and drugs. HIGHER HEALTH’s research has found that 35% of students, at universities reported being 
drunk-abuse in the last month (2009 study) and that 60% of TVET college students abuse alcohol on a regular 
basis (2016).  The 2011 National Youth Risk Behaviour Survey substantiates alcohol-related risky behaviour: 
30% of males and 20% of females had engaged in binge-drinking in the month preceding the survey.  As per 
WHO, 65% of sexual and gender-based violence in South Africa is preceded by substance and alcohol abuse. 
 
Without meaning to be over-dramatic, please know that alcohol and drugs dramatically increase a person’s 
risk of all other social and health-related conditions we just discussed.  
 
Lastly in relation to your health and wellness, we recognise that sections of the student population 
experience various forms of discrimination or disadvantage that constitute a potential health risk – including 
young women, students with disabilities, and LGBTQI students.  Various peer to peer led activities are 
designed both to empower vulnerable groups and to create a more respectful and enabling campus 
environment.  The research done by HIGHER HEALTH suggested that 7.5% of student men who have sex with 
men (MSM) felt that higher education institutions were unsafe for LGBTQI students, with 10% reporting that 
they were subjected to abuse and/or violence because of their sexual orientation. In this regard, we will 
continue to build the capacity of institutions to respond positively to gender diversity and build a supportive 
environment for LGBTQI students and those with disabilities. 
 
In closing, we urge you, our students to take care of your health and wellness by first finding out where to 
access your campus health and wellness programme and to participate in the following activities and 
programmes that are available at your campuses: 
 

• 2nd curriculum peer to peer education training, dialogues, debates, forum discussions, etc., that 
happen routinely at your campuses. I encourage you to enrol in these programme 

• Self-assessments and screening to assess your risk of GBV/mental Health/ HIV/TB/STIs and 
unplanned pregnancies 

• Listening to the health and wellness shows aired over your campus and community radio stations, 
via the HIGHER HEALTH Future Beats programme 
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• Participating at HIGHER HEALTH First Things First Activations- where screening and testing services 
come to the campuses, at your doorsteps for easy access, so that you can test, screen, counsel and 
linkage to care for HIV/TB/STI, unplanned pregnancies, non-communicable diseases such as high 
blood pressure, diabetes, including counselling and support for GBV and mental health 

• Routine testing and screening services, treatment, care and support either through your campus 
clinics, mobile services or your Campus Health and Wellness Coordinators placed for your support. 

 
We wish you a safe, healthy and prosperous academic year. 
 
Kind Regards 
 

 
Dr Ramneek Ahluwalia 
CEO of HIGHER HEALTH 
 
 
 


