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Abstract 

Amidst escalating university student mental health concerns (Office for National 

Statistics, 2022), and the increased auditing of Higher Education performance 

(Naidoo & Williams, 2015), understanding the student experience persists as a 

critical research focus. However, existing literature compartmentalises the 

experience, overlooking the holistic elements cutting across it (Bewick et al, 2010; 

Thorley, 2017; Worsley et al., 2021a). Semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with 15 undergraduate students of mixed genders, aged between 18 and 26 (M = 

20.60, SD = 1.88), and 12 university support staff members aged between 24 and 

57 (M = 38.92, SD = 11.38), from 8 and 6 UK universities respectively. Interviews 

explored student and support staff perceptions of the undergraduate experience to 

answer, “What are the psychological underpinnings of the undergraduate student 

experience?”. Using Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022) eight key 

psychological underpinnings were constructed, that transcend across the student 

experience. The metaphor of a ship and its voyage is used to explain the 

psychological journey of the student. Including, 1) Steering the Ship: Being the 

Captain, 2) Steadying the Ship: Establishing Balance, 3) A Safe Harbour: Having a 

Secure and Stable Base, 4) We’re All on This Ship Together: Being a Crew, 5) 

Navigating the Storm: Preparedness, Proactivity, Perseverance and Preservation, 

6) The Mists of Mismatch: “This isn’t what I Expected”, 7) Growing and Adapting 

with the Changing Winds, and 8) Adjusting The Sails for Me: A Tailored Experience. 

The concept of Steering the Ship offers a central organising concept, 

interinfluencing with other themes, highlighting the importance of students becoming 

active agents of their student experience. Findings are discussed in relation to 

student transitions and have relevance for Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 

2017). Implications are made for Higher Education Institutions, including promoting 

student-partnership and a compassionate university approach.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1. Introduction to the Thesis 

Higher Education has seen significant transformations since the 1960s Robbins 

Review (Hillman, 2023), being shaped by societal, technological, political, and 

economic factors. By 2006, English universities transitioned to fee-paying models, 

and by 2017 the UK coalition government-imposed tuition fees of up to £9250 on 

undergraduate courses (Dunnett et al., 2012; Ghazala, & Simion, 2018). Following a 

steep marketisation curve, Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are competing for 

student numbers (Tomlinson, 2018), with student applications gradually increasing 

each year from 2019 to 2022 and showing no signs of slowing down (House of 

Commons Library, 2024). Furthermore, due to an increase in audit culture, through 

performance indicators such as the Research and Teaching Excellence 

Frameworks (REF; TEF; Department for Business Innovation and Skills, 2016), and 

National Student Survey (Office for Students, 2024), universities are similarly 

competing for higher ratings to better place themselves in attracting funding and 

students to their institutions (Naidoo & Williams, 2015). Student experience 

research has therefore increased exponentially to better understand how to improve 

student experience, for both the benefit of students and universities. Student 

satisfaction has been positively reported within the National Student Survey (Office 

for Students, 2023a); however, the removal of the ‘neutral’ response option means 

students may be more likely to report positive responses than negative, regardless 

of any changes occurring within their experience (OFS, 2023b). Consequently, a 

more holistic understanding of student experience is needed, to fully capture the 

depth and insight behind the numbers of student experience surveys.    

Transitioning to university marks a significant milestone, often experienced as 

seamless or a challenging adjustment (Winstone & Hulme, 2019). Such transitions 

can encompass a variety of challenges that lead to feelings of instability, including 

loss of support networks, financial pressures, and unpreparedness for independent 

living and learning (Arnett, 2004; Devlin & McKay, 2014; Whyte, 2019). The 

literature on student transition, however, tends to focus on experience ‘gaps’ and 

traditional pathways, overlooking the complexities faced by non-traditional students 

and the wider range of transitions at university (Gavett & Winstone, 2021). A holistic 

understanding of the student experience could therefore encompass experiences of 

a wider range of students and transitional contexts. Furthermore, whilst the student 
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experience is complex enough already, it is made more complex through the 

context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic forced universities to transition 

to online provision, disrupting the ‘traditional’ university experience (Allen et al., 

2022). This unprecedented shift contributed significant impacts upon university 

student’s stress levels and consequently led to mental and physical health decline 

(Aristovnik et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2021; Owens et al., 2022). Therefore, the context 

of COVID-19 provides a unique opportunity to examine the university experience 

more holistically by considering how these changes might have impacted various 

aspects of student life. Understanding the complexities of student transitions is 

therefore vital for both students and HEIs, particularly due to the influence of 

transitional experiences upon levels of student satisfaction, retention, and success 

(Galve-González et al., 2023; Tinto, 2006; Yorke & Longden, 2004). 

University has been shown to contribute positively to student lives offering 

opportunities for independence, socialisation, and academic and personal growth 

(Balloo et al., 2022; Christensen & Craft, 2021). It has also been shown that student 

psychological wellbeing and mental health can be influenced by their university 

experience. For example, shared experiences support the development of social 

belonging, with this sense of inclusion offering positive outcomes for student mental 

health, wellbeing and success (Gravett & Winstone, 2024; Thompson et al., 2021). 

Conversely then, students can also struggle with the opportunities of university, 

facing challenges associated with independent living and study (Scanlon et al., 

2007; Worsley et al., 2023). Some students even describe their initial experience as 

one where they are ‘just surviving’ (Richardson & King et al., 2012). Predominantly, 

the literature suggests this is due to students feeling unprepared for both their new 

living and learning contexts (Thompson et al., 2021). However, the way students 

deal with their challenges and stressors plays a critical role in determining the value, 

success and learning outcomes of their experiences (Pascoe et al., 2020). Typical 

support options sought by students include peers, family, and academic staff 

(McLean et al., 2022; Walsh et al., 2009). However, students play a significant role 

in their coping, with self-belief equipping students with a better ability to manage 

their university transitions and academic challenges (Crocker & Luhtanen, 2003; 

Jeno et al., 2018; Meehan & Howells, 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2017). When students 

lack confidence, they can adopt risk related behaviours such as substance use, to 

manage their stress and anxieties (Evan et al., 2021; Noland et al., 2009; Riordan & 

Carey, 2019), which contributes to lowered academic motivation, attainment, mental 

health and wellbeing (El Ansari et al., 2013; Smith, 2019). Universities therefore 
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play a significant role in encouraging and supporting all students to cope with their 

challenges effectively (Gill, 2021). To do this however, universities need to 

understand the student experience from a student’s psychological viewpoint. 

Without understanding how students experience university positively and negatively, 

they will not be able to understand the holistic experience of students and how to 

foster psychological strengths to cope and succeed.   

Due to the growing concerns of student mental health and wellbeing (Akram et al., 

2020; HESA, 2023c; Hughes & Spanner, 2019; ONS; 2022), this topic is 

consistently raised throughout this thesis. Consequently, it is important to define the 

language related to this topic from the outset such as student wellbeing and mental 

health, illness, difficulties and problems. This thesis will embrace The Education for 

Mental Health Toolkit (Hughes et al., 2022) definitions which are developed from the 

University Mental Health Charter (Hughes & Spanner, 2019). Specifically, mental 

health can be understood to include a “full spectrum of experience ranging from 

good mental health to mental illness” (Hughes et al., 2022, p.5) where good mental 

health is “a dynamic state of internal equilibrium” (p.5) and encompasses more than 

just the absence of illness. It includes the ability to appropriately respond to normal 

negative emotions and situations, and experience regular positive thoughts, feelings 

and behaviours (Hughes et al., 2022). Mental illness will refer to conditions and 

experiences that involve “thoughts, feelings, symptoms and/or behaviours, that 

causes distress and reduces functioning, impacting negatively on an individual’s day 

to day experience and which may receive, or be eligible to receive, a clinical 

diagnosis” (Hughes et al., 2022, p.5). Mental health problems or poor mental health 

encompasses a broader range of emotional and/or psychological experiences that 

brings distress beyond one’s normal experience and ability to manage effectively. 

This will include both those with mental illness and those who fall below this 

threshold. Mental health, illness and wellbeing are understood not to be 

interchangeable, but distinct concepts that are related (Westerhof & Keyes, 2009). 

Wellbeing is therefore distinguished as a wider framework that includes physical 

and social wellbeing, and which mental health is a part of (Hughes et al., 2022). 

Student wellbeing then, is defined in line with this with contextual aspects of the 

student experience such as academic learning contributing significantly to their 

wellbeing.  

Responsive to the growing concerns over student mental health and wellbeing then, 

there has been a rising pressure from a variety of stakeholders to address the 

student mental health crisis, including mental health organisations, student groups, 
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and HE management (Frawley, 2024; Hughes & Spanner, 2019; Universities UK, 

2020). The number of HEIs with dedicated mental health and/or wellbeing strategies 

rose from 52% in 2019 to 66% in 2022 (Department for Education, 2023), with 

support offerings including workshops, online resources, peer support programmes, 

financial aid, and academic support (UCAS, 2024a; Universities UK, 2021; 

University College London, 2021). Research has demonstrated that many aspects 

of university can contribute to student wellbeing and mental health across the 

timespan of a degree (Bewick et al., 2010), such as financial, academic, and social 

pressures (McIntyre et al., 2018; Macaskill, 2013; Scanlon et al., 2007) and the 

transitional experiences they face (Christie et al., 2013; Winstone & Hulme, 2019; 

Wintre & Yaffe 2000). Greater emphasis has therefore been placed upon exploring 

the student experience, to mitigate these concerns, and for the betterment of 

student engagement and success.  

Understanding the psychological experiences of students is crucial for educators 

and support services to address student wellbeing and success, as psychological 

strengths like meaningful living and hope are suggested to promote coping, 

behavioural activation, and improved mental health and wellbeing (Arslan et al., 

2022; Crego et al., 2021; Debats et al., 1995; Yıldırım & Arslan 2020). The existing 

literature, however, offers a segregated understanding of students’ psychological 

experiences by taking a compartmentalised approach (e.g., the impact of finances, 

transitions, independence, and workload stress on psychological health). Therefore, 

exploring the psychological underpinnings of student journeys may provide a more 

holistic view of students’ psychological experiences that are missing from the 

literature. Specifically, experiences can be based on the meanings people attach to 

them rather than what is explicitly experienced (Cross & Johnson, 2008). 

Furthermore, psychological strengths such as resilience and meaningful living are 

linked to better coping, mental health, wellbeing, and academic success (Arslan et 

al., 2022; Crego et al., 2021; Tett et al., 2017). Understanding the psychological 

underpinnings of the student experience may therefore provide avenues for 

intervention to improve student engagement, mental health, wellbeing and 

academic outcomes.  

Using a qualitative approach and through the implementation of a Reflexive 

Thematic Analysis method (Braun & Clarke, 2022), this research explores the 

psychological underpinnings of student lives, providing valuable insights into their 

thoughts, feelings, and behaviours in response to the complexities of their 

experience. The research aims to provide a holistic view of student journeys by 
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uncovering shared psychological experiences (i.e., their internal experiences) that 

cut across specific aspects of the student experience seen throughout the literature 

(e.g., finances transitions, independence, workload stress). It explores the 

psychology underneath student experiences from the perspectives of 

undergraduate students and student advisors (i.e., university staff members in a 

student supporting role such as academic, disability and wellbeing advisors).  

1.2. Statement of Aims and Research Questions 

The research aims of this study can be summarised as follows: 

• To understand and give voice to undergraduate student perspectives of the 

experiences of students during university. 

• To understand and give voice to advisor perspectives of the student 

experience during university. 

• To understand the shared psychological underpinnings that shape the 

student experience. 

• To consider the alignment of perspectives between advisors and 

undergraduate students regarding the psychological underpinnings that 

shape the overall student experience. 

To address these aims, two research questions were explored: 

1. How do students and advisors describe the undergraduate student 

experience?  

2. What are the psychological underpinnings of the undergraduate university 

experience, as expressed by undergraduate students and advisors? 

3. Do advisor and student perspectives align regarding the psychological 

underpinnings that shape the overall student experience? 

1.3. Structure of the Thesis 

This thesis is divided into four parts, each comprising of a selection of chapters. 
Part I of the thesis encompasses a literature review, comprising of chapters two and 

three. Chapter two considers the contextual backdrop of the HE landscape. It 

introduces the transformation of HE, student application rates, reasons for attending 

university, and the context of student transitions and student satisfaction. Chapter 
three introduces aspects of student life that shape the student experience, such as 

independence, stress, COVID-19, belonging and aspects of coping. It also 
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discusses the prevalence of mental health and wellbeing difficulties and the 

concerns this raises for HEIs. Together, these chapters provide the foundation for 

this study and the rationale for taking the chosen approach of exploring the topic of 

student experience holistically (i.e., the psychological experiences that underpin the 

‘whole’ or a collection of areas, rather than specific areas such as belonging). The 

importance of exploring psychological meaning within the topic of student 

experience is also highlighted. 

Part II comprising Chapter 4, is an extensive account of the research methodology. 

It starts by offering my theoretical positioning to this work and placing myself within 

the context of research. It offers a reflexive account to demonstrate my role in the 

shaping of the research and its outcomes. It then provides a detailed discussion and 

evidence process of the method undertaken, comprising of the overarching design, 

data collection and analysis, and the ethical considerations. Explanations are 

supplemented with directions to the appendices to support the reader’s 

understanding. Finally, it contextualises the COVID-19 impact upon the research 

outcomes.  

Part III comprises Chapters five to eight, offering the analytical interpretations of the 

eight thematic outcomes. Chapter five encompasses the themes of Steering the 

Ship: Be the Captain and Steadying the Ship: Establishing Balance. Chapter six 

encompasses A Safe Harbour: Having a Secure and Stable Base, and We’re All On 

this Ship Together: Be a Crew. Chapter Seven then encompasses the four 

remaining thematic outcomes. This includes Navigating the Storm: Preparedness, 

Proactivity, Preservation and Perseverance. Along with The Mists of Mismatch: 

“This isn’t what I Expected”, Growing and Adapting to the Changing Winds, and 

Adjusting the Sails for Me: A Tailored Experience. Each chapter offers detailed 

interpretations of the data that constructs the comprised themes. It also provides a 

comprehensive telling of the story of the data. Chapter eight offers the 

interconnections and interinfluences of the key themes with the central organising 

theme of Steering the Ship, to further express the meaning and importance of this 

theme. 

Finally, Part IV comprises of chapters nine and ten, offering a discussion of the 

research, its outcomes, and wider implications. Chapter nine offers a discussion of 

each of the thematic outcomes in relation to relevant literature and theory. Chapter 
ten offers the implications of the study in relation to HEI approaches and support 

practices. It also offers an assessment of quality of this research, along with 
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discussion of limitations and avenues for future research. Finally, ending on the 

conclusion of the thesis, and the key take home points of its importance.   
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Part I: Literature Review 
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Chapter 2. The Context of Higher Education 

2.1. Introduction to the chapter 

This chapter provides context for understanding the student experience within the 

broader space of Higher Education (HE). It explores the transformation of HE, 

student motivations for attending university, the parallel context of student transition, 

and considerations of student satisfaction. It is not provided as a systematic review, 

but a contextualisation to situate the present study and its focus of student 

experience. It is provided to support not only the rationale for the present study, but 

to offer vital context to facilitate a holistic view of the student experience and why 

understanding the student experience holistically is important. The holistic view is 

defined in this thesis to be the psychological experiences that underpin the ‘whole’ 

or a collection of student experiences rather than a compartmentalised approach of 

understanding their psychological experiences of separate specific events, areas of 

experience or concepts (e.g., how a student psychologically experiences belonging, 

finances, or accommodation independently from other aspects of their experience). 

2.2. Contextual Backdrop of Higher Education 

Higher Education is often considered the pinnacle of formal education, offering 

advanced academic and professional training. It offers a diverse set of academic 

programmes, such as undergraduate and postgraduate courses, within a diverse 

range of disciplines (HESA, 2023a). Universities are proposed to foster personal 

and intellectual growth, offering knowledge development and exploration, critical 

thinking, and research skills. However, it also extends beyond academic areas into 

extracurricular activities and the development of lifelong skills. HE, however, has 

undergone significant transformations over time, shaped by societal, technological, 

political, and economic factors. In the 1960s, HE expansion occurred following the 

Robbins Review (Hillman, 2023), resulting in a shift towards equity of access. 

Moving forward to 2006 however, English universities stopped the provision of free 

education, and almost all students became fee-paying consumers (Ghazala, & 

Simion, 2018). By 2010, the UK coalition government imposed a tuition fee of a 

maximum of £9000 on all undergraduate courses, which was further increased to 

£9250 in 2017 (Dunnett et al., 2012). Despite assertions that the increases would 

not thwart disadvantaged students and the claim that students would not see fees 

as an important selection factor to attend university (Shepherd & Stratton, 2010), it 
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remained a controversial move because of its assumed impact. Dunnett et al. 

(2012) found that those who were the first generation to consider university were 

more likely to be impacted by higher fees, than those who had direct or vicarious 

experience of university through their parents. Other aspects, however, were 

deemed more important than finances for their selection of going to university, such 

as course and university reputation. Nevertheless, there have been mixed findings, 

with disadvantaged groups showing they are more worried about finances and more 

likely to withdraw compared to their advantaged counterparts (Pollard et al., 2019). 

Interestingly, UCAS also lists student loans as a ‘con’ to attending university (UCAS, 

2024b).  

The increase in fees is argued to have led to a steep marketisation curve of HE, 

with students and their unions developing a consumer-based relationship with their 

universities (Brooks et al., 2016; Nixon et al., 2018; Tomlinson, 2018). 

Consequently, students became responsible for evaluating their experience through 

the National Student Survey (NSS) and to this day are strongly encouraged to 

complete them for the purposes of published results and league table performances 

(Naidoo & Williams, 2015). With increasing focus on ‘audit culture’ and consumerist 

agendas bringing in performance-based evaluations, such as the Teaching 

Excellence Framework (DBIS, 2016; Molesworth et al., 2010; Naidoo & Williams, 

2015), student satisfaction has continued as a focal point of current educational 

research. In the Browne report, it was stated that “student choice would drive up 

quality” in HE (Browne, 2010, p. 14), and is particularly pertinent considering 

marketisation has led to students having more power to trigger quality review 

(Naidoo & Williams 2015). A focus on value for money has further encouraged 

consumerist ideologies surrounding HE (Tomlinson, 2018), whereby student 

attitudes often pertain to needing more from the universities that expand from their 

original purpose and responsibilities such as a solely academic provider. A problem 

therefore arises for universities in this consumerist era (Deloitte, 2015) surrounding 

what students expect from HE and how they meet these expectations. Thus, HEIs 

are pressured to provide student choice, value-added benefits, and participate in 

intense competition, investing in promotional and marketing efforts, such as 

impressive educational buildings, student accommodation and ‘aesthetically 

pleasing’ endeavours, all to appeal to and expand student enrolment and retention 

(Adams & Smith, 2014; Nixon et al., 2018). 
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2.2.1. Increase in Students Attending University 

Despite the concerns around increased tuition fees and their impacts upon 

disadvantaged groups, specifically for undergraduate students, there has been 

an increase in applicants and acceptances since the mid-1990s (House of 

Commons Library, 2022; 2024). Over the past decade though, application 

numbers saw a decrease in 2012, when tuition fees were increased to £9,000 

per year; despite claims that fees were not a key decision factor for attending 

university (Dunnett et al., 2012; Shepherd & Stratton, 2010). However, there was 

a bounce back in 2013, where a record number was accepted (House of 

Commons Library, 2022; 2024), and more recently, the House of Commons 

Library (2024) reported the number of applicants increased each year from 2019 

to 2022. Specifically, in 2020, an increase of 5.1% was observed in home 

applicants and overseas students compared to the previous year, and the total 

number of accepted applicants through UCAS was up by 5.4%. Overall, 

2,008,525 UK undergraduate students were enrolled to be studying in the 

academic year 2020-2021 (HESA, 2022a). For 2021, there were 750,000 

applicants specifically for full-time study through UCAS. This is an increase from 

729,000 in 2020 (House of Commons, 2022). Thus, the data shows a general 

consistency of increased student applications and entry rates to universities, 

meaning they are under increasing pressure for resources, and require strategies 

to manage the larger student populations. One reason for this could be a result of 

increasingly established widening participation strategies being implemented 

across the sector, to address inequality of access for underrepresented groups, 

and to offer equal learning opportunities for everyone (Campbell & McKendrick, 

2017). However, another reason for this increase may be due to the increased 

marketisation of HE and competition to draw in more students (Naidoo & 

Williams 2015; Nixon et al., 2018).  

For 2022 specifically however, applications were down by 1% (around 6,000) and 

for 2023, application declines continued for full time undergraduate courses, with 

numbers reaching 757,000, down almost 10,000 on the record level from 2022 

(House of Commons Library, 2022; 2024). However, during this time the world 

had undergone a global health pandemic of COVID-19 (European Centre for 

Disease Prevention and Control, 2021), causing disruption to academic 

communities across the globe (Allen et al, 2023; Aristovnik et al., 2020; Browning 

et al., 2021). Students encountered extra challenges and adversities due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, including imminent threats to the health of themselves and 
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those around them, financial strain, social distancing measures and isolation, and 

reduced access to necessities such as food (Brown & Kirk-Wade, 2021); all 

impacting their general health and wellbeing (Evans et al, 2020; Owens et al., 

2022). HEIs were forced to switch to online delivery, bringing disruptions to 

student learning, which may have impacted on the decreased application rates 

(Bryson, & Andres, 2020).  

Specifically for international students, EU applications declined by 19% in 2022 

from 2021, and by 67% for full-time undergraduates since 2020. This trend 

persisted in 2023, reaching a 35.8% decline, and unlike previous years, home 

student applications also did not offset this reduction (House of Commons 

Library, 2024). This decrease was said to reflect the fall in EU applications 

accepted, and changes in fees and loan eligibility that were consequential of 

UK’s withdrawal from the EU (i.e., Brexit; House of Commons Library, 2022; 

2024). However, COVID-19 offers a potential additional reason for this continued 

reduction. 

Overall, the decade long increase in university applications, coupled with the 

ongoing contextual challenges in HE, emphasises the importance of 

understanding the pressures faced by institutions. This understanding is also 

crucial for understanding student experience, as it may further influence students’ 

decisions to apply, stay, or leave university. It is important to situate the student 

experience within these contexts, as they will inevitably play a role in shaping it, 

and the holistic nature of the student experience can be better comprehended. 

2.2.2. Reasons for Attending University 

When deciding whether to go to university, most students turn to the internet for 

advice. A google search asking, ‘why should I go to university’, yields 4,750,000,000 

results making claims about this decision (Google, February 2024). UCAS (2024) 

describes university as a catalyst for career enhancement, with the chance to be 

taught by industry experts, personal growth, friendships, and have a vibrant social 

life. Student choice and independence are emphasised as benefits to university, 

suggesting the importance of understanding whether their advertised benefits align 

with student motivators for attending university. Specifically, evaluating the 

relevance of the information offered through official channels is important, as 

students need to be able to critically assess whether university is the most suitable 

route for them. This is especially important, when this will influence their overall 

university experience and outcomes (Lobo & Gurney, 2014).  
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Furthermore, this is crucial when post-16 pathways (i.e., options on completion of 

GCSE’s) predominantly favour A-levels and future university goals, neglecting 

alternatives such as apprenticeships, traineeships, and part-time work (National 

Careers Service, n.d). Department for Education (2024; DFE) figures show that only 

3.4% and 3.9% of students entered apprenticeships or employment respectively in 

2021/2022, a trend unchanged from previous years (DFE, 2021). This partnered 

with the early focus on UCAS applications during A-levels, directs students towards 

university pathways at an arguably premature point in their educational journeys, 

creating an expectation that university is the primary route to success. Students are 

having to manage the pressure of deciding what direction they will take before they 

really know what would be best for them or suit their preferences. This is important 

to consider, when the alignment between student reasons for attending and their 

experience can affect their performance, attendance itself and overall satisfaction 

(Lobo & Gurney, 2014).  

Advertising the benefits of university often relies on theoretical rationale (Cote & 

Levine, 1997), lacking direct exploration of student’s reasons for attending. 

Understanding these reasons is crucial as they can affect student experience, 

academic engagement and learning outcomes. For instance, aligning with Self-

determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), students with more internal reasoning 

are often more academically resourceful, which helps students to cope with stress, 

(Rosenbaum, 1990), adjust well to university and achieve higher grades (Akgun & 

Ciarrochi, 2003; Kennett, Reed & Stuart, 2013). Comparatively, those with external 

reasonings (e.g., to please others), struggle more with academic tasks and express 

lower satisfaction with their experience (Kennett, Reed & Stuart, 2013). 

Students consistently exhibit both internal and external motivations for attending 

university (Bui, 2002; Wang et al, 2009; Henderson-King & Smith, 2006). Kennett, 

Reed, and Lam (2011) found internal motivations included self-improvement and life 

goals, while external motivations pertained to family and career. Attendance 

decisions, particularly for those from lower socio-economic backgrounds, may also 

be driven by financial support for their families (Phinney et al., 2006; Bui, 2002). 

Family influence, including the desire for parental recognition, to make them proud, 

or to follow academic trajectories of their relatives, remains relatively consistent 

across academic years (Kennet, Reed & Lam, 2011; Wang, et al. 2009). Particularly 

in response to expectations and pressures from family and friends to get a degree 

(Cote & Levine, 1997). Such motivations could impact upon student’s experience 

negatively, through stress associated with perfectionism, academic contingent self-
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worth, respect and status, and fear of failure (Bui, 2002; Crocker & Park, 2004; 

Greenberg, 2008). 

Still, motivations have changed over generations, with Twenge and Donnelly (2016) 

finding that generation X (1980s-1990s) and millennials (2000s-2010s) reported 

more extrinsic motivations (e.g., increased financial potential) compared to more 

internal motivations noted by baby boomers (1960s-70s). Therefore, there is a 

cultural and societal backdrop which shapes these motivators which is likely to 

shape their student experience. Furthermore, there are motivational shifts across a 

student’s degree timeline with first year students placing higher emphasis on 

proving themselves academically while later year students focus on self-

improvement, self-satisfaction, and societal contributions (Kennet, Reed & Lam, 

2011). For example, first years focus on proving to others they can attain a degree, 

gaining respect and doing it for the challenge, suggesting they build their sense of 

worth from their academic success (Baumeister et al., 2003). Academic contingent 

self-worth, however, is associated with a susceptibility to burnout and raises 

concern for student mental health and wellbeing (Fairlamb, 2020; Burwell & Shirk, 

2006). Consequently, the evolving nature of motivation adds important context to 

the shaping of the student experience (Henderson-King & Smith, 2006).  

However, some motivators appear to remain constant, as Kennet, Reed, and Lam’s 

(2011) findings support previously highlighted ‘careerist-materialist’ motivations 

(Cote & Levine, 1997), where students see university as a route to status, money, 

and success. Similarly, Balloo et al. (2017) found improved future career prospects 

to be the most important reason for attending university. Encouragingly, HESA 

(2023b) reported that among 2020/21 graduates, 82% of respondents were in 

employment or unpaid work. However, increased competition has led to a 

downward pressure on wages, and in the UK, 30% of graduates are overeducated 

for their jobs, while 34% are in posts that are not related to their degree subject 

(Vecchia et al. 2023). Consequently, if students are concerned with better 

employability chances and these opportunities are reduced due to increased 

numbers, student experience could be impacted through heightened peer 

competition to get the best experience and best grades. Subsequently, 

understanding student pathways and motivations for attending university, is vital in 

understanding how student experience can be shaped.  
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2.2.3. Transitions To and Through University 

Once deciding to go to university, students must face the transition to this new 

phase of their lives, with some taking to this like a “Duck to water” whilst others 

feel like “A fish out of water” (Winstone & Hulme, 2019; p. 2). The student journey 

typically involves entering university, navigating changes across and between 

years, graduating, and entering work or postgraduate study. The literature on 

student transition, however, has been typically focused on ‘traditional’ pathways 

and is argued to present a homogenous reflection of this experience (Gavett & 

Winstone, 2021). For the traditional student (i.e., 18–21-year-olds), it typically 

reflects a transitional experience from secondary school to HE, paralleling a 

transition from adolescence to adulthood. However non-traditional students (such 

as mature students) may have differing transitional experiences in comparison. It 

is therefore important to stipulate that whilst this literature does discuss the 

commonly expressed traditional pathway, it is not being presented as the only 

transitional route, and it is understood that student transition is complex, fluid, 

and ongoing. 

For the ‘traditional’ student group then, the transition to university coincides with 

their shift from adolescence to adulthood. The shift to adulthood involves 

physical, cognitive, and social changes as they develop towards independence 

and maturity (Adams & Berzonsky, 2006). Challenges of identity formation, 

educational and career choices, autonomy development, and greater 

responsibility are integral to this transition (Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Kroger, 

2006; Vondracek & Porfeli, 2006; Zimmer-Gembeck & Collins, 2006). 

Theoretically, the onset and time span of adolescence is debated, with proposals 

of adulthood onset ranging from eighteen years (Keenan et al., 2016), to 25 

years (Arnett, 2000). Theories also discuss whether adulthood development is 

stage based or continuous and flexible (Syed, 2015; Baltes,1987; Elder, 1988). 

Arnett’s (2000) ‘emerging adulthood’ theory however, suggested a new 

developmental stage of late teens through to the twenties (ages 18–25), closely 

aligning with much of the traditional university student demographic (i.e., ages 

18-21). It has been celebrated and strongly criticized (See Syed, 2015 for an in-

depth review), with its emergence argued to be due to social and economic 

changes such as attending higher education, delaying the adoption of ‘adult 

roles’ such as marriage, parenthood, or more recent adulthood markers such as 

home ownership (Arnett, 2000, 2011; Walczak et al., 2023). Consequently, it has 

become a key interest within educational research.  
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Arnett (2004) outlines five key features of emerging adulthood, including 

instability, where changes in jobs, relationships and residence are most 

frequently observed; possibilities, which emphasises optimistic options available 

to them in adulthood; self-focus, which relates to the freedoms associated with 

independence from family, spouses and children; feeling in-between, where they 

do not feel like adolescents, but not quite an adult either; and identity exploration 

whereby individuals are searching for meaning in their lives, relationships and 

forming their ideologies (Syed, 2015). For university students specifically, such 

transitional aspects would occur simultaneously to their transition to university; 

with specific social, academic, and personal developments being faced within the 

university context (Gill, 2021; Montgomery & Cote, 2006). Interestingly, Arnett’s 

(2004) five aspects of emerging adulthood appear to align with university student 

transitions. For example, university is argued to provide a space for exploration in 

identity, relationship, and personal ideology, whereby students feel free to 

‘become’ who they really are, away from their usual demands and constraints of 

pre-existing social networks (Briggs et al., 2012; Ecclestone et al., 2010; Gale & 

Parker, 2014; Ganqa & Masha, 2020; Thompson et al., 2021). However, 

similarly, students can experience instability in their identity in their first-year 

transition, feeling a loss of previous identities in trying to form their new ‘student 

identity’ (Scanlon et al., 2007). Aspects of possibility arise however, with new 

experiences, wider opportunities for future employment, personal and skills 

development, and expanding their social networks (Devlin & McKay, 2014); 

despite critics arguing this is a difficult and challenging time rather than positive 

(Syed, 2015). Self-focus is seen through students exploring new hobbies, 

interests and the freedoms that come with independent living and identity 

development (Ganqa & Masha, 2020; Manzi et al., 2010), followed by the 

experience of feeling in between when students face the challenges and lack of 

confidence to be independent (Briggs et al., 2012; Christie et al., 2013; Gill, 

2021; Thompson et al., 2021). However, much of the student transition involves 

instability regarding such exploration and changes to their living arrangements, 

academic environments, and social networks, which require adaptation and the 

ability to cope with this change (Christie et al., 2013; Wintre & Yaffe 2000). 

For many undergraduates, the typical transition to university involves moving 

away from home (Whyte, 2019). This often entails separation from established 

support networks comprised of family and friends, necessitating the creation of 

new support networks (Holdsworth, 2006; Worsley et al., 2021a; 2021b; 
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Thompson et al., 2021). This is particularly noteworthy for international students 

who sojourn to a different country for their period of study and return home after 

completion (Newsome & Cooper, 2016; Wawera & McCamley, 2020). Such 

changes mean familiarity is lost, uncertainty and loneliness develop, and a 

greater need for compassionate support is fostered (Cage et al., 2021; Worsley 

et al., 2021a). Students grapple with identity exploration, how they fit into 

university, financial demands, part time work, and potential barriers to accessing 

university living, impacting their academic progression and sense of belonging 

(Callender, 2008; Pokorny et al., 2017; Tett et al., 2017). Thus, it is not 

uncommon that these struggles can lead to feelings of uncertainty and lack of 

confidence, and occasionally drop out (Galve-González et al., 2023; Willcoxson 

et al., 2011). First years are also suggested to be particularly vulnerable to drop 

out (McInnis, 2001) with a non-continuance rate for 2020/21 showing 5.3% of full-

time undergraduate students left HE after their first year (HESA, 2022b). Risk 

factors for lack of engagement and attrition include financial commitments, part-

time work, inadequate preparation for university, and perceived lack of support 

and understanding from students’ support networks (Broadbridge & Swanson, 

2005; Crockford et al., 2015; Jeno et al., 2018; Olbrecht et al., 2016; Thomas, 

2012). However, the literature discussed offers a segmented understanding of 

factors influencing student transition and retention and interconnectivities may be 

at play. 

Students’ newly found independence can offer practical challenges around 

independent living and learning (Chen, 2008; Christie et al., 2013; Gill, 2021; 

Hockings et al., 2018; Thompson et al., 2021), whereby unpreparedness for 

these responsibilities can lead to increased stress and pressure. University and 

social support systems are vital in inspiring and motivating students to stay in HE 

(Gill, 2021; 2017; McSweeney, 2014; Merrill, 2015), with various types of support 

being shown to support adjustment to and through HE towards academic 

success (Lundberg et al., 2008; Ramsay et al., 2007). For example, students 

claim feedback quality is consistently important in aiding their transitioning to new 

learning structures (Gill, 2021; Mulliner & Tucker, 2017). However, whilst some 

students identify that lecturers and peers are frequent sources of assistance 

(Walsh et al., 2009), some students have been shown to be reluctant in taking up 

this support in their first year (Broglia et al., 2021; Harvey et al., 2006), due to 

apprehension and fears of being perceived to be unknowledgeable (Gill, 2017; 

Thompson, 2008). Consequently, the lack of help-seeking can impact upon 
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transition and attrition (Tinto, 2006) regardless of whether support is available. 

Consequently, a more holistic view on student transitions could provide insight 

into where to implement embedded strategies to facilitate their adjustment.   

Accordingly, individual variability exists in how students adapt and cope with the 

transitional experience of HE and adolescence to adulthood (Winstone & Hulme, 

2019). Lerner (1995; as cited in Adams & Berzonsky, 2006) argued that those 

who take to transitions like a “duck to water” (Winstone & Hulme, 2019; p. 2) are 

those who experience a greater ‘fit’ with their environments, leading to positive 

feedback from their contexts and adaptive development (p. 23). It is not clear 

how much of an impact transitioning to and through university will have on a 

student before they arrive, or how much of their anxieties and issues are a result 

of their direct or anticipated experience, or their ability to cope (McSweeney, 

2014). It is also true that students can have positive experiences during their 

transition to and through university, with some being direct reverses of the 

challenges already mentioned. Perceptions of social support available can also 

vary (McLean et al., 2022), thus further complicating understanding of adaptive 

development and whether what HE and peer groups provide is responsible, or 

aspects of transitioning from adolescent to adulthood more generally such as 

maturation effects. The role of the student, with their individual nuances, 

trajectories and efforts is therefore essential in understanding their transitional 

journeys (Hulme & DeWilde, 2015; O’Donnell et al., 2016; Winstone & Hulme, 

2019) and how students and universities shape this transitional development is 

important for understanding the university experience.  

One debated aspect of this issue concerns the insufficient academic preparation 

for new students transitioning from secondary education. The limited promotion 

of alternative post-secondary routes (DFE, 2024) prompts discussions around 

students being accepted into university without achieving the academic 

standards required for HE, and subsequently facing academic difficulty when 

other routes may be more suited to them. This is particularly noteworthy when 

universities may flexibly accept applications to meet student numbers and 

equitable access targets and financial needs (McCaig, 2015). This is however a 

controversial debate. Less controversially though, the preparation of students 

from secondary to higher education is extensively discussed, emphasising the 

need for better readiness for independent study and living (Leese, 2010; Lowe & 

Cook, 2003; Money et al., 2020). Some UK universities address this by offering 
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pre-arrival courses, to foster the necessary skills and knowledge for adapting to 

HE (Durham University, 2023; University of Essex, n.d.; Knox, 2005). 

Accordingly, student transition literature connects with the ‘student lifecycle’ 

stages of induction, development and becoming (Gale & Parker, 2014). However, 

critics suggest this to be a narrow focus on first year transitions over the entire 

university experience (Brooman & Darwent, 2014) and favour the broader 

‘lifecycle’ stages of access, retention, attainment, and progression (Webb et al, 

2017). This includes the likelihood of continuing or withdrawing, the extent 

students are enabled to fulfil their potential, and progression within their degree 

to future employment or further study. The transitional aspects of moving to and 

through university therefore play a major role in students’ ability to access, adapt 

to, and continue with higher education, transition to work after graduation, and 

simultaneously develop towards adulthood. For example, financial aid has been 

shown to help students to access and progress through university (Farenga, 

2015; Pollard et al., 2019; Sneyers & DeWitte, 2018), however only if the 

institutions put in place policies to help support their progression (Page & Scott-

Clayton, 2016). Thus, transitioning to financial independence and the avenues for 

financial support play a major role in access and retention. However, the 

effectiveness of student aid in encouraging participation is debated in the UK, 

through lack of evidence (Robinson & Salvestrini, 2020).  

Nevertheless, in the context of transitioning to university from secondary school, 

the presence of counsellors with specific knowledge and guidance regarding HE 

have also been suggested as a valuable resource, offering a mitigation for a lack 

of social and cultural capital. This is particularly noteworthy for low socio-

economic status students who may not have the sources available for 

information and support (Robinson & Roska, 2016). Thus, counsellors or 

advisors with this knowledge can offer information early and throughout the 

process, supporting student levels of preparedness. Similarly, a programme in 

southeast Scotland found that giving students access to classes at university 

whilst still in secondary education was found to support the development of 

confidence, communication skills and independent learning skills, which were 

considered important for their transitional adaptation (Farhat et al., 2017). 

Beyond this, positive student-staff interactions and campus engagement 

enhance persistence intentions (Austen et al., 2021). Strategies enabling this 

interaction is therefore argued to produce a feeling of being known and belonging 

to their university and learning communities are important in transitioning across 



30 
 

the university journey, by helping students to feel valued, respected, accepted 

and cared about (Strayhorn, 2018).  

Moving beyond university though, Kerrigan et al (2018) found placement years 

are strongly associated with better graduate prospects for students, including 

widening participation groups; thus, improving the transition to life beyond 

university. However, whilst researchers have consistently found placement years 

can improve graduate outcomes (Divan et al., 2021; Wilson & Dauncey, 2020), 

some have argued for a levelling effect on graduate outcomes between widening 

participation and non-widening participation groups (Wilson & Dauncey, 2020), 

whilst others find inequity relating to participation rates in work placement years 

amongst student groups such as gender, age, and disability status (Divan et al., 

2021). These complexities reflect broader structural inequalities affecting 

graduate prospects. Moreover, transitional aspects to the student life cycle also 

mirror key developmental needs for progression into adulthood. For example, 

independent learning and communication skills are needed to develop autonomy, 

adapt to work; a key ‘role’ of adult life, and build social networks (Adams & 

Berzonsky, 2006). Consequently, their transitional journeys are complex, and 

institutions are faced with dual responsibilities and concerns for both educational 

and personal development among students. Considering the context of HE then, 

with widening participation bringing wider diversity in expectations of the 

university experience (Hatt & Baxter, 2003), increased competition between 

HEIs, and the rise in HEI accountability for student success (Gill, 2021; McCoy & 

Byrne, 2017), the successful transition to and through HE is important for both for 

students and for HEI’s (Tinto, 2006; Yorke & Longden, 2004). Particularly when 

student transition influences levels of student satisfaction.  

2.2.4. Student Satisfaction 

Student satisfaction is largely measured by the National Student Survey (NSS; 

Office for Students, 2023a; OFS), which in 2023 collected student ratings in the 

categories of teaching on my course, learning opportunities, assessment and 

feedback, academic support, organisation and management, learning resources, 

and student voice. Students have mostly responded positively on the NSS with 

84.7% of participating students in England responding positively to questions 

about the teaching on their course (OFS, 2023a). The same report noted similar 

findings for academic support and learning resources, whilst assessment and 

feedback, and student voice saw slightly lower percentages of 78% and 71.9% 
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respectively. However, whilst student satisfaction remains relatively positive, the 

removal of the ‘neutral’ response option in the 2023 NSS means that students 

may be more likely to opt for the positive response options than negative, 

regardless of any changes in the student experience (OFS, 2023b). It is therefore 

important to assess other areas of evidence, to fully understand the scope of 

student experience and how and in what circumstances students experience 

their university life positively or negatively. This is especially important 

considering the continuation rate for full-time first-degree students entering HE in 

2020-21 decreased from 91.1% in the previous year, to 88.9% (ONS, 2023). 

Additionally, evidence indicates young adults aged 20–24 are more likely to 

report low levels of wellbeing and life satisfaction than any other age group 

(Thorley, 2017). HE students specifically, report increased levels of depression 

and anxiety (Evans et al. 2018; Thorley, 2017).  

Student satisfaction has been defined in multiple ways in the literature, with 

similar aspects running through each definition, but no consensus being reached. 

The key focus in definitions has been subjective evaluations of educational 

experiences, services, and facilities (Weerasinghe et al., 2017; Elliot & Shin, 

2002; Elliot & Healy, 2001), often neglecting personal factors which can impact 

satisfaction such as preferred learning styles. Consequently, Appleton-Knapp 

and Krentler (2006) propose a two-dimensional view, considering personal 

factors (age, gender, employment, preferred learning styles) and institutional 

factors covering quality aspects (promptness of feedback, clarity in expectations, 

teaching style and instruction quality). Student satisfaction is therefore 

understood to be multidimensional, with a web of interconnected experiences 

influencing it. 

Previous research has explored this multidimensional concept of student 

satisfaction further, with determinants including academic performance, sense of 

belonging, teaching quality, assessment and feedback, and critical incidents 

(Agnew et al, 2016; Elliot, 2002; Fielding et al., 2010; Langan et al., 2013). 

According to Elliot (2002), key determinants included student centredness and 

instructional effectiveness. Student centredness involved creating a sense of 

belonging to their schooling environment, reflecting the universities commitment 

to making students feel important, welcomed, and valued. Instructional 

effectiveness related to the students need to ‘experience intellectual growth, 

have a faculty who are fair and unbiased, provide a wide variety of courses and 

are able to provide quality instruction’ (p. 277). In the context of belonging to the 
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university community however, the extent students feel accepted, respected, 

included, and supported by others in their schooling environment is often referred 

to (Goodenow & Grady, 1993). Considering the increase in student numbers 

then, and the increased pressures to meet these needs, it may not be surprising 

that research has suggested an increase in lack of belonging, and this being 

associated with greater negative affect (Twenge, et al. 2021). Lack of belonging 

predicts greater depression levels compared to other social factors (Dutcher et 

al., 2022), and is associated with worse self-reported mental health and 

wellbeing (Gopalan & Brady, 2020; Parr et al. 2020). Higher levels of belonging 

however, have been associated with better academic outcomes (Pittman & 

Richmond, 2007). Consequently, poorer mental health, wellbeing and academic 

outcomes may further impact student satisfaction rates, and it is not bold to 

assume that belonging plays a role in understanding how student satisfaction is 

constructed.  

In addition, previous research has suggested that satisfaction of students is 

significantly influenced by trust (Grossman, 1999). This trust is argued to be built 

by consistent and equitable treatment, meeting student expectations and student 

complaints being handled with care and in a timely manner. Elliot and Shin 

(2002) highlighted that student satisfaction happens when ‘perceived 

performance meets or exceeds the student’s expectations’ (p. 199). It is largely 

understood that on attending university, students come with expectations of the 

university regarding various aspects of their education (Briggs, 2012; 2006). 

Such expectations include face-to-face contact and one-to-one tutorials that 

equated to previous school experiences; less independent study time; financial, 

academic, and social support; and relationships with peers and staff (Money et 

al., 2017). It is suggestable therefore, that satisfaction with their experience is 

filtered through how these expectations are met, particularly when these 

expectations may not be realistic or understood by HEIs, who are not able to 

respond accordingly (Voss et al., 2007). This is also evident when research 

suggests that in the event of expectations not being met, students may fail, 

disengage, or withdraw from their course (Byrne et al., 2012). However, like 

considerations regarding the reasons for attending university, the cultural 

backdrop needs to be considered within the context of expectations. There is 

considerable literature to suggest how students today face a change in cultural 

norms that filter into their expectations and thus persistence within higher 

education. For example, some children are arguably less resourceful and 
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independent because parents are more involved in their children’s academic 

outcomes than ever before (Love & Thomas, 2014) and expect universities to be 

just as involved as their parents. With this approach, universities therefore face 

increased demands to satisfy and produce higher levels of student satisfaction.  

Elliot and Shin (2002) however, continued to argue that as a continually changing 

construct, student satisfaction requires clear and effective actions led by student 

feedback. The discord surrounding this topic, however, lies in whether students 

can accurately judge the appropriateness of their experience, particularly 

concerning their academic provisions, and who is responsible for aspects of their 

experience. The phenomenon of student satisfaction is therefore challenging to 

define and measure due to its multidimensional nature, leading to models and 

frameworks being criticised by scholars. Reasons include but are not limited to, 

the appropriateness of applying consumerist satisfaction models to the university 

context, ignoring the main functions of a university, disregard for aspects 

previously shown to impact student satisfaction, and the methods of analysis 

used (Weerasinghe et al., 2017). Thus, it can be argued that student experience 

should also be investigated and understood through alternative methods, such as 

independent academic research, rather than relying on the National Student 

Survey.  

2.3. Conclusion: 

The present literature offers the historical, socio-cultural, and economic context of 

HE with the purpose of situating the student experience within the contexts of which 

it can be shaped. It explored the facets of increased student attendance and 

acceptance rates, with a multitude of reasons for this increased attendance, such 

as: the push for increased student numbers through the marketisation of HE, post-

16 and A-level pathways favouring university routes, and individual student 

motivators such as money, status, and family. Partnered with the parallel context of 

adolescence to adulthood, this offers how the student experience is situated within 

multiple contexts and requires a holistic understanding. Furthermore, the dynamic 

nature of the student experience is further emphasised through the generational 

differences in motivations to attend, and the motivational shifts across academic 

years, offering a temporal dimension to the student journey. The potential impact of 

increased competition on employability and the job market also provides an external 

context influencing the student experience, and together, these factors acknowledge 

the broader societal and economic factors that help us to understand external 
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pressures students may face. These varied contexts help to offer some of the socio-

cultural, economic, and psychological dimensions that shape and influence student 

journeys and satisfaction, providing a contextual layer to the holistic understanding 

of student experience. By understanding the HE context, it is argued that HEIs can 

better understand the psychological experiences of students and what motivates 

and engages them, identify potential challenges with retention, and help universities 

to align academic offerings with real-world student needs.   



35 
 

Chapter 3. The Student Experience 

3.1. Introduction to the Chapter: 

This chapter builds on Chapter 2 by providing a brief review of the student 

experience, including aspects such as independent living, stress, coping and 

resilience and the COVID-19 pandemic. It highlights the compartmentalisation of 

student experience in current literature, whereby student experience is largely 

understood through focusing on specific areas such as belonging, academic 

workload or independence. It also highlights why student experience research has 

become increasingly popular, the benefits for HEIs in understanding student 

experience, and the impact student experience can have on previous, existing, and 

future students. By providing some of what is known about the student experience 

already, the present study can be further situated within the context of HE and 

compartmentalised literature, to move towards a more holistic narrative of what may 

underpin these separate and distinctive experiences and findings.  

3.2. Student Experience: What we already know 

Going to university is often seen as a new start, with many students moving away 

from home, seeking the ‘university experience’, and expecting it to be the best 

days of their lives (Holton, 2018, Worsley et al., 2021a). It has been 

demonstrated to be an optimistic and transformative period of life, creating 

positive life changes and social mobility (Christensen & Craft, 2021; Thompson et 

al., 2021). Researchers have therefore become increasingly interested in the 

positive aspects of the student experience, to better understand the prevalence, 

antecedents and facilitators of positive student mental health, wellbeing, and 

success. However, the student experience can also pose unexpected 

challenges, leading some to contemplate staying or dropping out (Bradley, 2017). 

Concerningly, between 2011 and 2020, a 450% increase in reported mental 

health difficulties in university students was seen (HESA, 2023c), with the impact 

of student challenges suggested as an influence for increasingly high proportions 

of students experiencing poor mental health. Increased workload, difficulties with 

transition, pressures in their academic, social, and personal lives, and the stress 

of financial independence, have all been connected to mental health and 

wellbeing struggles (Dutcher et al, 2022; Pascoe et al., 2020; Thompson et al., 

2021). Some students even experience devastating impacts, with the Office for 
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National Statistics (2022; ONS) reporting that between 2017 and 2020, 319 

students died by suicide. On recognising this impact, there is a growing 

emphasis on HE policy developments and initiatives like the University Mental 

Health Charter, to enhance student mental health and wellbeing in the university 

community (Hughes & Spanner, 2019; Universities UK, 2020; DFE, 2023).  

3.2.1. Independent Living and Learning 

On transitioning to university, traditional students often experience a shift from their 

family home and live independently for the first time. While excited about the new 

opportunities and the keenness for ‘freshers’ week’, students face challenges of 

managing their finances, maintaining a household, and living with strangers (Broglia 

et al., 2021; Cage et al., 2021; Gall et al., 2000; Scanlon et al., 2007; Worsley et al., 

2023). Accordingly, researchers note the physical move to student accommodation 

is an adjustment process, with students reporting their accommodation can be 

lacking in quality and can feel claustrophobic (Christie et al., 2002). However, 

research also suggests that moving away for university can be a positive experience 

for many students (Eisenberg et al., 2009; Stallman, 2010; Thompson et al., 2021). 

Balloo et al. (2021) found that whilst some students struggle with feeling lost and not 

knowing where ‘home’ was, they also recognised this as part of their journey to 

becoming an adult and necessary for the progression of themselves and their lives. 

They also described the experience as liberating and overdue, suggesting a 

newfound freedom. Similarly, mature students typically decide to come to university 

to reshape their lives and often see the value and meaning of their learning more 

easily than their younger student counterparts (McCune et al., 2010).  

Yet, with this freedom comes responsibility and students report struggling with 

managing their independent lives and responsibilities, leading to stress and anxiety 

(Lowe & Cook, 2003). For example, students report feeling unprepared for their 

newfound independence in both their living and learning contexts (Thompson et al., 

2021). They also talk of ‘micro’ experiences associated with adulting such as broken 

living materials and having to get them fixed, what to do when you forget your 

shopping list, and the smaller day-to-day aspects of ‘adulting’ to be central to their 

transition and development of independence (Gravett & Winstone, 2021). More 

specifically though, students have reported being unaware of how much domestic 

responsibility they would have, and an uncertainty about academic standards and 

new ways of communicating their knowledge (Thompson et al., 2021). For example, 
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students voice finding the unlearning of what previously worked for them to fit 

academic expectations challenging (Gravett & Winstone, 2021).  

However, some students are keen to move on from their prior learning experiences 

and relish the agency they have in HE (Gravett & Winstone, 2021), challenging the 

notion that students desire the continuation of a ‘spoon-fed’ approach to learning 

(Hanna et al., 2014). Furthermore, other groups such as mature students are often 

more established in their independent lives and face challenges related to low 

academic confidence, and disruptions caused by family, carer, and work 

commitments (Brine & Waller, 2004; Christensen & Craft, 2021; Steele et al., 2005). 

This impact on their learning was also reported to be more impactful during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, where mature students had more responsibilities around 

home and child management (Homer, 2022). Consequently, as Taylor and Harris-

Evans (2018) argue, “transition is a complex, sometimes confusing whirl of 

emotions, spaces, materialities, people, relationships, histories, affects, responses, 

demands and expectations” (p.1259). Thus, independent living and learning are 

experienced in a multitude of ways with student demands, expectations and support 

strategies shaping how they cope with and adjust to this newfound independence.  

3.2.2. Social Inclusion and Belonging 

From fitting in, to experiences of bullying, university involves a plethora of social 

factors that influence and shape the student experience (Tett et al., 2017; Walton & 

Cohen, 2007). This can include making friends, navigating group projects, 

participating in extra-curricular activities, and managing various social environments 

like seminars, accommodation, and events (Cage et al., 2021; McIntyre et al., 2018; 

Macaskill, 2013; Scanlon et al., 2007; Wilcox et al., 2005). Social factors are 

suggested to be an integral, positive experience at university, with social belonging 

and inclusion offering positive outcomes for student mental health, wellbeing, and 

success (Thompson et al., 2021).  

Students’ attachment to their university surroundings (Ahn & Davis, 2020) and 

residing in student accommodation has been shown to foster students’ sense of 

belonging (Worsley et al., 2023; 2021b). The layout and proximity to their peers help 

facilitate incidental meetings, interpersonal bonds, and consequently improved 

wellbeing (Easterbrook & Vignoles, 2015). Student accommodation therefore plays 

a vital role in community development (Worsley et al., 2023; Garvey et al., 2018) 

and social bonding, due to its convenience and helping students to adjust to 
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university through feelings of companionship (Buote et al., 2007; Thompson et al., 

2021). This is reflected in research by Gravett and Winstone (2024) where students 

who commuted to university reported the commute was “long and lonely”, and that 

they are not sharing the same experience of university as their non-commuter peers 

(p.1585). Consequently, shared experiences and spaces are important to students’ 

sense of belonging.  

However, whilst social factors can promote a positive experience, challenges in 

social integration exist (Tett et al., 2017; Thompson et al., 2021); particularly for 

those from working class and low socio-economic backgrounds, whereby they are 

more likely to encounter discrimination and social exclusion (Reay, 2018; Reay et 

al., 2010). For first-generation students, it is also suggested that due to having no 

prior university-attending relatives, they hold the belief they do not possess the 

social skills necessary to fit in and succeed (Ivemark & Ambrose, 2021). Thus, 

student belonging is also associated with their self-perceived competence and 

confidence to belong within the field of higher education (Burke et al., 2016), i.e., 

students must believe they are capable, to feel a sense of belonging to the 

academic environment they are in. Soria and Stubblefield (2015) found that when 

students are aware of their strengths, and these are supported by their degree 

programme, they are more likely to experience belonging and successfully complete 

their degrees. Developing a ‘capable’ student identity is therefore crucial in fostering 

a sense of belonging to the academic environment (Meehan & Howells, 2018). 

Mature students, particularly those in their early 20’s to early 30’s also feel they do 

not fit into either the younger or the mature student group (Mallman & Lee, 2017). 

They often feel they do not receive the same level of consideration by university 

staff when arranging induction and social events, are often unaware of the support 

available to them, and rely more heavily on family and friends within their 

established networks for support (Hayman et al., 2024; Heagney & Benson, 2017; 

Homer, 2022; Mallman & Lee, 2017; Reay, 2002). This could, however, also be due 

to mature students not placing as much importance on their social experience, and 

instead being more focused on their academic learning (Hayman et al., 2024). The 

variety and nuance of issues faced by specific student groups, therefore 

emphasises the complexity of student experience, and the need for targeted support 

and consideration for the diverse student body.  
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3.2.3. Covid-19 Pandemic 

The COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact on the university experience. 

Following declaration of COVID-19 as a pandemic in March 2020, the UK began a 

full nationwide lockdown with non-essential shops, restaurants and venues closed. 

Universities were forced to switch rapidly to online delivery, exams and graduation 

ceremonies were cancelled, and international students were forced to return home 

with little notice (Allen et al., 2022). The pandemic had a significant impact upon 

university students and led to increased stress levels, and mental and physical 

health decline (Aristovnik et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2021; Owens et al., 2022). A cross-

sectional study conducted with university students in the UK, Italy, Germany, and 

Spain during the first wave of COVID-19, found that students were suffering poorer 

mental health and wellbeing than pre-pandemic levels (Allen et al., 2021; Owens et 

al., 2022). Specifically, these stressors were amplified for members of minority 

groups, including those with pre-existing mental and physical health conditions 

(Barbayannis et al., 2022; Salerno et al., 2020).  

The shift to online academic provision during the pandemic significantly impacted 

student experiences (Bond et al., 2021), leading to challenges in studying 

effectively, a perceived reduction in teaching quality and support, leading to 

concerns about value for money (McGivern & Shepherd, 2022). Issues included 

inadequate working environments such as excessive noise, insufficient resources 

such as Wi-Fi, and too much screen time. Consequently, student motivation 

dwindled, and academic performance reduced. However, reactions to this transition 

were diverse, with some favouring face-to-face and others favouring online as it 

allowed them to work more flexibly, increasing their level of autonomy (Cranfield et 

al., 2021). However, it is also reported that preference dictates perceptions of 

quality, with those who preferred online over face-to-face delivery, reporting 

significantly more positive experiences about quality of online instruction, compared 

to those who prefer face-to-face (Ives, 2021). Nevertheless, there is a considerable 

demonstration of a strong negative impact upon student’s life satisfaction, stress 

levels, mental health and wellbeing, due to the move to online learning (Gomez-

Garcia et al., 2022).  

Implications of the COVID-19 pandemic were widespread, including several 

concerning features, such as fear, anxiety, stress, depression, suicidal ideation, 

loneliness, sleep disorders, and unhelpful coping behaviours such as substance use 

and binge drinking (Browning et al., 2021; Fancourt et al., 2021; Marelli et al., 2021). 
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The pandemic also brought major employability concerns, with students not only 

losing their jobs temporarily or permanently during the pandemic (ONS, 2021), but 

also having their future job prospects put in question (Aristovnik et al., 2020; 

Browning et al., 2021). Consequently, current, and future financial impacts 

contributed to the heightened levels of anxiety experienced. However, it is important 

to note that whilst this acts as a contextualisation of a specific timespan, it is 

recognised that global health epidemics can produce psychological issues and 

major impacts to societies longer-term (The British Academy, 2021). Therefore, it is 

stipulated that whilst this literature is temporally situated, its effects are relevant for 

the context of this study and can still be present in the student body today.  

3.2.4. Stress 

During the university experience, students experience demands both inside and 

outside of the specific university contexts, including financial, academic, and social 

pressures to name a few (McIntyre et al., 2018; Macaskill, 2013; Scanlon et al., 

2007). This stress has been linked to worsening mental health and wellbeing 

outcomes for students (Karyotaki et al., 2020), contributing to attrition and poorer 

academic outcomes (Chapell et al., 2005; Eisenberg et al., 2009; Hysenbegasi et 

al., 2005). As already discussed in section 2.2.3, the transition to university is 

presented as an ‘acute stressor’ of the university experience, due to the initial strain 

of adjusting to student life (Gall et al., 2000). So much so, that some students report 

they are ‘just surviving’ (Richardson & King et al., 2012). Research indicates that 

psychological distress and poor psychological wellbeing tend to escalate by the 

midpoint of the first year, showing little improvement by the academic year’s end 

(Conley et al., 2020). Moreover, distress levels do not return to pre-university levels 

(Bewick et al. 2010), suggesting university life presents enduring stress and 

challenges, with potential lasting effects.  

Specifically, academic stressors include high workloads, assessments, fear of 

failure and adapting to new learning practices (Beiter et al., 2015; Scanlon et al., 

2007; Xie et al., 2021) and can be exacerbated by high expectations from oneself 

and others, and a lack of coping resources such as money, time, and sleep (Hurst 

et al., 2013). However, whilst these are reported stressors, coping resources such 

as sleep can also be detrimentally affected by self-perceived stress (Lee et al., 

2013; Wallace et al, 2017). These stressors are also connected to other negative 

outcomes, such as academic performance and health (Shankar & Park, 2016). 

Specifically, student debt has been linked to adverse health effects (Adams & 
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Moore, 2007), while poor sleep quality and quantity is closely related to poorer 

learning capability and academic performance (Curcio et al., 2006). Furthermore, 

perfectionism is associated with poorer physical health, especially among those with 

existing health conditions such as fibromyalgia (Molnar et al., 2012).  

Social stressors for university students predominantly involve relationship 

challenges, encompassing family, romantic, peer, and faculty relationships (Hurst et 

al., 2013). Students report struggling with a myriad of social matters however, such 

as making compatible friends, the sociability of their accommodation, feeling 

included, challenges with their personal tutor, friends withdrawing from university, 

and personal issues such as coming out, lack of confidence, and bereavement 

(Cage et al., 2021; Darling et al., 2007; Wilcox et al., 2005). For international 

students specifically, acculturation (moving to a new country and adopting the 

customs of their new home) has been demonstrated as a predominant stressor 

(Yeh & Inose, 2003). The lack of belonging with their peers and university is also 

shown to impact upon student’s psychological stress and academic outcomes; with 

the reverse effect observed, with a presence of sense of belonging improving 

persistence, academic outcomes, and psychological wellbeing (Dutcher et al., 2022; 

Meehan & Howell, 2018; Porter & Swing, 2006; Thomas, 2012; Walpole et al., 2008; 

Wilcox et al., 2005). This is particularly noteworthy for minority group students 

(Walton & Cohen, 2011). 

Excessive stress in students is also associated with psychological problems 

including anxiety, panic attacks, and depression (Ibrahim, Kelly, Adams, & 

Glazebrook, 2013; Lipson et al., 2022), further impacting on student’s quality of life 

(Ribeiro et al., 2017). However, while there is consensus on the negative impacts of 

stress (Pascoe & Parker, 2020), there is ongoing debate about the tolerable levels 

and when stress and anxiety should be considered a concern (Jones et al., 2020). 

Moreover, stress is also seen to have positive outcomes (Selye, 1975), aligning with 

the concept of ‘Eustress’; a positive psychological response to stress (O’Sullivan, 

2011). Essentially, this follows the Yerkes-Dodson Law (Yerkes & Dodson, 1908), or 

the more familiarly termed ‘stress curve’, whereby stress can optimize performance 

within a 'good stress' range, where a task provides moderate arousal, but becomes 

detrimental beyond that point (Yerkes & Dodson, 1908). This is particularly 

important considering stress is inherent in educational experiences, and it becomes 

crucial to understand how students can effectively cope with the stressors of their 

academic journeys (Holdsworth et al., 2018). These diverse challenges, however, 

are still segregated and compartmentalised in current literature, and by 
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understanding the interconnectedness of the various factors impacting students, 

institutions could address these comprehensively to contribute to a positive and 

supportive learning environment.  

3.2.5. Coping, Resilience and Support 

When faced with stressors of the student experience, students inevitably engage in 

a multitude of coping strategies, including self-control, positive thinking, and seeking 

social support to cope with their stressors (Denovan & Macaskill, 2013). The way 

students react to challenges, stressors, and risk, play a pivotal role in determining 

the value and success of their experiences and future learning outcomes (Pascoe et 

al., 2020). However, universities also have a role to play in encouraging and 

supporting students with their challenges, and to ensure that all students are 

supported effectively regardless of background (Gill, 2021; Rhodes et al., 2002). 

This is particularly important when non-traditional students are often placed as the 

‘other’ in discussions and conceptualisations of the student journey (Read et al., 

2010).  

Various support avenues including peers, family, and academic staff are key for 

reducing stress levels (McLean et al., 2022; Walsh et al., 2009). Peer support, 

especially during transitional periods, reduces stress due to shared experiences 

acting as a barrier between the stressful situation and their negative stressful 

response (Thomas et al., 2002; Walsh et al., 2009). Collaborative learning also 

supports mature students juggling their demands, acting as a protective factor 

against this impact (Homer, 2022). However, in second year, students often face 

increased academic pressure, with assessments counting towards their final 

degree, yet feel they have less academic support (Macaskill, 2018). Considering 

appropriate support helps students gain a sense of mastery over their environment, 

reducing stress and attrition (McSweeney, 2014; Thomas, 2012), universities 

therefore have a significant role to play in facilitating this development and 

academic progression. Furthermore, supportive academic staff are vital in inspiring 

and motivating students from diverse backgrounds to HE (Merril, 2015). Regular 

and clear communication, stability of support, and a genuine concern for student 

challenges are suggested avenues to achieve this (Meehan & Howells, 2018; 

Thomas, 2012).  

Individual persistence and resilience are also suggested as protective factors, with a 

longitudinal study of non-traditional students in Scotland (Tett et al., 2017) revealing 

that student’s comprehension of academic requirements evolved over time, and in 
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their later years they reported a better understanding of themselves. Consequently, 

students who are supported, and can learn and employ constructive coping 

mechanisms, are more likely to manage and move through stressful situations. 

Conversely, a lack thereof may lead to poorer academic and social outcomes 

(Holdsworth et al., 2018; Laidlaw et al., 2016). Additionally, students need belief in 

their abilities to succeed (Meehan & Howells, 2018; Storia & Stubblefield, 2015), as 

those who perceive themselves to be more capable are better equipped to navigate 

university transitions and academic challenges (Crocker & Luhtanen, 2003; Jeno et 

al., 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Pyszczynski et al., 2004; Schöne et al., 2015).  

However, when students feel instability and lack of confidence, they may resort to 

self-destructive coping strategies such as alcohol consumption, smoking, and using 

sleeping pills to manage their stress and anxieties (Evan et al., 2021; Noland et al., 

2009; Riordan & Carey, 2019). Whilst these strategies can foster social 

connectedness through shared activities, they can also exert pressure on others to 

partake, potentially limiting social bonds if they feel inappropriately pressured (Gill, 

2021). Consequently, increased use of coping strategies of this nature are 

associated with lower levels of academic motivation, attainment, and psychological 

wellbeing (El Ansari et al., 2013; Smith, 2019).  

Overall, students employ diverse coping strategies in response to stressors. Their 

reactions significantly shape the value and success of their experience and their 

future outcomes. Social support, a sense of belonging, collaborative learning, and 

belief in one’s abilities are all suggested as protective factors against stress and 

poor psychological health. Without support, confidence, and constructive coping 

strategies, students are at risk of harmful and risky behaviours which can impede 

social bonds, academic motivation and adversely affect wellbeing and success. 

Consequently, it is important for universities to understand and address the diverse 

coping strategies students employ as they play a critical role in supporting students 

to cope. Recognizing these patterns adds to a comprehensive understanding of the 

student experience and helps universities to foster a supportive environment.  

3.3. Student Mental Health and Wellbeing 

This literature section explores the concerns relating to student wellbeing and 

mental health, illnesses, difficulties and problems (Hughes et al., 2022). As a 

reminder, this thesis embraces The Education for Mental Health Toolkit (Hughes et 

al., 2022) definitions which are developed from the University Mental Health Charter 
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(Hughes & Spanner, 2019) and noted in section 1.1. Specifically, mental health is a 

“full spectrum of experience ranging from good mental health to mental illness” 

(Hughes et al., 2022, p.5), where good mental health is dynamic and encompasses 

more than just the absence of illness (Hughes et al., 2022). Mental illness includes 

“thoughts, feelings, symptoms and/or behaviours, that causes distress and reduces 

functioning, impacting negatively on an individual’s day to day experience and which 

may receive, or be eligible to receive, a clinical diagnosis” (Hughes et al., 2022, 

p.5). Mental health difficulties, problems or poor mental health encompasses a 

broader range of emotional and/or psychological experiences that brings distress 

beyond one’s normal experience and ability to manage effectively. This includes 

both those with mental illness and those who fall below this threshold. Mental 

health, illness and wellbeing are understood not to be interchangeable, but distinct 

concepts that are related (Westerhof & Keyes, 2009). Wellbeing is therefore 

distinguished as a wider framework that includes physical and social wellbeing, and 

which mental health is a part of (Hughes et al., 2022). 

In the 2021-2022 academic year in the UK, 119,480 students reported an existing 

mental health condition (HESA, 2023c). Furthermore, the impact of mental health 

and wellbeing concerns on considerations to leave HE is consistently dominant 

(Neves & Stephenson, 2023). This was intensified in 2021 and 2022 during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, where disruption to academic and social structures were seen 

through online provision, and imposed restrictions on student movement, 

socialisation and engagement with their academic institutions and peers. These 

restrictions were shown to have a profound impact upon student motivation, 

engagement, and wellbeing specifically (Aristovnik et al., 2020; Copeland et al., 

2022; Evans et al., 2021), and it was shown that 34% considered leaving due to 

mental health concerns. This compares to 29% in 2023 where pandemic restrictions 

had been lifted and education was largely returned to pre-pandemic delivery 

(UCAS, 2021b). However, student mental health declines have been steadily rising, 

from 3,840 students reporting a mental health condition in 2011 (0.7% of all UK 

applicants), to 21,105 in 2020 (3.7% of all UK applicants), marking a 450% increase 

since 2011. A similar trend is seen in international student declarations, albeit lower 

than UK students, with 0.2% in 2011, to 0.9% in 2020 (UCAS, 2021b). The COVID-

19 pandemic then, merely exacerbated a pre-existing problem, with 18–24-year-

olds showing decreased mental health and wellbeing in the first month of lockdown 

(Pierce et al., 2020), and higher prevalence of ‘probable depression’ (55%) 

compared to pre-pandemic levels (Owens et al., 2022).  



45 
 

Since The Royal College of Psychiatrists (2003) called for greater understanding of 

psychological student wellbeing, literature exploring psychological changes and 

psychological distress during a degree has grown exponentially. Factors associated 

with university life have been shown consistently to impact students’ levels of 

psychological distress, and mental health and wellbeing outcomes (Bewick, et al, 

2010). Consequently, explanations for student mental health and wellbeing declines 

have been a dominant discussion in the literature. Such explanations include but 

are not limited to: the widening of student demographics presenting diverse sets of 

needs and expectations (Bunbury, 2020; Getzel & Thoma, 2008; Ibrahim, Kelly & 

Glazebrook, 2013; Macaskill, 2013; Reiss, 2013; Royal College for Psychiatrists, 

2021), increased academic demands, expectations and stress (Pascoe et al., 2020; 

Ribeiro et al., 2017), financial burden due to fees rising in 2012 and the introduction 

of higher interest loan systems (Belfeld et al., 2017; Jessop et al., 2005), social 

factors such as loneliness and belonging (Dutcher et al., 2022; Gopalan & Brady, 

2020; McIntyre et al., 2018), student mental health literacy (Gorczynski et al., 2017), 

increased crisis narratives, and societal changes in the acceptance and 

encouragement to speak up about mental health and wellbeing attitudes (Foulkes & 

Andrews, 2023). Contrary to this dominant narrative however, university has also 

been shown as a protective factor for student wellbeing and mental health with 

attendance producing better wellbeing outcomes (Balloo et al, 2022). Understanding 

this is important, as heightened student wellbeing is positively associated with key 

aspects of success such as attention, cognition, and persistence (Deci & Ryan, 

2000; Tape et al., 2021). Furthermore, with the increased focus on audit culture and 

student experience ratings (Naidoo & Williams, 2015), student wellbeing has 

become a primary concern for universities. Specifically, if students experience 

positive student wellbeing because of good student experience, they are more likely 

to experience greater student satisfaction, leading to favourable ratings in student 

satisfaction surveys. Good scores will then equate to subsequent funding and future 

student applications.  

Research around the student experience and its impacts on mental health and 

wellbeing have therefore been increasingly sought, as learning and teaching 

factors may impact either positively or negatively on students (Hughes & 

Spanner 2019; Pascoe et al., 2020). For instance, examination stress is 

associated with mental health difficulties including anxiety, depression, and 

burnout (Jones et al., 2020; Ribeiro et al. 2017; Pascoe et al., 2020), which is 

often followed by impacts upon academic performance, student retention and 
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student outcomes (Andrews & Wilding, 2004; Duffy et al., 2020; El Ansari, & 

Stock, 2010; Lipson & Eisenberg, 2017; Reschly et al., 2008). However, 

university students tend to exhibit anxiety symptoms and experiences, rather 

than depressive ones (Andrews & Wilding, 2004; Bewick et al., 2010; Cooke et 

al, 2006), with depression rates gradually increasing over the degree and being 

at their highest during their final year of study. However, in the study by Bewick 

et al. (2010), the General Population Clinical Outcomes in Routine Evaluation 

(GP-CORE; Sinclair, et al. 2005) was used to indicate levels of psychological 

distress, with only one item for depression and one item for anxiety, potentially 

negating the complexity and nuance of anxiety and depression experiences. 

Nevertheless, consistent research supports these findings, with Akram et al., 

(2020) finding over a third of students (37.3%) self-reported significant risk of 

suicidal behaviour, and that this risk of suicidal ideation is greater when students 

have depressive symptoms, psychotic experiences, and perceived stress. 

Considering the level of stress experienced as explained in section 3.2.4 then, 

this places student mental health and wellbeing as a central concern. The Office 

for National Statistics (ONS; 2022) revealed in their most recent report, that 319 

students died by suicide between the end of the 2017 academic year and the end 

of the academic year 2020. Of these students, 63.3% were males. Although 

suicide rates were at their lowest for four years in the academic year ending 

2020, suicide rates in student populations remain a significant concern. 

Specifically, there may be additional instances of suicide which are non-

identified, and there are links between previous suicidal ideation and future 

suicidal behaviours (O’Neil, et al. 2018), often occurring within the first twelve 

months following the onset of ideation (Bostwick, et al. 2016; Nock et al, 2008). 

This provides greater precedent for adequate identification and assessment of at-

risk students when suicidal ideation often co-occurs alongside treatable mental 

health problems (Cracknell, 2015). With students displaying continued high levels 

of mental health difficulties each year, and the elevated symptoms associated 

with suicidal ideation such as insomnia, stress, psychosis, anxiety, and 

depression (Becker et al, 2018; Eskin et al, 2016; Russell, et al. 2019), it focuses 

attention to the increased risks posed for HE students.  

Together then, student experience is highlighted as a primary concern for 

universities, particularly when they are implementing strategies to support 

students, yet rising mental ill health is evident. A more holistic understanding of 

their experience may therefore benefit in understanding where gaps in support lie 
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and what strategies are needed to improve student wellbeing, mental health, and 

mental health difficulties. 

3.4. Current University Initiatives 

In response to the myriad of challenges presented among this literature, and the 

persistence of wellbeing issues amongst students, universities are continually 

exploring steps to improve the support available. Universities commonly implement 

a variety of initiatives to enhance student experience and wellbeing, including 

mental health and wellbeing services, workshops, online resources, peer support 

programmes, accessibility services, financial aid, and academic support (UCAS, 

2024a; Universities UK, 2021; University College London, 2021). Specifically, the 

number of HEIs with dedicated mental health and/or wellbeing strategies rose from 

52% in 2019 to 66% in 2022 (DFE, 2023), reflecting a growing awareness and 

need. This has also been in response to initiatives like University UK’s Stepchange: 

Mentally Healthy Universities framework (Universities UK, 2020) and the University 

Mental Health Charter led by Student Minds (Hughes & Spanner, 2019). Among 

HEIs with existing wellbeing and mental health strategies, 72% adopt a 

comprehensive approach, including both student and staff mental health and 

wellbeing. Furthermore, for those amid planning their strategy, 77% were including 

students and staff in this development (DFE, 2023), emphasising collaborative 

efforts and a whole university approach in improving the mental wellbeing of their 

communities. However, despite these efforts, mental health difficulties remain a risk 

for current students (ONS, 2022), posing the question of whether universities are 

capturing the most important aspects of their challenges within the support 

available. 

Most universities are working towards better mental health and wellbeing for their 

students; therefore, the present study aims to uncover the shared psychological 

experiences of students to further inform future avenues for this endeavour. 

Moreover, due to the complexity of these challenges, support is often 

compartmentalised into specific areas of experience or symptoms in need of 

addressing. Consequently, the interconnectivities between different aspects of their 

experience are rarely fully understood, supported and addressed. It is proposed that 

by exploring how students experience university more holistically (i.e., the 

psychological experiences that underpin a number of aspects of the university 

experience) support could be tailored to wider psychological experiences and filter 

into, or be applied, to multiple areas of their experience. 
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3.5. The Importance of Psychological Meaning 

As suggested by Thompson (2021), the plethora of literature suggests many 

opportunities and challenges of university life that have been present for a long 

time, and a persistence of student mental health and wellbeing difficulties in HE 

(Thorley, 2017; UCAS, 2021b). This stresses the need to understand the 

psychological experiences and psychological meanings of those experiences to 

better understand the wellbeing of students. This specific scope of understanding 

would allow educators and student support service teams to identify and address 

potentially overlooked psychological experiences and challenges, that could help 

to develop targeted support initiatives to enhance student’s resilience and 

coping.  

Importantly, psychological strengths like meaningful living, resilience, and hope, 

are suggested to promote better coping, behavioural activation, mental health 

and wellbeing (Arslan et al., 2022; Crego et al., 2021; Debats et al., 1995; 

Yıldırım & Arslan 2020). Positive psychological aspects, such as finding meaning 

in life, are considered crucial for positive functioning amidst challenges (Abbas, 

et al, 2022; Park, 2010). Scholars such as Viktor Frankl (1969; 1963) and Klinger 

(1998) emphasise the innate human need for purpose, due to our biological 

physiology being wired to facilitate meaningful thought and action. This suggests 

that a lack of meaning can lead to negative mental and physical outcomes, 

including poorer mental health and wellbeing (Kleftaras & Psarra, 2012; Mascaro 

& Rosen, 2006; Steger, 2012). Conversely then, when individuals believe they 

have a life full of meaning, they experience more positive wellbeing outcomes.  

By exploring the psychological underpinnings of student journeys then, we may 

better understand the holistic culmination of experiences and meanings within 

student life that shape student experience and drive their academic, social and 

personal outcomes. Furthermore, focusing in on the psychological perspectives 

of the university experience may provide new insights essential for developing 

interventions that promote the positive wellbeing and mental health of students. 

Relatedly, one’s sense of meaning of life has been suggested to influence and be 

influenced by various mental health indicators that are experienced by students, 

such as social and physical functioning, belonging, subjective well-being, 

depression, and anxiety (Kleftaras & Psarra, 2012; Lambert et al., 2013; Mascaro 

& Rosen 2005; Minkkinen et al. 2020; Zika & Chamberlain 1992). Consequently, 

a holistic exploration could help in understanding how students perceive and 
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respond emotionally and psychologically to their challenges and why despite HEI 

attempts to address student wellbeing, there have been largely no 

improvements. For example, the persistence of discontent may be due to how 

students psychologically experience university and the meanings they attach to 

them (Cross & Johnson, 2008).  

It is suggested that this understanding of the student experience should come 

from asking how students experience university, rather than simply what they 

experience. Compared to focusing on elements of university that we already 

know influence their experience such as stress, accommodation, finances, 

relationships, and levels of support, we should be interested in what underlies 

these elements and what key experiences cut across these categorised impacts 

to produce their reported lived experience. Such a focus is currently missing from 

current evidence, therefore, using a qualitative approach, this research aims to 

explore the psychological underpinnings of student lives, to better understand 

how students perceive and respond to their university experience. The qualitative 

approach is suggested to provide a window into the meaning constructions of 

students, surrounding their university experience. Through understanding the 

psychological underpinnings of the student experience, it is suggested that we 

can better understand how students are shaping their thoughts, feelings and 

behaviour surrounding the complex, multiple factors that comprise university life.    
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Part II. Research Methodology 
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Chapter 4. Methodology 

4.1. Introduction to the chapter 

This chapter presents and rationalises the methodological approaches and 

decisions employed in this study. The study harnessed a qualitative research 

design, rooted in critical realist and social constructionist philosophies. Data were 

collected through semi-structured interviews, gathering perspectives from both 

students and advisors (i.e., university staff members in a student supporting role 

such as academic, disability and wellbeing advisors). For the inductive analysis of 

interview data, I employed Braun and Clarke’s (2006; 2022) Reflexive Thematic 

Analysis (RTA). The coding of the student data constructed a Codebook (Braun & 

Clarke, 2022) to support the analysis of the advisor perspective data. Through this 

process, themes were augmented and refined to produce the final thematic 

outcomes. 

A qualitative approach was taken as it allows the meanings underneath the 

university experience to be illustrated from the perspectives of those navigating the 

student experience. It allows me to ask the unasked questions and add to the 

conversation around student experience from different perspectives (Braun & 

Clarke, 2013; Sofaer, 1999). It contributes to reducing the gap between science and 

society by providing participants with an avenue for self-expression and acts as a 

vehicle for disseminating insights to the wider research and academic community 

(Gergen et al., 2015). It also allows me to focus on the individuals within this specific 

context, their own conceptualisations, and their salient points of experience, rather 

than a pre-determined set of ideas to explore. Thus, allowing for a deeper 

exploration of the university experience, unravelling the meanings, messiness, and 

complexity of student life (Shaw et al., 2008).  

Qualitative research also acknowledges that identical accounts will not develop with 

each research endeavour (Braun & Clarke, 2013) and due to its open-ended and 

exploratory nature, it is a flexible approach that allows me to evolve and suit the 

needs of my participants and the project. It also emphasises that knowledge is 

meaningful within the specific contexts in which it is produced and originates from 

those located within it (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Thus, it enables me to delve into the 

perspectives of those within the student experience and provides an ongoing 

exploration of the evolving student experience, helping to ‘keep up’ with the 

changing reality of student life. Newfound meanings generated by those in this 
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context, have the potential to foster innovative theoretical advancements concerning 

the comprehension of student experience. These insights may also yield practical 

recommendations for supporting students and enhancing their university 

experience, rooted in their lived realities. Whilst the study primarily adopts an 

experiential approach, it also incorporates a critical qualitative stance. As such, 

language is often analysed to try and understand the ways in which students and 

advisors construct their realities and perspectives (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Weedon, 

1997), as qualitative research is not simply about discovery but also the production 

of meaning (Parker, 2004). Thus, a qualitative approach provides a deeper and 

richer representation of the students lived experiences. 

The use of qualitative techniques and methods demands a thorough understanding 

of qualitative research methods, values, and philosophies (Mays & Pope 2007). 

Given this, the present chapter explains the procedures and decisions made 

throughout this research. By providing a thorough account of the process, I aim to 

foster understanding and support the readers interpretation of the research process. 

By doing this, I demonstrate the credibility and dependability of this work, and 

evidence how quality (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) has been embedded throughout the 

study. Specifically, the credibility of the study relies on the extent to which I provide 

thorough explanations for both the methods employed and the interpretations of the 

data. Its dependability refers to the coherence across and justifications for the 

methodology, methods used, data collected, and subsequent findings. How well 

these two things are addressed, relates to the transparency and auditability of the 

research process. The in-depth explanation in this chapter provides evidence and 

justifications for the decisions made and demonstrates the rigour and quality of this 

research. A further assessment of its quality is also provided in Section 10.4. 

This chapter begins with the research aims and questions, followed by an 

explanation of my theoretical framework, incorporating my ontological and 

epistemological perspectives. A reflexive account situating myself within the 

research context is provided. Following that, the qualitative design and justification 

for the selected methods are elucidated. Subsequently, a thorough explanation of 

the participant sample, data collection procedures, and ethical considerations is 

provided. Finally, the approach to analysis, how the thematic analysis method was 

implemented, and analysis techniques are detailed. 
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4.2. Research Aims and Questions 

Presented are the overall research aims of this project, and the research questions 

being asked.  

Research aims: 

• To understand and give voice to undergraduate student perspectives of the 

experiences of students during university. 

• To understand and give voice to advisor perspectives of the student 

experience during university. 

• To understand the shared psychological underpinnings that shape the 

student experience. 

• To consider the alignment of perspectives between advisors and 

undergraduate students regarding the psychological underpinnings that 

shape the overall student experience. 

Research questions: 

1. How do students and advisors describe the undergraduate student 

experience?  

2. What are the psychological underpinnings of the undergraduate university 

experience, as expressed by undergraduate students and advisors? 

3. Do advisor and student perspectives align regarding the psychological 

underpinnings that shape the overall student experience? 

4.3. Theoretical Positioning 

As the researcher, I acknowledge that interpretation and meaning is shaped by my 

“assumptions, psychology, affect, values, politics, and ideals that permeate my take 

on the world” (Braun & Clarke, 2022; p.199). Some of these may fluctuate, like 

momentary moods, while others such as my philosophical worldview, remain more 

consistent. Thus, outlining the philosophical underpinnings is crucial for revealing 

assumptions guiding my decisions regarding the purpose, design, methods, and 

interpretations of this research (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Devine & Heath 1999; Terry 

et al., 2017). It also ensures that both the readers and I can appropriately and 

meaningfully interpret the outcomes (Braun & Clark, 2022; Crotty, 1998; Moon & 

Blackman, 2014). Specifically, the methods used in this thesis, themselves, are free 

from ontological and epistemological assumptions (Blaikie, 2000) as Thematic 

Analysis (TA) can be used within most theoretical frameworks and does not come 
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with a built-in theoretical approach. This is unlike methods such as discourse 

analysis (Potter & Wetherell, 1987) and grounded theory (Charmaz, 2000; Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967) which would not have provided the necessary flexibility for this work. 

In brief, my philosophical stance is rooted in a worldview that sees knowledge as 

inductive, value-laden, and contextually unique (Moon & Blackman, 2014) where 

meaning is both understood in semantic and latent expressions yet constructed by 

our interactions with social experiences. More specifically, ontology refers to what 

exists in the world about which we can acquire knowledge, and what we believe 

social reality comprises of. Epistemology is a branch of philosophy that focuses on 

the nature, scope, and study of knowledge. It seeks to understand how knowledge 

is acquired, what constitutes knowledge, and the methods or processes through 

which individuals come to know and understand the world (Bryman, 2016; Denzin & 

Lincoln, 1994; Grix, 2019; Punch & Oancea, 2014). I primarily subscribe to the 

ontological and epistemological positions of relativism and social constructionism 

respectively but acknowledge contextually situated constructions. I posit that, within 

the world there are objectively ‘real’ circumstances through which our experiences, 

beliefs and sense of reality are activated, confined, and thwarted, therefore hold 

some assumptions in line with critical realism (Lauizier-Jobin et al., 2022). From this 

perspective and the belief that to understand human experience we must undertake 

phenomenological research, I opted for a qualitative research design. The use of a 

qualitative research design aligns with the epistemological consideration that 

knowledge is subjective and influenced by my own positionality in this work (Braun 

& Clarke, 2013). Furthermore, because I am interested in understanding the 

experience of university for students, it is imperative to adopt a contextualist 

perspective in my research. This perspective posits that language can unveil a 

partial or complete truth regarding the intricacies of this experience (Braun & Clarke, 

2013; Madill et al., 2000). Thus, language as part of the construction of reality, 

connects the constructionist epistemology of this work to the qualitative research 

design and use of interview data collection methods (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Burr, 

2003).  

4.3.1. Ontology 

Ontology is the study of being, the nature of existence, and what is considered as 

reality (Creswell, 2007). A realist ontology posits that there is a single, objective 

reality independent of human experience, and a universal ‘truth’ that can be 

observed and measured (Maxwell, 2012). Conversely, relativism contends that 



55 
 

multiple realities exist, and reality is constructed within the human mind (Guba & 

Lincoln, 2005). According to relativists, decisions are contextually dependent, and 

shaped by one’s cultural background, social norms, emotions, and experience 

(Evely et al., 2008). Reality is therefore relative to each individual and their 

experience at any given time or place, which make up unique versions of reality 

(Guba, 1990a; 1996). For students then, the reality of the university experience is 

both individual and contextually dependent, shaped by complex processes of 

emotions, backgrounds, social norms, and experiences. Moreover, whilst 

undergraduate student realities may relate to individual experiences, they can also 

be contextually dependent on the university itself. Therefore, there is also argument 

for a contextual ‘truth’ within the university experience, such as the university 

systems which shape student experience. This perspective informed my interest 

and development of the research question, exploring whether these individually 

diverse realities that I believe to be held by students, have shared ‘underpinnings’; 

as whilst there are individual realities, when there are contextually dependent 

aspects to the experience, students may also have shared psychological 

experiences. 

4.3.2. Epistemology 

Epistemology is essentially how we create knowledge (Bryman, 2016), and 

considering my ontological position is a ‘middle ground’ between realism and 

relativism, I take an integrative approach, combining moderate social 

constructionism (Elder-Vass, 2012b) and critical realism (Bhaskar, 1978). 

Constructivist epistemology posits reality exists in the form of multiple constructions 

that are individually specific, self-created, and socially and experientially based 

(Guba, 1990; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This reality and our knowledge are 

constructed and importantly, re-constructed through our lived experiences and 

interactions with other people (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). I therefore believe a 

contextual ‘reality’ exists, but our social experiences shape how we understand and 

interact with it. 

Social constructionism argues for independent realities that are socially constructed 

by social actors (Berger & Luckman, 1966; Bryman, 2016; Taylor, 2018). Language 

is explained as the medium through which knowledge is conveyed and helps to 

create a shared sense of reality that evolves over time through ongoing social 

interactions, culture, and discourse (Berger & Luckmann; 1966; Burr, 2015; Elder-

Vass, 2012a; Gergen, 2015). New knowledge is therefore said to rely on 
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background experiences, prior knowledge, and social interactions with others 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Bryman, 2016; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Independent 

realities are created and recreated through language and interaction, and meanings 

are continuously adapting through newly formed and acquired knowledge. Through 

the lens of social constructionism, students would therefore likely produce 

perspectives based upon their patterns of language and behaviour, prior knowledge 

of university, interactions with university peers, and their cultural background.  

I therefore believe that social practices inevitably shape our perception and 

knowledge of reality, making knowledge a social product inseparable from the 

individuals who produce it (Braun & Clarke, 2022; 2006; Elder-Vass, 2012b). 

Students then, will likely have shared narratives surrounding the student experience 

based upon their shared communication, practices, values, and beliefs. Thus, 

exploring shared psychological underpinnings of the student experience becomes 

intriguing, as this can reveal shared realities. In social constructionism, a focus is 

given to how understandings are constructed within social contexts, as Gergen 

(1985) explained, “From the constructionist position the process of understanding is 

not automatically driven by forces of nature, but is the result of active, cooperative 

enterprise of persons in relationship” (p. 267). In other words, people engage in the 

co-creation of knowledge and meaning by actively or passively negotiating shared 

understandings, often within social groupings. These groupings may form around 

factors such as ethnicity, nationality, ideology, gender, culture, religion, or any 

aspect that brings entitativity. This being ‘something’ that gives them the perception 

that the people together are a group (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Campbell, 1958; 

Lickel et al., 2000). As students are a social grouping, sharing the identity of a 

student, understandings and perspectives of their experiences are likely to be 

collectively negotiated. Thus, it is logical to suggest that there will be patterns of 

meaning cross-cutting multiple psychological realities of students, as they will shape 

their understanding and perspectives of their experiences through interaction. 

Consequently, this offers the potential to understand the psychological 

underpinnings of these shared realities. 

However, the university context poses ‘essentially real’ circumstances and social 

structures that might influence student perspectives, such as the marketisation of 

HE (Brooks et al., 2016). Here is where constructionism and critical realism meet. 

As Houston (2010) explains: “For critical realism the world is essentially real; that is, 

there are real, social structures and yet actors apply their social constructions and 

their meaning making activity to their experience when confronted by these 
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structures” (p. 75). Students will therefore apply their constructions and ‘make 

sense’ of their experience when confronted by such structures. It may therefore 

delimit my analysis to assume that there is no objective reality regarding the social 

circumstances in which universities sit and thus bear impact on the student 

experience. 

Critical realism presents a perspective that rejects the notion of an ‘objective’ or 

‘certain’ knowledge about the world, advocating for the potential existence of 

various valid accounts for any given phenomenon (Maxwell, 2012). It further argues 

that there is a ‘material’ dimension to our lives that is separate from discourse 

(Sims-Shouten et al., 2007) such as enduring economic and social structures, which 

produce experiences and observed phenomena (Willig, 1999). Student perspectives 

and experiences then, can be shaped by the objectively ‘real’ circumstances in 

which universities sit (e.g., physical spaces, student debt), as well as the social 

practices within and surrounding these contexts (e.g., communication, 

neoliberalism, educational policies, culture). Embracing a critical realist stance in 

this work therefore allows me to position student talk within tangible ‘things’ that 

they must navigate, including known factors affecting student experience such as 

finances, accommodation, and social support (Boughton et al, 2022; Kapur, 2022; 

Pitt et al, 2018; Richardson et al, 2012; Worsley et al., 2021a). This approach is 

ethically significant, as neglecting these contexts when analysing participants' 

discourse may fail to fully capture their lived experience (Sims-Shouten et al., 2007). 

Similarly, regarding student perspectives without acknowledging the contextual 

'realities' in which they exist might be seen as inappropriate, particularly given the 

documented impacts of HE contexts on student well-being and mental health 

(Benson-Eggleton, 2019; Priestly, 2019; Worsley et al., 2020). As Houston (2010) 

explains, “Even though the causal level of reality may not be open to direct 

perception, it is nevertheless real because it produces discernible effects.” (p.75).  

My position therefore combines ontological realism with epistemological 

constructivism. I hold that ‘truth’ is out there, as a mind-independent reality separate 

to student perceptions, theories, and constructions, but that their knowledge is 

socially produced, and their understanding of the world and ‘reality’ is constructed 

from their own perspectives and standpoint. Therefore, it is impossible to access 

truth directly as reality exists only in an ‘imperfectly apprehendable’ way (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994), with critical realism giving rise to perspectival and contextual ‘truths’ 

(Braun & Clarke, 2022; Maxwell, 2011). The study therefore exemplifies an 

epistemological perspective of critical realism and moderate social constructionism 
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(Bhaskar, 1978; Elder-Vass, 2012b) as the objectives are to gather multiple 

perspectives or ‘realities’ of the student experience whilst aware and noting 

‘objective realities’ of the context. The aim to explore the patterned meanings that 

run across these perspectives also ascribes to the critical realist’s goal of explaining 

phenomena and uncovering ‘contextual truths’. Whilst this combination may raise 

concerns for some, regarding the realist-relativist debate (Guba & Lincoln, 1994), a 

combination of a mild realist ontology alongside a constructionist epistemology has 

been commonly assumed by qualitative researchers (Jobling, 2014). Crotty (1998) 

supports this explaining that “we can overcome this debate by assuming the 

position that ‘to say that reality is socially constructed is not to say that it is not 

real… constructionism in epistemology is perfectly compatible with a realism in 

ontology” (p. 63).  

Finally, it is important to understand the flexibility of such approaches and findings. 

Rohleder and Lyons (2015) explain that: 

social constructionists argue that, within our social cultures, nothing remains 

stable and, consequently, neither can knowledge. It makes considerable sense, 

therefore, to adopt a constructionist stance towards knowledge generation and to 

recognise that what we find only holds for here and for now. (p. 20).  

Although this research aims to understand whether a shared experience or ‘reality’ 

exists underlying multiple independent realities, this is a snapshot in time, and a 

select group of individuals reporting their experience. The findings therefore hold for 

here and now, and for this group of individuals, but this knowledge is flexible and 

open to change. I do not claim to uncover a ‘framework’ which we can apply to the 

entire student population, but to uncover experiences that can shed light on new 

areas of exploration and further research, which may have been previously 

uncovered or overlooked. Consequently, this research may pave the way for a new, 

holistic understanding of the student experience through exploring student 

psychological underpinnings. 

4.3.2. How this positioning shapes my role as the researcher 

Constructivism assumes that the researcher cannot separate themselves from what 

they know. The researcher and the researched become linked, as we are shaped by 

our experiences, and these will transpire in our generated knowledge between 

researcher and participant (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). Pilgrim (2014) articulates that 

from a critical realist viewpoint, the researcher is part of the world they want to 
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understand and is unable to stand outside the social reality being observed. I 

therefore place myself within the process of knowledge production, and reflect on 

my position as the researcher, a ‘knowing person’ of the topic, a psychologist, and a 

student with my own experiences in sections 4.4 and 4.5. 

4.3.3. Epistemological and Ontological Fit with Reflexive TA 

While critical realism favours both qualitative and quantitative methods to 

comprehend how the world works (Lauzier-Jobin, et al., 2022), constructionism 

represents ‘Big Q’ qualitative values (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Kidder & Fine, 1987). 

However, Braun and Clarke (2006) assert that TA can be conducted from different 

epistemological and ontological standpoints as it can be applied flexibly without a-

priori theoretical assumptions (Willig, 2001). When taking a critical realist position to 

TA, the data does not provide a direct reflection of reality, but a ‘mediated reflection’ 

of reality (Braun & Clarke, 2022), where the subject’s perception of their reality is 

shaped by and embedded within their language, culture, and social contexts (Willig, 

2013). Here is where critical realism and social constructionism cross over, as social 

constructionism offers the assumption that “reality is socially constructed, and it is 

what participants perceive it to be” (Creswell & Miller, 2000; p. 125), as well as the 

nature of meaning being situated or contextual (Braun & Clarke, 2013). For critical 

realism, TA also aims to provide an interpretation that speaks to lived realities whilst 

‘speaking to situated realities’ (Braun & Clarke, 2022; p. 171). So, it can be 

understood that for objective constraints such as financial burden, university has a 

social and cultural context which shapes and constrains student’s perspectives of 

their experience of this objectively ‘real’ factor. They are therefore likely to make 

sense of their experience in relation to how they negotiate and manage these 

perspectives and contextual factors as they view the university through a unique 

lens (Brookfield, 2002). Thus, “participants bring you a located, interpreted reality 

(the data), which you then interpret via TA” (Braun & Clarke, 2022., P.171).  

Specifically, constructionism aligns with the ‘Big Q’ approach of qualitative research, 

where the process tends to be interpretative, flexible, and reflexive (Braun & Clarke, 

2022; Terry et al, 2017). Accordingly, TA aligns with this epistemology as “an 

approach embedded within and reflecting the values and sensibility of a qualitative 

paradigm” (p. 9). Through this interpretative approach, Carla Willig (2008) also 

explains that we “go beyond what presents itself, to reveal dimensions of a 

phenomenon which are concealed or hidden, whilst at the same time taking care not 

to impose meaning upon the phenomenon” (p. 9). Therefore, the interpretative 
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approach of TA lends itself to the aim of uncovering underlying psychological 

experiences. Similarly, the use of searching for patterns of meaning with TA 

supports this interpretative work through a systematic process. Together the 

epistemology and chosen method work together to answer the research questions 

and provide coherence across the methodology and methods, illustrating 

dependability in this work (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

4.4. Placing myself within the research context 

It is critical to engage in the monitoring and understanding of my role in the 

research; something typically referred to as reflexivity (Finefter-Rosenbluh, 2017; 

Finlay, 2002b; Walsh, 2003). This involves systematically attending to the process 

of knowledge construction, my role as a co-constructor (Malterud, 2001) and making 

this explicit to myself and the reader (Gentles et al. 2014). Reflexivity supports my 

ability to communicate complex aspects and ethical decisions made in generating 

and analysing real-world data (Finlay, 2002a). Serving as a heuristic function, it aids 

in meaning discovery, through internal exploration, informing methodological, 

procedural, and analytical decisions on a deeper level (Moustakas, 1990). 

Subsequently, reflexivity is the tool through which I can examine the influence of my 

‘self’ in the production of process, analysis, and outcomes. This is important as 

reflexivity is centred around the value of subjectivity, and because meaning is 

actively constructed and co-constructed with participants, through the research 

process (Charmaz, 2014; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Varpio et al., 2021).  

Aligning with my epistemological and ontological positioning in this work, social 

constructionist approaches emphasise the relationship between researcher and 

participant, with no neatly defined roles. Instead, they act to co-produce situated 

knowledge, through shared experiences, cultural environment, and interaction 

(Daly, 2007). This co-production highlights the importance of reflexivity regarding 

my relationships with participants, in understanding how my data is socially 

produced through my interviews. Ellis and Berger (2003) highlight this key role of 

the interview process, explaining that they: 

become less a conduit of information from informants to researchers that 

represents how things are, and more a sea swell of meaning-making in which 

researchers connect their own experiences to those of others and provide stories 

that open up the conversations about how we live and cope (p.161). 
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The outcomes are produced through the instrument of myself, during co-creation of 

interview data and the interpretative process of analysis. My engagement with 

reflexivity offers transparency and detail about how I approached and conducted 

this work. This reflexive practice aligns with my social constructionist positioning and 

the essence of Reflexive Thematic Analysis, which encourages recursive 

engagement with the data and the role of the researcher (Braun & Clarke, 2022). I 

therefore reflect upon my thoughts, beliefs, experiences, and positions throughout 

the analysis (Appendix O), explicating these in my reflexive account (Section 4.5), to 

offer readers an understanding of my prior knowledge, experience, and worldviews 

that shape my role in this research.  

Reflexivity is often employed to scrutinize the researcher’s role and subjectivities, 

aiming to mitigate ‘bias’ which separates them from understanding an objective 

reality (Neubauer et al., 2019). However, I do not subscribe to objectivity principles, 

and view reflexivity as inherent. In qualitative work, the self is embedded within 

interpretative processes and meaning construction: “One’s self can’t be left behind, 

it can only be omitted from discussion and written accounts of the research process. 

But it is an omission, a failure to discuss something which has been present in the 

research itself” (Stanley & Wise, 1983; p. 262). I therefore use reflexivity, not to 

bolster objectivity, but to acknowledge the unavoidable presence of myself in the 

research. Taking a constructionist standpoint, the aim is not to achieve precise or 

unbiased depictions (Rees et al. 2020), as such outcomes are both unattainable 

and undesirable. Rather, reflexivity in this context, appreciates and acknowledges 

subjectivity, explaining my relationship to the research. It serves as a mechanism to 

recognize the importance of interconnected personal, interpersonal, methodological, 

and contextual factors shaping the research process. This reflexive transparency 

therefore contributes to the confirmability and transferability of this study (Koch & 

Harrington, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Malterud, 2001). 

4.5. Reflexive Account 

Embracing the role of the researcher is crucial in offering transparency and rigour to 

the research I conduct. It is important therefore, to identify and consider my own 

beliefs, feelings and what I expect to discover, to be able to self-reflect and 

acknowledge my active role in the research process. Similarly, this contributes to 

my ideas of what counts as meaningful knowledge, as I believe in the Big Q 

assumption that human beings’ subjective understanding is a resource and what 

makes experiences worth knowing about. This is contrary to the opposing view seen 
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in more objective fields of research, or in ‘small q’ approaches to qualitative work, 

where subjectivity is seen as a detriment (Braun & Clarke, 2022). I believe, that as 

we live in a social world, human sense-making shouldn’t be removed from the 

complex world we are situated in. As the researcher, it is important that I reflect 

upon my position to the topic, as I am part of this complex world, with my own 

experiences, understandings, beliefs, and values. I am ‘active’ in this process and in 

partnership, the participants and I shape what is meaningful. 

My most obvious and potentially influential positions to this topic are that of being a 

current university student and a psychologist. As a postgraduate student, my 

previous undergraduate experiences, growth, transition, and social relationships 

shape my perspective on this topic. As a psychologist I have pre-existing knowledge 

of education, cognitive processes, emotion and behaviour to name a few. My dual 

perspectives may therefore impact the attention I give to certain topics and shape 

how I understand and interpret data. Particularly, I found that talk of impacts that cut 

across undergraduate and postgraduate levels of education elicited more probes 

and deeper insight about what was being said. For example, when students talk 

about mental health and wellbeing struggles. I have my own experience of this and 

feel this is something I have developed conversation around throughout my life 

therefore I feel comfortable and easily able to explore these topics further. 

Furthermore, my knowledge of mental health through my own learning and work 

history means this is an area I feel I understand and possess transferable skills. My 

experiences as a student, psychologist, and skills learnt as a mental health worker, 

therefore shape the way I contemplate what is being said and make sense of what 

is going on in my data throughout the process of interviews and analysis. I 

empathise, reminisce, wonder about, feel jealous of, and admire the students I 

speak to and often find I am emotionally engaged with their stories (Appendix O). I 

recognised how hard it is to quieten your essential nature of being from such a 

process and conversations, and ultimately feel that such a desire would be ill-fitting 

to what I am trying to achieve.  

A core part of who I am is someone with a high level of empathy, who exercises an 

attitude of ‘putting yourself in someone else’s shoes’. Hence, in this process, I often 

felt a desire to get under one’s experience, and find out how they really are, or how 

they really experienced something. I not only understand this to contribute to why I 

thought of my research question, but it also created curiosity for certain topics 

during interviews, and further exploration into what felt important and meaningful for 

the participants. This often meant that I left interviews feeling a sense of true 
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discovery and depth into one’s experience and perspectives. For example, during 

an interview, a student spoke about their experience of drugs and how this is 

experienced at university. I felt a strong inclination to delve deeper into this topic, as 

it seemed to significantly shape their overall university experience. As the 

conversation naturally gravitated towards this area, and the student was engaging 

more with this topic than others, it led me to ask more follow up questions than other 

areas of the interview. Consequently, I gathered comprehensive data on the drug-

related aspects of their experience, contributing to a nuanced understanding of their 

overall journey. To park such a key aspect of their journey, would have felt 

dismissive of that individual’s story. Thus, both my nature and awareness of the 

student, enabled me to delve into un-expected and nuanced areas.  

My role as an academic tutor to undergraduate students also shaped my responses 

to certain experiences, particularly within academic contexts. Drawing on my 

teaching experience, I could empathise with students' struggles around their 

teaching sessions, further informing my follow up questions. However, I also found I 

would agree and disagree with perspectives of their learning based on my own 

beliefs and experiences. This position therefore encouraged follow up questions, not 

only because it is important for the research question, but it also provides insight for 

my own teaching development. Here, I can see how my own position and interest in 

teaching quality, influenced my approach to knowledge generation around this topic. 

Additionally, my academic teaching style is centred around supporting and caring 

for students and this often filters through into empathy for their struggles. Thus, 

discussion often centred more around understanding where further support is 

needed.  

My position as a psychologist is also undoubtedly a factor in how I approached my 

research. Specifically, I have pre-existing psychological knowledge and insights that 

will have influenced my interpretations of data and patterns of meaning. For 

example, one of my themes was centred around agency and autonomy, both 

psychological concepts relating to the well-known ‘Self Determination Theory’ (Ryan 

& Deci, 2000; 2017). That is not to say that I intentionally considered theory when 

initially reading my data; in fact, I did not do this at all. However, when patterns were 

made around independence and students fearing taking an active role in their 

experiences, it is likely that the immediate thought of agency was due to my 

psychological knowledge. Similarly, a ‘secure base’ was considered in relation to 

data around safety and security, which is a psychological idea from attachment 

theory, of which my supervisor is also well versed in. It would be foolish therefore to 
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consider my work as theoretically agnostic because my insights and psychological 

focus of my coding means that I will naturally consider psychological theory, 

compared to someone from a non-psychological background. So, it was important 

to consider alternative readings of my data at every point I had an idea about 

theory. This is something I felt strongly about due to my inductive focus, 

consequently I discussed these ideas with my supervisors and peers when I felt I 

could have been directing my analysis. It was also important to consider that this 

might change, through continued coding and interpretative thinking. Therefore, I 

only labelled themes with psychological terms once I was confident in their 

applicability. Otherwise, they were noted as memos to refer back to at a later date. 

I also reflected quite heavily on what was happening in my personal life at the time 

of analysis, as elements of my data were resonating with me due to my own 

experiences. During the analysis stages I experienced a lot of unrest, stress, and 

anxiety in my personal relationships, which made me reflect on the data in a 

different way. I became more aware of patterns in feeling vulnerable and 

emotionally unsafe, and a focus on safety and security was enhanced by my own 

greater sense of awareness around safety. I felt the importance of this for students, 

where they are in an environment where they want to feel secure and are faced with 

numerous things that make them feel otherwise. I then considered how I feel as a 

current student, the anxieties students reported, and what ‘anxiety’ means for me. 

This partnered with my consideration of the purpose of anxiety (i.e., an alert system 

to danger) led me to see more patterns across the data where students were feeling 

threat and fear as an underlying mechanism for their experiences. My own personal 

experiences therefore helped me to see and think about underlying feelings within 

the data. 

Overall, reflexivity played a crucial role in shaping my approach to the data 

throughout my research. As a current postgraduate, with prior undergraduate 

experiences, my reflective process involved constant contemplation of my own 

student journey, growth, and social relationships. This self-awareness influenced my 

engagement with the participants and their salient topics, by allowing me to 

establish a connection in areas that resonated with my own experience. Reflecting 

on my own experiences allowed me to foster a comfortable environment for 

exploring sensitive topics when they arose and manage these conversations by 

empathising, reminiscing, and emotionally engaging with the stories students 

shared. This emotional connection propelled me to delve deeper and prompted my 

curiosity and genuine desire to understand their perspectives. My reflections 
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therefore allowed me to commit to capturing the essence of each participant’s story. 

Reflection throughout the study has assisted me in establishing connections with 

participants, exploring nuanced areas, and understanding the multifaceted nature of 

their experiences. It has also contributed to the richness of the data collected and 

the depth of insights gained, showcasing the integral role of reflection in shaping my 

approach to the research process. 

4.6. Method 

4.6.1. Overview of the Study Approach and Design 

This research adopts an overall phenomenological and Big Q (Kidder & Fine, 1987; 

Neubauer et al., 2019) approach to qualitative research, with an experiential and 

critical orientation. This orientation focuses on how students experience the 

university journey based on what they think, feel, and do. Research into student 

experience typically centres around commonly known impacts such as 

accommodation, finances, and social networks, but often fails to uncover how these 

areas may be interlinked psychologically. Therefore, since phenomenological 

studies seek to study areas where the meaning of participant’s experiences is not 

well understood (Donalek, 2004), this approach is well suited to uncovering the 

underlying psychological experiences that cut across already known areas of the 

student experience, offering fresh insights into unexplored territory.  

For Big Q approaches, there is a focus on experiential concepts, where words 

reflect underlying experiences, thoughts, feelings, and motivations, which is 

underpinned by the theoretical and epistemological assumption that language 

reflects reality (Terry et al., 2017). This study therefore uses semi-structured 

interviews to examine the lived experiences of undergraduate students, through the 

perspectives of students and advisors (i.e., university staff members in a student 

supporting role such as academic, disability and wellbeing advisors). Advisor 

perspectives are included as they possess a broad understanding of diverse student 

backgrounds and are in a position that offers great insight into the unique 

experiences of individual students. They are well placed to recognise common 

difficulties, and as an open and supportive communication channel, they facilitate a 

trusting environment that offers a plethora of valuable and potentially less guarded 

perspectives from students than what would potentially be voiced to a researcher. 

Their perspectives also allow the consideration of whether they align with student 

perspectives or offer an alternative perspective to the student experience.  
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Further following a Big Q approach, Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 

2022) was used to inductively analyse the student and advisor interview data. This 

approach was chosen because through its flexible and self-reflective approach to 

coding and interpretation of data, it makes an in depth understanding of lived 

experiences and participant accounts from a psychological perspective possible. 

The student analysis was conducted first, forming an inductively generated thematic 

structure which took the form of an analytical codebook, which aided the 

subsequent analysis of advisor data. The development of the codebook was data 

driven, constructed by the interpretative, flexible, and experientially focused coding 

of the student perspective data. It was then applied and further developed through 

the reflexive analysis of advisor data, being applied with an open interpretation in 

mind. This approach was taken to allow for the exploration of the research aim of 

whether advisor perspectives mirrored student perspectives. The codebook was 

therefore not used for ‘coding reliability’ purposes as typically seen in more positivist 

approaches to TA (Boyatzis, 1998; Guest et al., 2012; Joffe, 2012), but for aiding 

the analysis of a large dataset in time pressured circumstances and to address a 

specific research aim. 

This approach aligns with the adopted Big Q values of theoretical independence 

and flexibility, involving natural and unforced coding and theme developments 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Langdridge, 2004). However, this data-driven use of 

codebooks seems to be less common than theory driven codebooks (Boyatzis, 

1998), and even less so in partnership with RTA. Nevertheless, in this instance, it 

was deemed appropriate to address the specific research aim of exploring whether 

advisor and student perspectives align. Specifically, it allowed for greater 

awareness and insights into the ‘similarities’ between both sets of data, and whether 

nuanced knowledge and understanding was provided from the advisor data. 

Furthermore, Grix (2019) argues, whilst decisions may be made based on 

ontological and epistemological assumptions and the type of project being 

undertaken, it is important that the method chosen should be guided by your 

research questions. Without the use of a codebook, and had the student and 

advisor been analysed together from the outset, it would therefore not be possible to 

explore this aim.  

4.6.1.1. Reflexive TA 

Reflexive TA is an accessible, theoretically flexible, and interpretative approach to 

qualitative data analysis, involving six phases outlined by Braun and Clarke (2022; 
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2012). The role of thematic analysis is to facilitate a systematic analysis of patterns 

of meaning, or themes, within a given dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 2012; 2022). 

Consequently, it offered suitability in answering the research question exploring the 

shared psychological underpinnings of the students experience and was deemed ‘fit 

for purpose’. Its theoretical flexibility also has a particular advantage of allowing for 

flexibility in my ontological and epistemological positioning (Braun & Clarke, 2022), 

and being free from methodological stipulations such as how to sample or collect 

data provides the necessary flexibility for exploratory work. It also highlights the 

active role of the researcher in knowledge production, and it is considered to reflect 

the researcher’s interpretative analysis of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Byrne, 

2022), thus, aligning with my constructionist positioning.  

Reflexive TA also encourages an inductive approach to data analysis, a flexible 

approach to coding, and the opportunity for both semantic and latent coding (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006; 2013; 2020). It was essential that the data was inductively coded to 

ensure themes were grounded in participant’s perspectives. The ability to explore 

both surface and underlying meanings also helped to develop themes that 

represented the underpinnings of student experiences to directly answer the 

research question. Furthermore, it’s flexibility allowed me to adapt to the needs of 

the project as it unfolded, and its accessibility meant the method suited the purpose 

of producing research for public consumption and knowledge generation. 

While other methods could have been used to uncover the depth of students’ 

experiences, such as Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), IPA focuses 

on particular moments or significant events, such as the transition to living away 

from home when entering higher education (Smith et al., 2022). It also focuses on 

the divergence and convergence within themes of common experience. For 

example, how a homogenous group such as those with autism experience the 

transition compared to another homogenous group. It therefore focuses on unique 

individual or a unique group of individuals’ experience, rather than patterns that 

apply to a larger group (Smith et al., 2022). Consequently, IPA is more appropriate 

for smaller samples where you can zoom in on individual experience more deeply, 

compared to a larger and more diverse sample group such as university students. 

For the purposes of this research TA was therefore deemed more appropriate as it 

allowed for patterns across a diverse and large group (i.e., students) to be explored. 

Furthermore, due to the focus on direct individual experience within IPA, this would 

have been an inappropriate method for the exploration of advisor perspectives, 
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when they are not being asked about a direct experience, but their perspectives of 

students’ experiences.   

4.6.1.2. Codebook TA: Template Analysis 

For the analysis of advisor data, it is important to acknowledge that I use what could 

be understood as a variant of codebook approaches to TA called ‘template analysis’ 

(Braun & Clarke, 2022). Template analysis is adaptable to various epistemologies, 

and suitable for constructionist and contextually focused work when language is 

looked at in a broad manner and not the sole basis for theme development (Brooks, 

et al. 2015). Given my constructionist and critical realist positioning, contextual 

aspects are acknowledged, and language is only part of my theme development 

strategy. Therefore, template analysis is deemed suitable. Whilst codebook 

approaches are more common in positivist focused research, highlighting 

conceptions of coding reliability and objectivity (Braun & Clarke, 2022), it is not used 

in this way for this research. Instead, it is used in line with the Big Q approach 

(Kidder & Fine, 1987) and developed and applied inductively, as a tool to answer a 

specific research question. There is no focus on achieving coding reliability and I 

reject the assumptions associated with positivist coding reliability approaches. I do 

not assume that qualitative coding should be accurate and objective, that 

researcher subjectivity is flawed, that the influence of the researcher should be 

removed to achieve a better analysis, or that the findings exist in the data ready to 

be found (Terry et al., 2017). Rather, coding is an organic and flexible process, the 

researcher’s insights are central and valuable to the process, and thorough 

engagement with the data is required. 

The use of codebooks in TA is often seen as a ‘medium q’ approach (Braun & 

Clarke, 2022) that is halfway between a coding reliability and reflexive approach to 

TA. It involves using a predetermined coding template or 'codebook' based on 

literature or initial data analysis and tries to balance flexibility and structure when 

applying to further data (Brooks et al., 2015; King & Brooks, 2017). To adopt such 

flexibility, those employing codebook approaches often implement the interpretive 

nature of data coding and waive positivistic notions of coding reliability (Braun et al., 

2019). I therefore created codes and themes through an inductive and reflexive 

coding approach to the student data, which formulated a codebook to be applied 

and reshaped through the analysis of the advisor data. The structure, however, 

comes from defining codes and themes with detailed descriptions and restrictions 

on what can be included within a code. I therefore defined the boundaries of the 



69 
 

codes and themes before applying it in the advisor analysis. However, the theme 

boundaries, codes and constructs themselves were always open to change as the 

analytical process remained flexible and adaptable. The codes and themes that 

made up the codebook were open to review and refinement through the new 

meanings being constructed from the data. The codebook then, offered the ability to 

take an inductive focus and remain reflexive, whilst assisting the analysis of a large 

data set and the exploration of whether advisors brought alternative perspectives. 

Nevertheless, its use required care in its application, through consistent reflexive 

practice. 

4.6.2. Participants  

Sample size is a vastly debated topic in qualitative research; however, Terry et al. 

(2017) provides some recommendations based on the scale of student projects. For 

those conducting a PhD project, they suggest 30+ interviews if TA data is making 

up the whole PhD project. As Braun and Clarke are the seminal creators of my 

chosen approach, I therefore aimed for this recommendation. Demographic 

information was collected and provided for all participants, as it helps to provide a 

contextual backdrop which could shape their perspectives of the university 

experience. 

A final sample of 15 undergraduate students inclusive of 4 males and 11 females, 

aged between 18 and 26 (M = 20.60, SD = 1.88) were recruited. There was a mix of 

first, second, third, fourth and placement year students, 14 of which were of home 

status and 7 were first generation students. Ethnicities reported were White (N = 10) 

and Asian or Asian/British (N = 5). Of the 15 students, 40% reported having a 

disability (N = 6) including learning difficulties and/or a longstanding psychological 

or mental health condition. Students also self-reported their subjective social status 

and a breakdown of how students self-rated can be seen in Appendix B. Students 

belonged to a variety of academic disciplines of applied, physical, natural, 

environmental and social sciences, mathematics, business, healthcare, and 

humanities. A breakdown of each participant’s key demographic information can be 

seen in table 1.  
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Table 1.  

A table to show the key demographics for each student participant 

Pseudony
m 

Ag
e 

Gende
r 

Ethnicity Year of 
Study 

First 
generatio
n 

Disability 

Carly 19 F White 1 Yes None 

Kiera 20 F White 3 No Psychologic
al 

Ashleigh 21 F White 3 No Psychologic
al 

Timothy 21 M White 4 
(placemen
t) 

No Learning 

Charlotte 20 F White 2 No Learning 
and 
Psychologic
al 

Julia 18 F White 1 Yes None 

Eric 20 M Asian/Asia
n British 

2 Yes None 

Zhara 21 F Asian/Asia
n British 

4 Yes None 

Chloe 20 F White 2 No None 
Alastair 26 M Asian/Asia

n British 
3 Yes None 

Ella 19 F White 1 No Psychologic
al 

Marcus 22 M Asian/Asia
n British 

3 No None 

Emma 22 F White 3 Yes Learning 
and 
psychologic
al 

Kelly 21 F White 3 Yes None 
Meera 19 F Asian/Asia

n British 
2 No None 

 

For advisors, a sample of 3 males and 9 females (N = 12), aged between 24 and 57 

(M = 38.9, SD = 11.38) were recruited. Roles covered included student wellbeing 

and support advisors, support service managers, academic staff, and a study 

abroad co-ordinator. The full sample was of White ethnicity and 83.3% of the 

sample (N = 10) had been in their current role for a year or longer. Advisor and 

student participant samples included individuals from pre and post 1992 
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universities. A demographic break down for each advisor participant can be seen in 

table 2.  

Table 2.  

A table to show the key demographics for each advisor participant.  

Pseudonym Age Gender Ethnicity Job Title 

Alice 36 F White Wellbeing 
Adviser 
(Mental 
Health) 

Jamie 53 M White Embedded 
Wellbeing 
Adviser 

Helen 25 F White Wellbeing 
Adviser 
(Mental 
Health) 

Martha 30 F White Wellbeing 
Adviser 

Beatrice 33 F White Senior 
Lecturer 

Heidi 50 F White Study Abroad 
Co-Ordinator 

David 47 M White Manager of 
Wellbeing 
Services 

Isabelle 24 F White Student 
Wellbeing 
Adviser 

Layla 36 F White Senior Student 
Wellbeing 
Adviser 

Christian 47 M White Wellbeing 
Adviser 

Josephine 57 F White Executive 
Support 
Officer 

Evelyn 29 
 

 

F White Mental Health 
Adviser 

 

I recruited advisors because it helps to get a fuller picture of the student experience 

not just from students but those they interact with. Specifically, advisors may have 

more unfiltered communication from students compared to a researcher. Advisor 

perspectives therefore hold a broader and potentially more in depth understanding 

of diverse student backgrounds that could provide greater insight into the unique 



72 
 

experiences of individual students. Advisors therefore provide otherwise potentially 

inaccessible information that contributes to the holistic understanding of the student 

experience. The inclusion of advisors also allows for the consideration of whether 

their perspectives align with students’, which could have implications for support 

practices.  

4.6.2.1. Recruitment Process 

The recruitment process originally set out to recruit both undergraduate students 

and advisors through email and physical poster advertisements, however, due to 

COVID-19 pandemic restrictions, I solely employed online recruitment methods. 

Student recruitment employed volunteer and snowball sampling (i.e., students being 

asked to forward to anyone they thought might be interested in taking part), with no 

inclusion criteria apart from being a current university student and over the age of 

18. Advisors were purposively sampled to recruit any staff member in a student 

supporting role (inclusive of academic and wellbeing support). Staff groups such as 

administrative support were not excluded from recruitment, however the recruitment 

strategy included targeted emails to most frequently seen members of staff such as 

academic staff and student support services. Due to the language used within the 

recruitment advert however (Appendix C2), other members of staff such as 

administrative staff may not have been certain that they would be encompassed 

within this bracket of “student support staff” or “student advisor”. Consequently, 

there could have been an inadvertent focus on traditional support roles such as 

wellbeing advisors within student support services.  

To begin recruitment, I emailed all UK universities listed in the Wikipedia list of 

universities (Wikipedia, n.d), to request permission and/or support in recruiting their 

students and advisors. Emails were sent to general enquiries, support services, or 

Pro-Vice Chancellors where available on the university websites, inviting them to 

support my recruitment (Appendix C1). Most contacts were reluctant to engage in 

recruitment support due to increased e-mail traffic during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

For those willing to support recruitment, I was directed to social media platforms and 

given permission by Pro Vice Chancellors, group administrators or support 

management teams, to post recruitment adverts through social media groups 

specific to their university. For example, welcome page groups for the academic 

years running between 2018-2022, or LinkedIn pages connected to student support 

organisations. Advertisements were also posted more generally into Twitter, 

Facebook, LinkedIn, and Instagram (Appendix C2), asking people to express their 
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interest in taking part via an online Qualtrics survey (Appendix E). Advertisements 

were also targeted at harder to reach student group pages such as international 

student Facebook groups, to attempt to recruit a diverse student sample. Those 

who expressed interest on the Qualtrics survey were also required to complete a 

demographic survey (Appendix E2; E3). On completion, participants were 

automatically directed to a separate form where they were asked to input their 

email. Those who did not meet the inclusion criteria or did not indicate their interest 

in taking part were timed out of the survey and no demographic data or email 

address was collected. The emails that were provided, were contacted with the 

information sheet and consent form to read, sign, and return to me via email. For 

both groups, snowball sampling was also employed, through asking participants at 

the end of their interview to share the study and my contact information with anyone 

they thought would be interested in taking part. For any participants recruited 

through snowball sampling, on receipt of their email, I shared the same information 

sheet, Qualtrics survey and consent form as those recruited through 

advertisements. For all participants that responded and returned their consent form, 

they were then contacted to arrange an interview time convenient for them. Once 

recruitment and interviews were completed, I withdrew my ‘membership’ to social 

media groups. After the study was complete, all demographic data and 

correspondence from students and advisors were deleted. 

4.6.3. Data Collection Process 

4.6.3.1. Semi-Structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the method of data collection in this 

study, as it offers the opportunity to collect rich and complex data on the chosen 

topic, allowing for deep and nuanced insights. While focus groups were considered 

as an alternative method of data collection, I felt that this would detract from 

individual experiences and students in particular may not be as open in a group 

setting. Therefore, interviews were chosen to be more appropriate for the aims of 

the research as they provide the participants with an opportunity to explore specific 

topics in their own terms and discuss matters individually significant to them (Choak, 

2012). Interviews were originally planned to be face to face within the participants’ 

institution, however, due to the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions, I adapted to online 

interviews, conducting 27 interviews in total. Questions for both the student and 

advisor interview schedules were open-ended to encourage reflection and reporting 

of most salient experiences. This allowed for evaluating subjective viewpoints and 
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gathering in-depth accounts of people’s experiences (Flick, 2009). This approach 

was taken to also help capture the holistic perspectives the research aimed to 

uncover, with the reasoning that open questions avoided specific directions of talk to 

be elicited. For example, asking the question “What makes your time at university 

positive/negative?” compared to “Tell me what is positive about your academic 

experience” means responses can be directed by their individual experiences and 

can be spoken about in relation to any contexts that are relevant to that question. 

Prompts such as “can you tell me a little more about that” and “why do you think that 

is?” were occasionally used to evoke hidden meanings and encourage greater 

description of what they think is ‘happening’ within the experiences they describe. 

This was in aim of gathering details that would help in understanding the 

‘underlying’ psychological phenomena at play. Thematic Analysis (TA) is also a 

flexible approach, suitable for analysis of a wide variety of data types, including 

interview data (Braun & Clarke, 2022), thus this approach was deemed appropriate.  

4.6.3.2. Pilot Interviews 

Data collection started with student and an advisor pilot studies, involving the first 

individual of each group to sign up via Qualtrics. They were used to inform the 

appropriateness of the interview schedules. In the student pilot, I found that whilst I 

employed open questions, some wordings implied an indirect negative or positive 

focus. For example, “What has effected your experience most whilst being at 

university”, seemed to mean ‘negatively’ to the student, perhaps due to the use of 

the word ‘effected’. Therefore, I added two questions following this, of “What has 

gone well?” and “What did you enjoy”. This allowed for a wider scope of discussion 

around positive and negative experiences. Similarly, the question of “Please explain 

what hinders your experience at university” assumed the existence of such 

hindrances, which felt too ‘directed’ and less student driven. Its meaning was also 

unclear, as the student reported that they had previously explained what had 

affected their experience negatively. Consequently, this question was removed, and 

the final student interview schedule consisted of fourteen semi-structured questions 

(Appendix G1). Upon reflection, whilst some questions could have been more 

openly phrased, the use of positive and negative directions helped to capture all 

aspects of the student experience. This helped to prevent the human tendency to 

focus on negatives, allowing for the capture of diverse aspects of the experience. 

Due to the online nature of the interview, I initially struggled to maintain focus 

compared to previous face to face experiences. This prompted me to adapt and 
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familiarise myself with MS Teams and online interviewing practices, as I felt this was 

due to unfamiliarity with conducting interviews online. I also felt less ‘connection’ 

with my participants than expected, due to differing camera angles and concerns of 

appearing attentive. To mitigate this, I used visual cues such as nodding, smiling, 

and verbal feedback such as noises of agreement. As I was unaware of what 

participant’s surroundings were, I also checked that they were comfortable, and they 

had what they needed around them to ensure their comfort (e.g., a drink). I mirrored 

this in my own space, so that my participants may feel able to do this themselves. 

Throughout my interviews, I became more comfortable and confident in conducting 

them online, and I found that engaging in casual conversation at the start helped 

build rapport and fostered more open dialogue. Recognizing this, I incorporated 

more informal talk into subsequent interviews, enhancing rapport in the online 

setting. For example, I started with a general conversation about how their day was 

going, how their weekend had been, or a general conversation about something in 

their surroundings that I could see such as an instrument or painting. 

Upon piloting the advisor interview schedule, like the student pilot, some questions 

were misunderstood, whilst some were deemed irrelevant for different roles. This 

prompted adjustments to ensure relevance across diverse roles before continuing 

with my research. For example, the question “Tell me what you observe in terms of 

the demographics of students accessing support from your university 

services/you/academic tutors” aimed to explore how different students experience 

university. However, the participant was an academic advisor, and understood this 

question to mean ‘what variety of students do you see’. However, whilst this was not 

my intention for the question it did provide contextual understanding of their role and 

what direct experience they had with different types of students. As a result, I 

decided to keep the question for contextual understanding, and added the question 

of “Tell me what you observe in terms of the struggles across different 

demographics of students”. This was important to include for both clarity of what 

was being asked, and wider reflections, as ‘observing’ may come from many 

aspects of their role that are not solely based upon their direct provision of support. 

The final interview schedule consisted of twelve semi-structured questions 

(Appendix G2).  

Reflecting further, in combination with the first interview of a wellbeing advisor, I 

perceived a distance between the advisor and myself as a ‘student’. Their manner 

conveyed a position of being the knowledgeable party, advocating for their role and 

services during the interview. This was mirrored throughout the post pilot interviews. 
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Advisors also spoke of their own perspectives which were not always clearly 

connected to student examples. On reflection, I therefore wondered how much of 

their perspectives were built from experiences within their role, or their own cultural, 

historical, and social backdrops. This is unclear and hard to determine from the 

interviews apart from when they relate something to a specific example from their 

personal experience, but it encouraged me to be contextually aware of the interview 

and advisor data. Prior to the interviews, I thought I would receive more student 

focused experiential data, but as the interview proceeded, I realised how much of 

their own opinions and attitudes towards students and their ‘generation’ was a part 

of their perspectives. To me, reflecting on this at the end of my research, has only 

made findings more interesting, as despite this, there is still an alignment between 

the datasets that built the underlying themes. 

4.6.3.3. Procedure of Interviews 

Following the pilot studies, interviews were organised via email as participants 

signed up. Interviews were conducted online via Microsoft Teams (MS Teams), and 

audio and video recorded via its inbuilt recording functionality. Recordings were 

downloaded and converted into mp3 audio format using Camtasia, a video editing 

software, and stored in a password protected folder, on a password protected 

computer, separate to consent forms and any identifying information. 

For student interviews, the interview schedule explored positive and negative 

aspects of experience, what would make their experience better, desired support, 

and reflections on their role as undergraduates (e.g., what would you do differently, 

if anything; (Appendix G1). On average, the interviews lasted 61 minutes (Min = 37 

minutes, Max = 124 minutes). On completion, participants received a £10 amazon 

voucher as renumeration, and offered the opportunity to receive the findings of the 

study once the study was complete. Students were reimbursed both to encourage 

recruitment during the challenging time of the COVID-19 pandemic, and to be in 

accordance with the British Psychological Society Code of Human Research Ethics 

(BPS, 2021). This states that incentives should be proportionate to the extent of 

burden of participation, and a £10 voucher was deemed an appropriate 

renumeration for their time. The code of ethics also states that incentives should be 

the same for all participants, therefore all students that took part were given the 

same renumeration, regardless of the length of their interviews. 
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Advisor interview schedules mirrored student interviews, exploring what contributes 

positively and negatively to the university experience, common issues, needed 

support, and suggestions for improvement (Appendix G2). On average, interviews 

lasted 56 minutes (Min = 49 minutes, Max = 54 minutes). Advisors were not given 

renumeration for participating, as their contribution was deemed important for the 

contribution to research and human wellbeing; an appropriate justification outlined 

by the British Psychological Society Code of Human Research Ethics (BPS, 2021). 

As this group included student support staff, and they were willing to participate 

based on the shared enthusiasm and drive to improve student wellbeing and 

experience, students were therefore prioritised for the allocation of funds and 

renumeration. 

4.6.4. Ethics application, procedures and thinking. 

Ethical approval for the research was obtained from the UEA Psychology Ethics 

Committee on 12th March 2021 (Ethical Approval code: 2020-0148-001978). Ethical 

thinking and decisions were necessary across various stages of the study, from 

designing, to analysis, and reporting. Ethical thinking is a concept driven by Tolich 

and Tumilty (2020), emphasising how integral ethical considerations are throughout 

the research process. They explain that procedural ethics have limited efficacy for 

qualitative research due to its changeable nature, and what is needed is “agile and 

responsive ethics praxis” (p. 16). I.e., ethical thinking and decisions that occur 

throughout the process and in response to changes during the entire research 

process. Braun and Clarke (2022) highlight that ethical thinking involves considering 

from whom, where and how we collect data, and indicated that “the British 

Psychological Society 2009 human ethics code highlighted that ethical thinking “is 

not optional” (p.28). Therefore, I embraced ethical thinking throughout this research, 

reflecting throughout (Appendix I), and offered the expected procedural 

considerations one would expect in qualitative research. 

The common procedural ethics exercised related to anonymity, confidentiality, 

informed consent, my potential impact on the participants, and protection of the 

researcher. Specifically, all participants gave informed consent to take part in the 

study, with knowledge that their data would be transcribed, analysed, and reported 

collectively in this thesis (Appendix F). Participants were also informed that direct 

quotes may be used from their transcripts and that their data would be used in 

potential research papers published from this thesis, but that they would never be 

identified personally. Participants were offered the opportunity to withdraw at any 
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point during the interview, and that they could remove their data up to 14 days after 

interview completion, but after this time, it would not be possible to do so (Appendix 

D1; D2). Participants created an individual participant identification code to keep 

their data anonymous and for the purpose of removal of data within the 14-day 

withdrawal period. 

Anonymity of participants was a primary concern; thus, pseudonyms were given in 

replacement of participant names and any names mentioned. To preserve 

anonymity and confidentiality, all identifying information, including locations, 

company names, and university names, were redacted from the transcript. Due to 

universities requesting anonymity, these are also not included in this thesis and 

university-based demographics are split into pre and post 1992 universities. 

Participant demographics and interview data were also kept in separate password 

protected folders on a password protected computer. After the study was complete, 

all data was deleted. 

Audio files of the interviews were transcribed by a professional third-party 

transcription service. They were required to sign a confidentiality agreement to 

retain the anonymity and protection of those taking part and I am confident the 

conditions of the confidentiality agreement were met by the service. Additionally, the 

risk to the participant remains low as files were edited to remove initial introductions, 

with only some mentioning their own name in first name formats later in their 

interviews. Recordings of the interviews were saved into password protected folders 

and deleted after transcription and analysis was complete. 

Whilst care was taken to ensure no obviously sensitive questions were asked in the 

interview schedule, I anticipated participants may voluntarily discuss sensitive or 

personal information. I therefore prepared phrases to navigate such topics, to 

ensure ethically sensitive responses. Examples of these include: “do you mind if I 

ask you a question about X? remember you do not have to answer if you don’t want 

to” and “that sounds really difficult, are you happy to continue discussing this topic 

or would you like to move on?”. This was deemed crucial, because it is always 

possible that a participant may need me to take action to protect them from 

emotional upset (Varpio & McCarthy, 2018). This could involve anything from 

interrupting the interview, diverting to something less emotionally demanding, or 

signposting them to appropriate assistance. Thus, my pre-prepared phrases 

equipped me to respond to the sensitivities and risk of psychological harm if 

presented. Nevertheless, despite having pre-prepared phrases, my natural 
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inclination to support participants led to using similar expressions organically. 

However, balancing the need to guide conversations away from distressing topics 

while respecting participants' reflections emphasised the importance of being 

attuned to signs of discomfort. As a final protective strategy, a verbal and written 

debrief was provided at the end of the interview (Appendix H1; H2), providing the 

opportunity to raise any issues, and contact information for support services in the 

event of any concerns.  

My potential impact as the researcher was also considered in my ethical thinking. 

As a postgraduate student who has their own student experience, this could have 

shaped how my participants responded to me. Holding the insider positionality of a 

current student (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Dwyer & Buckle, 2009), this may have 

evoked a level of trust towards me among student participants, through a sense of 

likeness with themselves and potent ‘kinship’ with those also interested in 

supporting fellow students. Through this, student participants may have experienced 

more rapport than they would have done with a staff positioned researcher within a 

university, providing a greater sense of safety in the interview. However, this could 

have also had potential negative impacts on rapport and depth of meaning, as 

Dwyer and Buckle (2009) posit, “It is possible that the participant will make 

assumptions of similarity and therefore fail to explain their individual experience 

fully” (p. 58). Furthermore, if students have ever experienced negative 

communications with other ‘insiders’, they may also refrain from full disclosure. I 

was therefore mindful of portraying myself as a ‘peer’ and noted my past 

experiences only when relevant to help portray my empathy. Otherwise, I held a 

position as a researcher by not oversharing. This approach was taken to encourage 

a respectful and supportive environment with the intention of cultivating trust, 

communication, and cooperation. 

When conducting online interviews, there is a nuance in how ethical principles are 

applied, as we cannot ‘carelessly’ assume that the ways in which we apply them in 

face-to-face interviews, directly transfer to online spaces (Engward et al., 2022). 

Thus, I considered how the online space can produce connection or separation 

between the interviewer and interviewee. It is possible that being in their own 

environment could have facilitated discussions due to heightened levels of comfort 

by being in their own space. However, physical distance may impact researcher’s 

sensitivity towards participants, as engaging in active listening can be more difficult 

in online discussions, and the process of ‘ending’ the interview can bring an 

abruptness when the ‘end call’ button is pressed. Consequently, I indicated to 
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participants that their responses were interesting and reflected what they said back 

to them, to demonstrate my attentiveness and encourage rapport. Towards the end 

of the interview, I verbalised I only had a couple of questions left to ask, to reduce 

the ‘abruptness’ of the end of an online interview, giving participants the chance to 

prepare for the closing. I also ended the interview on a positively framed question, 

to encourage a positive mindset on leaving the interview space. I also allowed time 

for participants to share additional thoughts, contributing to a gradual winding down 

of the interview in their own time. Once the interview stopped, I indicated that I was 

about to stop the recording but continued a conversation and thanked them for their 

responses. After stopping the recording, I provided a verbal debrief, expressed 

gratitude for their participation, and assured them of continued support via email for 

any questions or concerns. This provided a smooth transition to the end of the 

interview and gave participants a chance to ‘wind down’ after potentially sensitive 

discussions, before being left in their own space to process the interview.  

As the interviews were conducted online, online safety was also considered. To 

ensure privacy, I conducted the interviews in a private space so participants could 

not be heard, and if anyone was present in my surroundings, i.e., my home, I wore 

earphones. Participants were also instructed to be in a private space where they 

could talk freely and without interruption. This is particularly important, as visible 

information about their surroundings is determined by the participant, and the wider 

context in which they are situated remains concealed (Engward et al., 2022). 

Furthermore, considering the potential for sensitive discussion, the presence of 

others may influence disclosure and hold unknown risks to the participant. To 

reduce further risk, MS Teams was also connected to a private network at the 

University of East Anglia, therefore only I could gain access to my account where 

interviews were conducted and downloaded. When interviews were entered into the 

online calendar, they were also marked as ‘private’, reducing the risk of identifiable 

information being accessed by anyone outside of the research team. On the 

completion of the interview, the meeting was deleted from the calendar. Much of 

these considerations were new to me as a researcher and highlights the additional 

layers of ethical thinking that is required for conducting interviews online. This 

provided an opportunity not only for the development of my interviewing skills but 

also my knowledge of ethical considerations. It also provided me with knowledge of 

how to best protect myself and my participants in an unfamiliar research context. 

For example, I created a list of emergency phone numbers including police, mental 

health charities and helplines before the interviews took place, in case they were 
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needed. I also collated contact details of the support services at each university that 

the participants belonged to, in case I needed to contact them for immediate 

support. Having this to hand and provided in the debrief, made me feel more 

confident in protecting my participants, as I felt more prepared to respond to difficult 

situations and protect them from a distance.  

Considerations of protecting myself as the researcher typically related to potential 

disclosures that could impact me emotionally. To mitigate this, I implemented a 

‘wind down’ process after completing an interview, allowing me space to digest, 

reflect and rest from the discussions. This typically consisted of a cup of a tea, some 

fresh air, and a snack. This gave me time to process the interview and make note of 

any reflections post interview in my reflexive diary. My reflexive diary was a strategic 

tool for engaging in ethical thinking, as I was able to note any thoughts, reflections, 

and concerns throughout the process (Appendix I). 

Another aspect of my ethical thinking considered my responsibility to minimise harm 

within the process of data collection and the process of interpreting and 

representing the voices of those participating in the study (i.e., representational 

ethics; Braun & Clarke, 2022). This involved not shaping the data to tell my story, or 

a story I want to tell, and being mindful of misrepresenting the stories of my 

participants. I was committed to avoiding glossing over complexities in the data for 

ease, convenience, or simplicity of analysis, as this is described by Braun and 

Clarke (2022), as “the ‘ugly stepsister’ in the fairy-tale Cinderella, trying to force her 

foot into the glass slipper” (p. 202). I therefore reflected on this throughout the 

interviewing, coding, analysis and write up of this research (Appendix I; O). This 

allowed me to consider fully, whether I was directing my analysis towards things I 

wanted to emphasise, rather than what seemed pertinent to the participants. I was 

mindful of my own experiences and how they could have been shaping my reading 

and coding of the data, often noting the multiple ways I could have interpreted a 

particular ‘chunk’ of data. I would also revisit original data to ensure my coding 

depicted as close as possible, the meaning of what was being said. This 

comprehensive and systematic checking, meant that I remained grounded in my 

data, acknowledging the lived experiences of my participants and their stories, 

rather than my own narrative. This process ensures the confirmability of my work 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), where the findings and interpretations reflected the views of 

the participants and were not directed by my own agenda. Furthermore, in 

discussions with my supervisors, I maintained awareness of their perspectives on 

my data, being mindful of potential influence from their views on students and the 
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university context. I made deliberate choices to consider their comments critically 

rather than automatically incorporating them into my analysis. This approach further 

supported my attendance to grounding my analysis in the perspectives of my 

participants. 

There is also the ethical challenge of telling the story of the data in a way which 

resonates with my participants. Whilst I can try to describe the experiences in a way 

that remains representative of individual perspectives, it is not guaranteed that I will 

tell an overall story about student experience that everyone will agree with. The 

story reflects patterned meanings based upon a variety of perspectives and a range 

of data, therefore, the themes and story presented, will be both familiar and 

unfamiliar to participants at different points (Braun & Clarke, 2022). As I am tasked 

with taking the analysis further than what is simply said within the interview, to 

broader more conceptual understandings of what is ‘going on’ (Braun & Clarke, 

2022; Chamberlain, 2011; Willig, 2017), I am interpreting and making sense of the 

data in terms of their perspectives but also the knowledge I bring to the process. 

Whilst I keep as close to the data and lived experiences of the individuals as 

possible throughout the analysis, there may be overarching concepts that do not 

explicitly ‘fit’ with every individual’s overall experience and as such I remain mindful 

of how this is communicated in Part III (Thematic Outcomes).  

I was mindful and considerate of how I represent my themes and talk about 

students and their experiences; with the additional consideration of the implications 

this could have in wider society. I felt that it was important to consider how my 

representation of their experiences may go against or encourage a socially just 

society (Braun & Clarke, 2022). I must take care in my research, to not reinforce 

existing negative stereotypes associated with the student population and 

universities being careful not to attribute blame or ignite the ‘snowflake generation’ 

critiques of the participant group included in this study (Oxford Learner Dictionary, 

2022; Webster & Rivers, 2019). For example, when students are voicing offence or 

things being difficult to manage, it was important to recognise these as very real 

experiences, rather than assuming an underlying ‘laziness’ or predisposition to 

become ‘easily offended’ that is circulated among the media and societal discourse 

(De Witte, 2022; Nicholson, 2016). This was particularly noteworthy for the theme of 

‘Steering the Ship’ which signified the willingness or not of students to take charge 

of their experience, and their ability to self-govern. The data needed to be framed in 

a way that did not unjustifiably encourage the ‘laziness’ discourse applied to this 

generation. Such a presentation of findings would delimit the purpose of the 
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research to widen understanding of student experience and would not remain 

foregrounded in their perspectives, thus reducing the credibility of this work (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). Therefore, care was taken to explain where their perspectives come 

from and why it is important to understand. 

4.6.5. Overview of the approach to analysis  

In brief, the analysis encompassed datasets from two groups of participants: 

students and advisors. The method of analysis followed the stages of Braun and 

Clarke’s (2022) six phases of Reflexive Thematic Analysis. This includes 

Familiarising yourself with the Data, Coding, Generating initial themes, Developing 

and reviewing themes, Refining, defining, and naming themes, and Writing up. This 

systematic process enabled the organisation of a rich and descriptive dataset and 

allowed for patterns of meaning to be constructed from the data to produce thematic 

outcomes. The student interview data was analysed first, whereby the codes and 

themes constructed formulated a codebook (i.e., coding template). This codebook 

was flexibly applied to the advisor dataset, with themes, their boundaries and 

respective codes being open to review, change, and refinement through any newly 

constructed meanings from the advisor data. Specifically, new ideas from the 

advisor data could shape new codes and themes, or re-shape existing codes and 

themes. The advisor analysis therefore became a further process of developing and 

reviewing themes, and refining, defining and naming themes, contributing to the 

finalisation process of the overall thematic outcomes of this research. Both the 

student and advisor data shaped the final thematic outcomes. This process will be 

further explained from section 4.6.6 to 4.6.9.  

An inductive approach was taken for the overall approach to analysis, due to this 

research being experientially based and experiential work lending itself to this type 

of analysis. Furthermore, my theoretical stance encompasses a constructionist 

epistemology (see section 4.3), meaning the analysis should be guided by the data, 

not literature or existing theory. Consequently, this epistemological positioning 

further supports the decision to develop a template or codebook from an initial 

analysis of student perspectives, when a 'codebook' can be based on initial data 

analysis and flexibly applied to further data (Brooks et al., 2015; King & Brooks, 

2017). It is also important to specify, that whilst codebooks are often applied in a 

positivist framework (Braun & Clarke, 2022), Braun and Clarke (2012) stipulate that 

whilst there is often a combination of both inductive and deductive coding and 

analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2013; 2019; 2020; Byrne, 2021), one approach tends to 



84 
 

dominate over the other (Braun & Clarke, 2012) and indicates the overall orientation 

towards meaning driven or theory driven analysis. Consequently, in this research, 

an inductive orientation was upheld; namely due to taking a data driven approach to 

both the initial student analysis, codebook development and its flexible use for the 

advisor analysis. Specifically, it does not incorporate theoretically driven coding and 

involved a constant reviewing of the data and its meanings to remain flexible and 

open to re-shaping codes and themes. 

The overall inductive approach involved both semantic and latent analysis, whereby 

latent analysis produces insightful subtext surrounding participant statements and 

the experiences that underlie their explicit responses. Thus, this approach is aligned 

with the aim of this research to uncover the underlying psychological phenomena of 

the student experience. Semantic analysis, however, involves coding surface level 

meanings, and was deemed appropriate for understanding the explicit contexts in 

which the underlying phenomena occur, aligning with the critical realist aspect of 

this work (Terry et al., 2017). NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software package, 

was used to assist the analysis process of both student and advisor data, and a 

research journal was kept to both record and reflect on the process and practice of 

my research (Appendix O). This was in attempt to maintain robust qualitative 

practice and establish quality (Braun & Clarke, 2013) in the form of dependability, as 

the process can be evidenced and understood as transparent and logical (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985) through providing transparent and auditable evidence of the research 

process. 

4.6.6. Student Analysis 

On retrieval of the interview transcriptions from the transcription service, I listened to 

the interview files and simultaneously reviewed the transcriptions for accuracy, 

inputting any inaudible data marked by the service and correcting any errors. 

Through this process, I began the first phase of Braun and Clarke’s (2022) six 

phases of Reflexive TA: Familiarising yourself with the data. 

4.6.6.1. Familiarising yourself with the Data 

After checking transcripts for errors and inputting inaudible sections, familiarisation 

continued by reading and re-reading the data transcripts. This process gave me a 

sense of ‘knowing’ the dataset and involved creating memos to capture initial 

thoughts and interesting observations (Appendix O2). Following Braun et al.'s 

(2016) guidance, I engaged reflexively with this process, by considering participants 
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underlying assumptions and worldviews, and any implications the account might 

have. Memos noted throughout this process were useful to consider in the next 

phase of analysis, coding. 

4.6.6.2. Coding 

This section explains the systematic process of semantic and latent coding that was 

undertaken (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Boyatzis, 1998) and is broken down in Appendix 

J1. Latent coding was used because it can “capture implicit meaning, such as ideas, 

meanings, concepts, assumptions, which are not explicitly stated” (Terry et al., 

2017; p. 23); whereas semantic coding only offers explicit meanings and surface 

level interpretation of the data. Semantic coding was used to note the contexts in 

which the data sat, and highlight how, and in what contexts the underlying 

psychological phenomena were being experienced. Latent coding, however, fits with 

the inductive and constructionist approach, as it allows for focus upon how students 

experience university, not just what they experience. Thus, this goes beyond the 

expressed meaning and highlights the underlying patterns and stories in the data 

(Terry et al., 2017). 

Firstly, I generated semantic coding, quickly tagging words and phrases with labels 

to represent the explicit meanings of the data. This process was conducted quickly 

with as little ‘reasoning’ thought processes as possible (Appendix J2). To keep my 

coding relevant to my research questions, I displayed this alongside my data. 

Memos were made during this process, where I recorded any thoughts, feelings or 

interpretations that came to mind (Appendix O2). Whilst the focus was on semantic 

meaning, it was sometimes difficult to ignore latent interpretations, therefore any 

‘latent’ coding ideas coming to mind were also noted. Memos made throughout the 

first coding phase also supported my continued familiarisation with the data.  

After the initial tagging process, I then conducted a second round of coding, where 

the initial codes were revised with reasoning thought and/or developed to represent 

more interpretative meanings (Appendix J3). To remain close to the data, I utilised 

direct phrasings or words used by the participants where possible. Initial codes were 

then developed and expanded through several rounds of coding, and the latent 

focus of analysis was embedded by regularly asking myself ‘what is the underlying 

meaning of the data being coded or the code itself?’. During this process I revisited 

the memos made from the familiarisation and tagging process to support moving 

beyond the explicit meaning within initial codes. However, whilst previous memos 
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were considered, they did not delimit the scope of coding, as I remained open to 

new meanings being constructed through my latent questioning. Clear patterns of 

meaning across the data were labelled with the same initial codes or were 

combined to produce more ‘focused’ codes to support the management of a large 

dataset.   

Next, I discussed the initial coding with my supervisory team and discussed 

‘underlying’ experiences I felt were being expressed (Appendix J4), to gain 

confidence in my coding and act as a way of processing my understanding and 

familiarisation with the data and review my process of analysis. This was also 

considered important for quality assurance and confirmability of my analysis 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), such as whether my findings and interpretations were 

linked to the data. This was done at several stages throughout coding, to grant time 

for debriefing and to help me explore how my thoughts and ideas were evolving as I 

engaged more deeply with the data. I then continued my coding process but 

switched to entering the codes into NVivo (Appendix J5a), as I was aware I was 

struggling to manage the large amount of physical data. Specifically, I felt that I 

could be losing sight of connections across the dataset because I was struggling to 

make changes and adapt reflexively to newly constructed meanings. NVivo 

therefore offered the opportunity to review, edit and move codes more easily across 

the dataset.  

It was expected that during the next phase of generating themes, latent codes 

would continue to be developed through analysing patterns of meaning across 

semantic codes that did not have a latent meaning at this stage. On entering codes 

into NVivo, they were also entered into the map function, to support the process of 

grouping similar meanings and creating further focused codes (Appendix J5b); this 

tool allowed me to ‘see’ patterns of meaning more clearly than in the code list. Any 

changes made within the map were also reflected in the list of codes (Appendix 

J5c). At any point during the NVivo process, codes could also change to better 

reflect the latent meaning of the original data, and/or be re-organised (Appendix 

J5d). An example of a semantic to latent organisation, is evidenced in Figure 1. 

 

 

 

 



87 
 

Figure 1 

Semantic to latent code development. 

 

For example, where it felt like multiple things were ‘happening’ or being 

experienced, more than one code was created (Example 3 in Appendix J3). 

However, throughout this process it was important to remain close to the original 

data, thus I continuously checked the original data and its context to certify 

confidence in the understanding of meaning. I also used semantic codes as a 

springboard for ideas when I was unsure of the underlying meaning of the data 

(Example 5 in Appendix J3). On switching to the use of NVivo, my memos and 

reflections were made within the memo function rather than my physical reflexive 

diary (Appendix O). Notes were also entered into the coding map to support my 

thinking (Appendix J5d). The next stage of generating themes therefore started 

during this process of checking and refining codes, where continued patterns of 

meaning were formed. 

4.6.6.3. Generating initial themes. 

To generate initial themes, focused codes were collated in the mapping function of 

NVivo (Appendix K) based on shared meanings and assigned an overarching label 

that represented this shared meaning. Use of the map meant individual codes and 

groupings could be moved freely and edited easily to mirror developing thoughts 

and patterns. This was therefore not a linear process but occurred through the 
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continual revisiting and re-development of coding, often involving checking back to 

the data when codes were unclear, and refining labels for clarity. 

This process also involved reviewing patterns among the more semantic levels of 

data, or a combination of semantic and latent codes. For example, I had an initial 

theme of ‘conditions of learning’ which represented student experiences of learning. 

However, this was overly semantic and contextual, and attention to the underlying 

psychological experiences was missing (Appendix L1). Consequently, I asked 

myself, ‘what is going on psychologically?’ to review my coding and break the 

contextual theme down into its psychological elements. These could be combined 

with other initial themes and/or collated with other focused codes to create new 

latent ideas (Appendix L2). When I felt confident in the grouping of codes, I 

organised codes in the list to reflect the same organisation seen in the mapping 

(Appendix K). This made themes easier to review and develop. 

4.6.6.4. Developing and Reviewing themes 

Developing and reviewing themes involved reflecting on the initial theme 

organisations, considering whether the data was organised around a single 

analytical concept, the distinctiveness, interconnectivities, and boundaries of 

themes, and whether they tell a coherent story of the data that addresses the 

research question (Braun et al., 2016). To assess whether the themes had distinct 

central concepts, I reviewed the codes and revisited the original data, ensuring that 

the meanings represented the overarching concept. I adjusted code names where 

relevant and moved any that seemed more fitting for alternative themes. Iteratively 

moving between themes, coding, and the original data was crucial to grounding the 

themes in the initial dataset and building confidence in the constructed patterns of 

meaning. This process contributed to the overall confirmability of the analysis by 

reinforcing the links between data, codes, and themes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

When considering whether the central concepts of my themes were distinct, I 

considered whether there were relationships, interconnections, or boundaries 

between them. For example, using the example of ‘autonomy and agency’, it 

became clear that this concept was connected to other themes such as ‘making 

choices’ and ‘power to create change’. This subsequently developed into the 

overarching theme around the concept of ‘Steering the Ship’, where students 

express how they engage with being active agents in their student journeys 

(Appendix L3). Continuing with the example of ‘Steering the Ship’, I began to see 
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the ways in which student’s sense of autonomy and agency, and their ability to self-

govern, was influencing or being influenced by other themes, thus this was created 

as a central organising concept of the entire dataset. 

The boundaries of themes were established by assessing whether they told a story 

that encompasses experiences, perceptions, and opinions of the analytical concept 

they represent, standalone from the other themes. For example, ‘Expectations of 

the university experience’ did not represent the same meaning as ‘Steering the 

Ship’. Whilst it is near-impossible to have themes that are devoid of 

interconnections however, it was important to establish where those 

interconnections and boundaries are, to tell a coherent and compelling story of the 

data, which would address my research questions (Braun et al., 2016), but also for 

the development of the codebook to be applied to the advisor data. At this point, it 

was therefore important to consider how the themes were named by checking back 

to the codes of the themes to ensure the label assigned to the theme represented 

the central psychological concept. These theme organisations were then entered 

into an Excel spreadsheet, to represent the codebook (Appendix M). 

4.6.7 Codebook Development and Application 

The thematic outcomes of the inductive student analysis represented in the excel 

file and NVivo, formulated a codebook (i.e., coding template) to use for the analysis 

of the advisor data. The previous analytical stages of the student data therefore 

make up the development of the codebook. An excel spreadsheet was used to 

document the codebook, including definitions of each theme, and examples of 

focused codes, to guide its application to advisor data (Appendix M2). This method 

was adopted to address the aim of exploring whether there were shared 

perspectives of the student experience, between students and advisors. 

Specifically, it allowed for potential new themes to be created through any 

perspectives that misaligned or diverged from students’, demonstrating whether 

their perspectives were aligned.  

I started the advisor analysis however, by returning to the initial stages of Braun and 

Clarke’s RTA (2022), beginning with familiarising myself with the advisor data, 

reading and re-reading the transcripts. This was to ensure I retained an inductive 

focus to this analytical stage. It helped to see whether there were any obvious 

differences in the data compared to the student analysis constructed codebook, 

before applying it to a small subset of advisor transcripts. On familiarising with the 
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data, it was deemed that there were no explicitly obvious differences between the 

two datasets.  

Following this, I took a small subset of advisor transcripts (N = 3) to analyse with the 

use of the codebook. Similar to the student data analysis process, advisor data was 

coded line by line or by chunks of meaning (Appendix M3). Codes reflected theme, 

sub-theme or focused code labels that already existed within the codebook where 

appropriate. An inductive focus was retained by asking myself whether an 

alternative meaning made more ‘sense’ in relation to the data. If this was the case, a 

new code was created rather than applying an existing theme or focused code. This 

systematic process is demonstrated in figure 2.  

 

Figure 2:  

Application process of the Codebook 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After analysing the subset of advisor data, I discussed with my supervisors how the 

codebook was working. Specifically, we discussed whether the codes were 

reflecting advisor meanings, in order to gain confidence in it’s development and 

applicability. It was assessed that the advisor data shared meanings with the 

existing themes, with no obvious divergences or contradictions. The codebook was 

therefore deemed appropriate to apply to the full dataset. One thing to note 

however, is that whilst the themes did not change, some new codes were created 

for the advisor data when I felt it helped my understanding to do so. These were 

then organised into the existing themes, sub-themes or codes of which they shared 

meaning. This was done purposefully to ensure I engaged with the data thoroughly 

and reflexively. The approach demonstrated in figure 2 was therefore taken 
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throughout the rest of the advisor analysis to continue this reflexive and thorough 

engagement. 

The excel codebook and NVivo map were adapted to reflect any new codes, ideas, 

and renaming of themes (Appendix M4). Thus, the process of advisor analysis and 

codebook application formed part of Braun and Clarke’s (2022) phase of Refining, 

Defining, and Naming the finalised themes of the overall research (Appendix M5). 

Quotations were also added into the excel spreadsheet to demonstrate examples of 

where advisor data was being applied to the existing codebook (Appendix M6). This 

process also answered the research question of whether the advisor perspectives 

aligned with student perspectives, as no divergent themes were constructed from 

their data. Specifically, as no new themes were created, it was deemed their 

perspectives aligned. 

4.6.8. Refining, Defining and Naming themes 

When finalizing my themes, I considered whether together, they told a coherent and 

compelling story of the data that addressed my research question (Braun et al., 

2016). To determine clarity of my themes, I reviewed their content and labels, 

considering whether the label ‘evoked’ their story without needing to read them. The 

central organising theme of ‘Steering the Ship’ supported the names of other 

themes and make sense of the overall story of my data, as I was able to connect the 

theme contents to the metaphor of the ship and its journey. For example, for the 

theme of ‘A stable and secure base’ I used a metaphorical harbour to give a real 

sense of the stability students need. A metaphorical harbour would provide safety, 

protection, and a stable environment to a ship during storms, and you can get a 

sense of what this metaphorical 'harbour' would look like for a student. The use of 

ship related metaphors in labelling my themes allowed me to not only reduce 

volumes of data into meaningful categories, but also enabled me to clearly 

represent the complexities in the data (Miles & Huberman, 1994) through the 

application of a known and accessible phenomena of which a lay person will already 

understand (Moss et al., 2003 as cited in Carpenter, 2008). The final stage of 

analysis then came through the writing of this thesis. 

4.6.9. Writing Up 

On writing about my themes, I continued to see where the boundaries and 

interconnections of my themes were, and how to explain the story of my data. It also 

helped me to identify where labels were confusing or misrepresentative of the key 
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aspects of data, therefore small adjustments were made to theme names to provide 

more clarity. For instance, ‘Steering the Ship’ became ‘Steering the Ship: Being the 

Captain’, to evoke more of a sense of what is going on in the context of the student. 

The addition of ‘being the captain’ presents the reader with an understanding 

already, of the aspect of responsibility involved with steering and what this might 

entail. Particularly, this allowed me to emphasize some features over others (Lakoff 

& Johnson, 1980), giving me the ability to highlight the key element of the theme 

itself. The use of overarching metaphors has also been argued to explain 

relationships more clearly among concepts (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Thus, the 

use of metaphors allowed me to give a structure to the data and it supported my 

telling of the story (Carpenter, 2008). Miles and Huberman (1994) also suggested 

that metaphors should not be developed too soon during analysis as it may result in 

projecting metaphors onto the data or manipulating the data to fit the metaphors.  

4.7. Contextualising the COVID-19 Impact: 

This research was conducted mid-way through the COVID-19 Pandemic. However, 

the themes constructed are not specific to a COVID-19 impact, and instead 

represent experiences that were already present prior to this event. Advisor David, 

states “I think some of what they're experiencing, they would have experienced pre-

COVID in terms of adjusting, transitions, finding their feet, and dealing with 

workload. But I think that COVID has magnified it”. Therefore, whilst COVID-19 

comes up as a fundamental topic of concern and impact upon student experience, 

the COVID-19 pandemic seemingly heightening already existing experiences (See 

Appendix O6 for a covid reflection). 
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Part III: Thematic Outcomes 

  



94 
 

Introduction to the Findings 

The study aimed to understand and give voice to undergraduate student and 

advisor perspectives of the undergraduate student experience. Part III presents the 

thematic outcomes of the research after following Braun and Clarke’s (2022; 2006) 

Reflexive Thematic Analysis. The themes represent the psychological 

underpinnings that shape the undergraduate student experience, from the 

perspectives of students and advisors. These are outlined as follows: 

• Chapter 5: Steering and Steadying the Ship 
v Theme 1: Steering the Ship: Being the Captain 

v Theme 2: Steadying the Ship: Establishing Balance 

• Chapter 6: To be Together, Secure and Stable 
v Theme 3: A Safe Harbour: Having a Secure and Stable Base 

v Theme 4: We’re in this Ship Together: Being a Crew 

• Chapter 7: Navigating, Growing, and Adjusting to Challenges 
v Theme 5: Navigating the Storm: Preparedness, Proactivity, 

Preservation and Perseverance 

v Theme 6: The Mists of Mismatch: “This isn’t what I Expected” 

v Theme 7: Growing and Adapting to the Changing Winds 

v Theme 8: Adjusting the Sails for Me: A Tailored Experience 

Whilst organised into chapters, the chapter titles do not represent themes 

themselves but due to their depth and length, they are organised in this way for 

ease of reading. The thematic structure of each theme is presented in Table 3, and 

each theme is independently delineated. While the themes are distinct, Steering the 

Ship also serves as a central organising theme of the entire thematic structure, 

which is facilitated and thwarted by other key themes. Additionally, it shapes the 

experience of the other themes in return. Consequently, the key inter-influences 

between the themes are detailed in Chapter 8. This section offers key 

interinfluences between themes to show how the psychological underpinnings are 

not just experienced as standalone concepts; but can shape how others are 

constructed and experienced. However, not all interconnections can be explained in 

this thesis due to their complexity, therefore greater attention has been given to 

identifying the key inter-influences with Steering the Ship. Thus, future directions are 

discussed in Chapter 10, for how a greater understanding of their interconnectivities 

could be achieved. Throughout the analysis, students will be referred to by their 
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pseudonym (e.g., Charlotte), and advisors will be indicated using “Advisor” followed 

by their pseudonym, (e.g., Advisor David).  

Table 3 

Themes and their sub-themes 

Theme Sub-Themes 
Steering the Ship: Being the 

Captain 

Having agency and being agentic 

Having autonomy 

Self-empowerment 

Choice 

Steadying the Ship: Establishing 

Balance 

Emotion Regulation 

Establishing Balance 

Maintaining a Balance 

A Safe Harbour: Having a secure 

and stable base 

A Secure Base 

It’s about how you feel 

Safety and Security 

The University Habitat 

A ‘Web’ of Support 

We’re All In This Ship Together: 

Being a Crew 

The ‘people’ are an Anchor 

Co-creation of community 

Cohesion and Unity 

Navigating the Storm: 

Preparedness, Proactivity, 

Perseverance and Preservation 

Preparedness 

Self-Preservation 

Proactivity 

Perseverance 

The Mists of Mismatch: “This isn’t 

what I Expected” 

A victim of ‘less than’ 

Who is responsible? 

Managing expectations 

Doing what my parents want 

Mismatch of expectations and reality 

Quid pro quo 

Setting the bar for myself 

What is normal for social groups 

What ‘uni’ is 

Expected resilience and to ‘just do it’ 
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Growing and Adapting to the 

Changing Winds 

 

Embracing change and adaptation 

Growth through challenges 

Learning from others 

Self-discovery and personal growth 

Sense of direction 

Sense of progress 

Adjusting to transitions in personal, 

academic and social spheres 

Takes time to adjust 

Adjusting the Sails for Me: A 

Tailored Experience 

Doing what you enjoy 

Doing what’s comfortable 

Does it suit ‘me’, the person I am 

Matches my strengths and abilities 

One size doesn’t fit all 

Personability of communication 

What ‘works’ for the student 

 

To answer the research question of whether student and advisor perspectives 

aligned, it is important to highlight that there was reasonable synergy across the 

data. Whilst some minimal contrasts lie within themes, such as where 

responsibilities lie for the student and university, such contrasts did not conflict in 

terms of the psychological underpinning they represent. It was therefore deemed 

that because there were not sufficient novel codes to produce additional thematic 

outcomes, student and advisor perspectives of the student experience aligned.  

The metaphor of a Ship and its journey is used to represent the psychological 

underpinnings of the undergraduate experience. Specifically, the student experience 

mirrors aspects of a ship’s journey. For example, students must Steer the Ship (i.e., 

themselves) towards their goals, maintain their ship, (i.e., their health and 

wellbeing), and work alongside a crew (i.e., a support network) that supports them 

in reaching their destination. How prepared students feel to navigate their journey, 

and the tactics they use to cope, are important for Navigating the Storms (i.e., 

difficulties and challenges) of university life. Such challenges include unmet 

expectations, where they sail into A Mist of Mismatch between reality and what they 

expect. Consequently, students often desire for the university to Adjust the Sails for 

Me. However, students must learn to become the captain through their ability to 

Adapt and Grow with the Changing Winds, as they experience multiple challenges 
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and transitional periods. The Challenges of being a ‘captain’ of their ship then are 

often easier to manage and navigate, when students feel Steady; a feeling 

established through emotion regulation, have a work-life balance, feel All On this 

Ship Together, and have a Safe Harbour. Only then, can students actively Steer 

their Ship through their academic and personal journeys.  
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Chapter 5: Steering and Steadying the Ship 

5.1. Introduction to Chapter: 

This chapter introduces Theme 1: Steering the Ship and Theme 2: Steadying the 

Ship. Steering the Ship represents self-government and empowerment, with 

students grappling with becoming active players in their experience. Students desire 

to alleviate some burdens and return to familiar support structures. However, they 

also seek autonomy and control, signifying the need for the ability and capability to 

Steer their Ship. The theme is also offered as a central organising theme of the 

overall analysis which is explored in Chapter 8. 

Steadying the Ship focuses on the need and process of establishing balance and 

equilibrium; through support, emotion management and establishing a work-life 

balance. Students require emotional and practical balance to prevent a 

metaphorical capsize of their ship. This theme primarily intersects with Steering the 

Ship, whereby a student’s sense of stability or instability can encourage or thwart 

their ability to take control of their journey. This interconnection is explored in 

Chapter 8. 

5.2. Steering the Ship: Being the Captain 

Imagine the student experience as a ship’s journey and the captain is the student. 

Steering the Ship is about self-government, empowerment, and students actively 

steering their experience like a captain would steer their ship. Students are faced 

with realising it is “probably time to sort of take control of this now that I’m a legal 

adult and kind of in my own space” (Kiera), where like a ‘legal’ adult, they now hold 

responsibility. It is about being at the helm, and they are the helmsperson. Students 

are required, often with little experience, to navigate their journey independently, 

transitioning from reliance on authority figures like parents or teachers to becoming 

the captains of their journeys: 

You go to school, you get given something, you have to do it and, you know, you 

hand it back in. Whereas at university it’s meant to be more kind of adult/adult, 

you’ve got more responsibility and you need to find a way to kind of hold that and 

be responsible for yourself which I think is quite difficult when you’re young and 

inexperienced (Advisor David).  



99 
 

The theme embodies transitioning from dependence to independence and 

assuming accountability over personal journeys. Essentially, students are “learning 

how to be a student and how to live in this completely different environment which is 

higher pressure and less support overall” (Advisor Martha). Interestingly, students 

want independence and control in the form of having the freedom to choose: “I 

found it quite good in that I could have more choice over what I wanted to do” 

(Emma). Freedom of choice can be in how they study, what they study or how they 

are supported. The COVID-19 pandemic heightened this desire for choice, due to 

this being out of their control, where “I wish we weren’t in COVID, but obviously, I 

can’t control that” (Ashleigh) and “I can’t just get rid of that can I?” (Marcus). 

Steering the Ship therefore emphasises students’ sense of autonomy and agency, 

where they either desire or displace responsibility, ownership, and control of their 

experience.  

Students experience a double-edged sword where “I love the independence and 

then equally there’s days where I’m like I just don’t want to be independent” (Ella). 

This grapple with motivation to be the captain, was seen in commonly known 

challenges of independence. For example, financial management, relationship 

management, and the ability to self-govern and manage independent life skills. 

There was a sense among students that “it’s all up to you, basically” (Julia), where 

understanding travel systems, getting up for lectures, managing time and daily 

responsibilities, and taking responsibility for their academic life was now their 

responsibility. Students suddenly realised that “to some level, you’ve got to stand on 

your own two feet” (Timothy) and manage this newfound level of responsibility. This 

suggests that before this point, students felt it had been up to someone else. 

Accordingly, students consistently focused on family members carrying or removing 

the burden for them, “obviously it’s much easier being with family, just to help out… 

as I don’t have to have the responsibility” (Alastair). This was often compared to the 

increased responsibility of living away from home, “I was the one taking care of the 

flat… so I had to manage all that myself, the maintenance, the cleaning, the 

cooking” (Alastair). The idea of “having” to do this suggests that they are burdened 

with this responsibility, have no alternative, and it is placed upon them rather than 

being adopted willingly. Alastair’s narrative disregards the active choice to attend 

university and live away from home, thus highlighting how students may overlook 

their agency in decision-making, perpetuating a narrative of burden. Together, these 

comments suggest a desire to return to an ideal of someone else Steering their 

Ship. 
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Students portray burden in terms of the effort needed for agentic behaviour, where 

“every day, thinking of what I’m going to cook is just so draining” (Meera). Ella 

further explains that “having the independence of going to the shops and buying 

your food and stuff, it’s great but it’s also a chore”, suggesting that whilst choice is 

nice, with that freedom, comes the burden of responsibility. Consequently, feelings 

of burden are problematic for students’ willingness to Steer the Ship, as they desire 

to avoid the burden of agency. Students want support “where it takes the burden 

away from me” (Charlotte), particularly when things feel unmanageable or difficult. A 

student’s will and motivation to Steer their Ship can therefore be displaced due to 

their prior reliance on others. In the context of mental health and wellbeing for 

example, “They don’t realise they need to do it. They think that someone else will, or 

they will come and see a mental health professional and we fix it, and we’ll sort it. 

And we’ll wave a magic wand” (Advisor Alice). Therefore, students appear to 

attempt to assign others as the captain rather than themselves. This displacement 

of responsibility seems to occur through a lack of belief in themselves and their 

capacity to govern their own experience. This could be explained by their difficulty 

or lack of willingness to transition to becoming an independent adult, where they 

feel that they don’t yet have the knowledge or the skills to know what to do. This can 

be seen from the comparisons to parental support during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

where Meera voiced “When you have your parents around, your family around, 

everything feels like it’s been taken care of”. This suggests they do not feel capable 

of “taking care of things” and there is a relief when someone takes this responsibility 

from them.  

It is important to consider then, how students engage with Steering the Ship when 

faced with personal challenges. As a student with dyslexia, PTSD, OCD and autism, 

Charlotte explains that it would be “massive” for her if she was able to:  

have like a consistent person who just checks up… once a semester and like ‘is 

everything going ok, do you need help with anything, is everything going 

smoothly, are your reasonable adjustments being implemented?’... people that 

are helping me to kind of navigate all of those things. 

The use of “massive” suggests the importance of this support, because an it is all on 

me mindset may further exacerbate pre-existing challenges related to their 

disabilities and prevent a “smooth” sailing journey. Whilst their comments could also 

suggest wanting to displace responsibility onto others, the use of “helping me to 

navigate” suggests this is more about diffusion of responsibility. Specifically, 
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students with pre-existing conditions may need support in managing their ability to 

act and overcome their challenges. It could, however, also mirror the collective 

struggle of transition, as it could relate to the shift from a potential dependence on 

pre-existing support systems to a new support system. However, “help me kind of 

navigate” highlights that students may not necessarily desire someone to do it for 

them, but to help them understand, guide them, and support their autonomy and 

agency. It is a desire to Steer but needing the support to do so. 

Emma also supports this when discussing the need to “navigate the complicated 

systems”, suggesting how students are trying to steer their way through unknown 

terrain and struggle to act autonomously through a lack of surety of how to proceed. 

Referring to the Steering the Ship metaphor then, navigating is an important part of 

whether a ship’s journey is a success. Much like a captain needing to navigate their 

ship in the right direction, students are needing to find the right path for completing 

tasks. They “suddenly realise “oh my goodness me, I’ve got to make all these 

decisions myself” (Advisor Jamie) and occasionally need someone else to guide 

them towards the right path. Their support systems become their coastguards and 

lighthouses guiding the way. To navigate their journeys, students therefore need to 

learn how to use the tools available to them (e.g., support systems, time 

management skills, knowledge of the HE system), and which to use when. 

However, it seems that students need a compass or map to orientate their journey 

and take the next step. A knowing person to refer to can therefore make this go 

more smoothly: 

it’s like executive dysfunction… [support staff] just help by saying, well, we’ll find 

out exactly what form you need to fill in and then I’ll send you the link to the exact 

webpage and then you just need to fill in a few boxes. It really makes it easier for 

me (Emma).  

Emma is not requesting that someone complete the form for them but is asking for 

support in acting themselves. Students therefore still desire to act and Steer their 

Ship when diffusing responsibility. 

Students also express a desire for agency and autonomy by advocating for control 

over their learning. Marcus states, “I’d rather do it my own way and learn it myself”, 

and compared to a lecture Charlotte would “prefer to teach myself something as 

opposed to someone talk at me”. The freedom to make study choices that align with 

their needs, preferences, and values therefore supports student autonomy. Emma 

notes “I was really excited going into second year because it meant I could then 
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learn new things about stuff I was really interested in and got to choose”. Therefore, 

when students feel “I can do it in my own time” (Charlotte) and choose what they 

learn, they can have a positive rather than stressful experience. For example, Zhara 

explained: 

If I’m at a lecture theatre I want to get down every single word and I get stressed 

out if I don’t type every word, word for word, what the professor’s saying. 

Whereas if I’m at home I can just type it out, I can pause it at my own speed, I 

can rewind it. 

The way they study is therefore one method in which students take control of their 

academic demands and wellbeing. This helps their capability to study but also to 

manage their everyday struggles, because: 

If I’m having a bit of a bad day, I can just go it’s fine, I’m not travelling anywhere, I 

can just sit in my room and just take a break, and just watch my lecture and do 

my work. (Ella) 

However, it's unrealistic to expect they can go through life only engaging in ways 

they find motivating or preferable. Doing things that do not initially match their 

preference, can help them to develop essential skills such as problem-solving and 

adaptability, which are crucial for navigating an evolving world and preparing for 

future careers. Future careers are likely to require them to have a diverse skill set 

and work in ways that are not always under their control. Therefore, in the pursuit of 

student choice there is a risk that giving too much freedom will lead to future 

beneficial skills being overlooked and underdeveloped. Students therefore also 

need the support, confidence, or willingness to tackle things they find challenging, to 

help them Steer their Ship beyond university. 

Nevertheless, students also desire freedom of choice in their independent living, 

where they can do their own thing. Contrasting with previously evidenced desires to 

diffuse and displace responsibility, students report enjoying their independence 

where they can dictate their own lives. It is “even little things, like I get to have 

freedom to go to Aldi and pick what I want to eat for the week, and I’ve never done 

that before. It’s your parents that you rely on” (Ella). This is particularly interesting 

because Ella previously described food shopping as a “chore”. However, when 

compared to parental reliance this independence is described as a newfound 

freedom and liberation even though it requires effort. Students can also take 

advantage of this liberation, pushing this as far as they can go; because it was “my 

first time moving out from home so I went a little bit crazy” (Zhara). This suggests 
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that students experience a transition from restriction to freedom. “a little bit crazy” 

indicates that they may indulge in behaviours or activities that they would not 

normally engage in due to their newfound liberty or lack of constraints. Choice is 

therefore the fundamental difference between their university and pre-university 

experience: 

coz the house that I came from, there were a lot of rules, and I just didn’t have 

any freedom. So, it’s nice, even just pathetic things, like thinking, oh, I can go to 

Tesco’s right now, it’s nice knowing that I can do that, just feeling independent, 

and being able to do whatever I wanna do (Ashleigh).  

The description of going to the supermarket whenever they want as a “pathetic” 

thing or choosing what they want to eat as “little things”, also suggests that whilst 

this seems like a small freedom, the ability is enormously freeing. They can do what 

they want to do, have their own space, and create their own way of living: “I just like 

having my own space and independence, and I can cook the meals I want, and if I 

want to watch a movie at 9pm, I can” (Ashleigh). Together, the data therefore 

suggests that having the opportunity to make their own choices and to Steer their 

Ship is liberating yet brings a burden. However, the importance lies within feeling 

like I want to, and “the sense of I can” (Advisor Evelyn). 

This idea of “I can” may help explain the contradictions between desiring control and 

diffusing or displacing responsibility. Namely, when students believe in their ability 

to take responsibility, they may feel empowered to assert control over their 

experience: “I found my feet because I had to learn to be independent, I think” 

(Chloe). Therefore, those who find this liberating may be those who feel capable of 

independent living. Those who are struggling to adapt however, may be more likely 

to diffuse those responsibilities and displace them onto people such as family 

because they are seen to have the skills and knowledge to deal with the problem; “I 

want to go home and have my mum and dad be the parents” (Ella). So, when 

students perceive others as more competent than themselves, they will place the 

role of the captain on them. However, if they feel confident and competent in their 

own abilities, they are willing to assume the captaincy role themselves. Advisors 

stress this need for confidence by claiming students need to know: 

It’s manageable, and we can support them and it’s very gentle, simple, very 

much being encouraging and tell them it’s OK, these are the things you can do, 

and you will be swell. You’re just struggling because it’s a transition, it’s difficult 

to be here. (Advisor Martha).  
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It’s about supporting them to feel that “I can” and being “there to support them and 

point them in the right direction” (Advisor Heidi). Again, support becomes a 

lighthouse, or a coastguard guiding the captain to Steer their Ship. 

Specific to the COVID-19 pandemic context, the restrictions placed upon students 

further emphasised their desires for autonomy and agency. Their capacity to make 

their own choices and act on them was limited through external restrictions, such as 

being unable to socialise with anyone outside of their household, only being allowed 

outside for an hour a day, and restrictions on non-essential travel. Students felt 

trapped when “the flights closed down, and then there was no chance for me to go 

back [home]” (Meera), and through binding contracts of accommodation where “I’ve 

spent the last, I want to say nearly four months trying to get out of my contract” 

(Julia). Julia was also expected to continue paying accommodation fees if she left, 

“you need to give over your keys but if you give over your keys, you don’t have the 

room, you need to get all your stuff out, and you still have to pay for it” (Julia). The 

ability to act according to their desires and preferences was therefore thwarted by 

the constraints of their accommodation contracts, leading to a minimised sense of 

control. This presents a power dynamic between students and the educational 

system and a perception of higher power and injustice. Particularly, there is 

presented risk in pursuing their needs and desires because there is no guarantee of 

financial relief. As these policies were not created with global pandemics in mind, 

students feel tightly controlled by the standardised system. It does not cater to their 

circumstances and the unique needs brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The lack of opportunity to Steer the Ship in this context therefore heightened 

feelings of lack of control. 

One way students exhibit Steering their Ship is therefore through their decision-

making. How students make their choices is therefore important to consider. Their 

discourse demonstrates how choices are directed by internal or external motivators. 

Internal being within the person, (e.g., a feeling or desire), and external being 

something structural or socially driven (e.g., COVID-19 restrictions). However, some 

choices are directed by something both internal and external, such as moral 

dilemmas, where students may be struggling to make choices based upon friction 

between what is socially acceptable and what they internally desire. For example, 

during the COVID pandemic, students broke the rules of socialising with other 

households and justified this by explaining “everyone was doing it, it was just 

everyone was having kind of small get togethers, but then the larger one’s people 

tried to stay away from” (Julia). They justify these choices by saying this is 
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“understandable because you want to be the uni student” (Julia), and that they 

mitigated the risks by testing themselves with lateral flow tests, which indicated 

whether they were infected with COVID-19 or not. This portrays a psychological 

defence mechanism, whereby they minimise the risk of their actions, and excuse 

their behaviour to protect their self-image or avoid feelings of guilt and shame: “it felt 

wrong to have a social kind of party… and if you admitted that you went out it was 

just, oh, you’re, you know, doing that..” (Julia). So, by testing themselves, they feel 

they avoid responsibility to others, and it creates a justification for their actions that 

helps them to feel less accountable for their behaviour. It is a way of convincing 

themselves and others that their actions were not as harmful or inappropriate as 

they might appear. The COVID-19 pandemic therefore raised a key developmental 

aspect of adulthood, which is moral responsibility. Students were faced with 

situations where they had to make decisions based upon collective responsibility, to 

protect not only themselves but others in their community. They were also faced 

with following public health guidelines, even if inconvenient and uncomfortable, 

which became a moral imperative in an environment where they may be living with 

many other students. This meant students had to choose between making sacrifices 

for the greater good or meeting their pre-existing expectations and desires of 

university life, signified by wanting to “be the uni student”. They were battling with 

Steering the Ship and making decisions, where they no longer had the expected 

freedom of first year to do what they wanted.  

Continuing this idea of moral responsibility, students often talk of their needs and 

wanting the power to create change. Namely, they report the university as “this thing 

in power not really wanting to help you” (Julia) and consequently want their voices 

to be heard. Without negating their sense of being unsupported, this suggests a 

potentially ill-informed perspective of how universities are organised because “this 

thing in power” is a complex structure that is not as black and white as they 

perceive. Emma supports this as she appears more aware of the routes to make 

change, where “I bring those ideas to the university and say, well, a lot of people 

have said this thing… I’ll bring it up as an issue and then try and get things worked 

on and make things better”. Thus, some students hold more knowledge about how 

to address student issues and are experienced navigators of the metaphorical 

waterways that lead to change. Emma also presents a wealth of opinions, rather 

than one solitary voice, where “a lot of people” have represented the issue. Emma 

states, “it’s nice when people are actually taking it further than me talking about it all 

the time and then going into a void”, suggesting individual voices may “go into a 
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void”, with their voices going in but nothing coming back out. However, by focusing 

on many opinions the chance for change is greater. To address issues then, 

students may benefit from collective action, and a better understanding of higher 

education systems and the avenues for change. This may encourage cooperation 

between students and the university, mutual understanding, and realistic solutions. 

However, it is crucial to understand the significance of students feeling supported 

and heard, in driving them to Steer their Ship, communicate their needs and 

advocate for change. 

In summary, the theme of Steering the Ship represents the student experience as a 

journey where students transition from relying on authority figures to becoming the 

captains of their own lives. It explains how students experience a double-edged 

sword of independence, where their desired freedom comes at a cost of 

responsibility. They simultaneously desire and avoid the role of the Captain, with 

their perceived ability of “I can” shaping their engagement with this role. When faced 

with overwhelm and uncertainty, students displace and diffuse their responsibility in 

favour of who they perceive to be more capable, to relieve their burden or guide 

their way. However, students also express a desire for autonomy in their academic 

and personal lives, advocating for the freedom to make choices and create their 

own paths. They have the drive to advocate for themselves and challenge the 

perceived resistant support, facilitating their capability to regain control of their ship 

and journey. However, there is a need for students to better understand how to 

address issues collectively and advocate for change within the educational system, 

to further this endeavour and support the continuation of their agentic behaviour. 

Students also desire autonomy and agency alongside the need for guidance. There 

is a delicate balance between the desire for autonomy, agentic action, and the need 

for external support, echoing a constant navigation that is required to maintain a 

steady course. Significantly though, the captaincy role is adopted when students 

perceive that they can harness their autonomy, navigate challenges, and advocate 

for change. However, whilst Steering the Ship is a crucial rite of passage in the seas 

of higher education, there is still a need for the university to support them in this by 

providing the role of a coastguard or lighthouse. Their quest towards captaincy is 

therefore weaved through the narrative of interinfluences with other key themes 

explained in Chapter 8. 
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5.3. Steadying the Ship: Establishing Balance 

Steadying the Ship illustrates that students require emotion regulation skills and 

need to establish a sense of balance. Their ship can be rocked by unpredictability, 

and their emotions can be influenced by the ups and downs of student life. Hence, 

across each of the themes, “there’s all that kind of wellbeing stuff that’s important 

and useful, as well around being able to keep a good routine and keep a good 

balance” (Advisor Layla). Establishing a balance is therefore the foundation of this 

theme, which is crucial in preventing their ship from capsizing on their journey. 

It is consistently voiced that “there can be that feeling of trying to balance 

everything, trying to manage everything” (Advisor Layla), where students feel 

overwhelmed by the pressures of independent living and study and have to find 

ways to level out the strain and achieve an emotional equilibrium. Students feel that 

there is too much to do, having “all of the deadlines in the same week” (Zhara), and 

fitting extensive content into assignments where “we were stressing about how we 

were going to fit [the content] into a smaller report” (Timothy). This reflects common 

challenges such as condensing information and time management, which creates 

this experience of squeezing and pressure. This pressure can also lead to difficult 

decisions “where I just haven’t submitted a formative, because at the time I just 

haven’t been able to have the capacity to” (Emma). This idea of “capacity” suggests 

a limitation in their ability to manage overwhelm, and thus prioritization becomes 

crucial for balancing their academic demands and balancing their overall wellbeing. 

However, this comes at the cost of beneficial academic tasks and suggests a work-

life balance is not managed. Students try to achieve a work-life balance, but 

“because they’re expected to work so hard, when they’re not working, they’re 

partying really hard” (Advisor David). Therefore, students engage in intense partying 

as a form of release from the pressures felt. However, “whilst they need to feel like 

they’ve got some kind of life beyond the academic aspect” (Advisor David) and 

“have always kind of really needed that opportunity to let off steam, because it’s 

hard being in academia” (Advisor Isabelle), this also requires balance. Zhara 

explains that “it was good while it lasted. But it wasn’t very sustainable going out 

every single day. It was fun, but not sustainable”. The use of "fun, but not 

sustainable" suggests that this coping mechanism, while initially enjoyable, may not 

be conducive to long-term wellbeing or a sustainable work-life balance. Similarly, 

some students to go “too far down the extreme, and if they weren’t in front of their 

laptop doing studies, they’re in front of their laptop gaming… we go ‘Ok, yeah we 
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just need to rebalance this a little bit” (Advisor Christian). This suggests that whilst 

students can do too much of the fun things, they can also burn their candle at both 

ends. Thus, students face a dual challenge of balancing academic demands with 

the need for recreational activities to maintain holistic wellbeing. 

This work-life balance is also difficult to achieve when “trying to work jobs alongside 

their degree and not having the time really to devote to either” (Advisor Helen). This 

struggle can stem from various factors, including the transition to independent 

learning where students have not yet got the skills to study efficiently, or have “the 

financial pressure” (Advisor Layla) to be able to live independently. Students 

therefore take on employment for a variety of reasons, but this can intensify the 

competition for their limited time and energy. Consequently, they may experience 

feelings of stress, exhaustion and lowered mental health and wellbeing, particularly 

when they are “struggling to manage the balance with everything they have to do, 

but particularly trying to manage [their] studies, while dealing with severe and often 

fluctuating mental health issues” (Advisor Layla). The more layers needing to be 

‘balanced’ then, the more they struggle to accomplish it. Achieving a work-life 

balance under these circumstances is therefore complex and exhausting. 

Emotional regulation is therefore suggested to be essential. Like the hull of a ship, 

its structural integrity helps the ship to withstand the force of waves and prevent it 

from capsizing. Emotion regulation then, is like having a sturdy hull. It helps 

students to withstand the impact of difficult emotions and experiences of university 

life. Ashleigh reflects on the intensity of emotions in a challenging moment where “I 

think it’s easier when you look back, coz obviously you don’t have all the emotions 

of the time”. This suggests that emotions can be all encompassing, and when you 

don’t have the blinding nature of emotions, students could potentially deal with 

challenges more easily. Emotion regulation could therefore benefit students in 

moments of challenge, particularly when Advisor Alice observes that “the level of 

self-harm I think is significantly higher over the course of the time I’ve been here” 

and that “commonly, students are really struggling with suicidal thoughts” (Advisor 

Layla). Part of Steadying the Ship, is therefore about being able to discuss their 

feelings with someone who can help them to “rationalise – tell me how you’re 

feeling” (Ella) and when: 

I’ve sat here all weekend and thought that I’ve done something wrong. She’ll go 

OK, well what makes you think that, and I’m like, I don’t know. She says, well 

then, it’s not you. And you do need someone to tell you that sometimes. Just to 
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go – your thoughts are a little bit silly sometimes. So that has helped so much. 

(Ella) 

Support to challenge their assumptions and offer perspective therefore helps 

students to rationalize their feelings, offers validation, and helps them to achieve 

emotion regulation. Advisor Alice also argues that students are not “able to regulate 

the emotion or thinking the emotion is a sign of mental illness, when actually there’s 

a feeling they’ve got, and they need to express that feeling or manage that in some 

way”. Interpersonal communication, therefore, is key in the process of Steadying the 

Ship as sharing their feelings and seeking guidance from friends, family, or 

professionals, can provide valuable insights and strategies for managing emotions 

effectively and redirecting their routes towards balance. Hence, advisors carry out a 

crucial role in facilitating this balancing act, by making students more aware of their 

unhelpful thoughts and behaviours; “We go, “OK, yeah we just need to rebalance 

this a little bit” (Advisor Christian), where “You know, you’re going to party, you’re 

going to eat junk food, but it’s about doing it in moderation and balance” (Advisor 

David). Support systems therefore play a crucial role in student reflection and 

supporting students to re-balance and manage their experience as “they needed 

something to help them think about their needs, to make sense of themselves, feel 

that they could get some support and allow themselves to move forward in some 

way” (Advisor David). 

Overall, then, the theme of Steadying the Ship encapsulates the pivotal role of 

emotional regulation and a work-life balance in a student’s university journey. It 

highlights key barriers in establishing balance, such as financial pressures, 

competing demands, and the need for release from academic pressures. Study, 

work, and social needs therefore compete for the resources and demands of the 

student, often leading them to feel stressed and overwhelmed. The need for 

emotional regulation then becomes evident, particularly in the face of intense 

emotional storms, with students needing help from their support networks to Steady 

the Ship. Specifically, advisors act as navigational guides, highlighting the 

importance of interpersonal communication in the process of maintaining balance. 

Ultimately then, this theme highlights the role of emotions in restricting and 

facilitating student abilities to transition to and through university, and manage the 

pressures they face. Support networks therefore offer an important ‘lighthouse’ 

function, whereby students can avoid hitting icebergs of emotional overwhelm, 

through gentle guidance and reflection.  
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5.4. Conclusion: 

In conclusion, Steering the Ship highlights the interplay between autonomy and 

responsibility that students navigate as they transition into adulthood. Students 

grapple with the dual-edged sword of independence, where their desires for 

freedom come at a cost of responsibility. The theme reveals how students negotiate 

their roles as captains, often oscillating between embracing autonomy and seeking 

external guidance in times of uncertainty. The extent students feel “I can” therefore 

shapes whether they adopt the captaincy role. Steadying the Ship however, 

emphasizes the importance of emotional regulation and work-life balance. It 

highlights supportive networks and interpersonal communication in helping students 

maintain stability amidst the tumultuous seas of academic and personal pressures 

and continue on their journeys without capsizing. Collectively then, students are 

faced with the reality that with freedom comes responsibility, and through their 

journey they are trying to learn how to be the captain, whilst confronting the 

challenge of maintaining a sense of stability. The themes also produce a compelling 

narrative of perceived competency as a fundamental influence in students’ quest for 

captaincy, and that for students to steer, they need to feel steady. The specific 

interinfluences of Steering the Ship with Steadying the Ship and other themes will 

therefore be discussed in Chapter 8.   
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Chapter 6: To be Together, Secure and Stable 

6.1. Introduction to the Chapter: 

This chapter presents the themes of A Safe Harbour: Having a secure and stable 

base, and We’re All on this Ship Together: Being a crew. A Safe Harbour 

epitomises their desire for a stable and reliable support network, reminiscent of their 

family, but also a feeling of internal security, such as students feeling they can be 

themselves. With a safety net in place, students feel stable and empowered to 

explore new opportunities and overcome difficulties. We’re All on This Ship 

Together then emphasises the need to belong to a crew (i.e., peers and the 

university) and the importance of that crew co-creating a community and working 

together to build a sense of cohesion and unity. These two themes also present an 

interinfluencing connection, where together, students’ Safe Harbour and feeling like 

they are On the Ship Together, is what creates this feeling of security, stability, and 

promotes the adoption of their Captaincy role. This interinfluence will be explained 

in Chapter 8.  

6.2. A Safe Harbour: Having a secure and stable base 

A harbour is a secure and protected place for ships to dock, and provide refuge 

from storms, rough waters, and navigational challenges. For students then, A Safe 

Harbour represents the feeling of being supported, at ease, and protected from the 

uncertainties and difficulties of their world. It includes having a collection of support 

avenues of which are secure, and a general feeling of being safe and secure, with 

an emphasis being placed on their experience being about how they feel. For 

example, it isn’t just about having a support network, but feeling that the network is 

always there to catch them if they fall. It is about students “knowing that I’ve got 

people in my corner” (Kiera) as they set off on their maiden voyage and when they 

come into challenges. 

When students are thrown into a new set of environments and circumstances, and 

their previous Safe Harbour (e.g., support network) is removed or changed, it is 

reasonable that students want to establish a new Safe Harbour at university that 

mimics those they have lost or not previously had: 

They need to feel safe. They need to establish a good support network around 

them personally. So, they’ve come from a home where hopefully parents are 
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supportive, family or whatever. We need to get that set up so hopefully when 

they first move into halls or whatever they get friendships going. (Advisor 

Josephine) 

The stability they have lost is therefore a stability they need to re-gain. However, it is 

important to have “a support network around you in terms of friends and ideally 

family, but that’s not always possible for some people so it’s just thinking about 

having really good supportive people in your life who you can turn to” (Advisor 

Layla). For those without previous Safe Harbours then, it is about building a support 

network they haven’t previously had.  

Contextually, the Safe Harbour includes a web of support which builds a safety net 

around the student: 

Its thinking about them having quite a good secure base in a way, in terms of 

support they can access if they need it, both within the university, all those 

different types of support that we’ve talked about, depending on what they need. 

(Advisor Layla) 

It includes friends, family, university support systems, and resources such as 

finances, with each having a role to play. For instance, each part of the ‘web’ serves 

a purpose for the student, where “I’d talk to them about certain things and not about 

others” (Chloe) and are chosen based on how fitting their knowledge and 

experience is to their need; “my parents help me with it a bit… knowing more about 

how that kind of bit of the world works” (Emma). Advisor Martha supports this, “I 

know students tell me, ‘I have friends, I have family I talk to them, not about this”. 

Together, this suggests a purposeful selection of who they share what with. This 

could be explained by safety and security regarding who they feel is safe to share 

the issue with, who will provide a solution, and thus provide protection from the 

challenge. Providing that this web of support is actualised and meets the needs of 

the individual then, the web provides avenues for resolving a myriad of challenges, 

thus, creating A Safe Harbour to rely on.  

However, students can experience the opposite of this, where there is "in theory, 

everyone tells me that I can get support, but when I actually try to, it’s not really 

feeling like it's there" (Advisor Evelyn). This suggests a phantom support, where 

they are led to believe that support is accessible, but the support feels intangible. 

Much like people talk of feeling the presence of a phantom, students need to feel 

the presence of support, “they need to be able to feel that there is a whole support 

network around them… it’s about how you feel” (Advisor Jamie). This emphasizes 
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the emotional aspect of A Safe Harbour, highlighting the importance of students 

feeling supported rather than just having resources available. It is more than just 

resources and actions; but something that students can emotionally connect with, 

which provides emotional security. 

Consequently, in this context of emotional security, when students experience 

an absence of resolution, are told they are outside the remit of the service or 

do not get what they need at the time, it becomes understandable that 

students feel rejected and abandoned: 

If we’ve reached out to you for support, that sometimes takes a lot for some 

students. So, it can be a setback if you don’t receive a response when you’ve 

actively gone out of your way to pursue something. So, not getting a response is 

kind of disheartening. (Zhara) 

The use of “reaching out” suggests they are making themselves vulnerable 

and this is not considered when they do not receive a response. 

“disheartening” then demonstrates being let down, which is particularly felt 

when they have been brave enough to ask for help. Advisor Evelyn supports 

this, where “not getting a response at all… I think that’s where it’s really 

damaging for them” (Advisor Evelyn). Students therefore need some 

reassurance, to know that “from the student services side… we are there for 

them, we’re not going to drop them even if we say actually these things that 

you’re dealing with, we’re not the service to support you” (Advisor Martha). 

Thus, emotional safety comes from trust in those who are supporting them 

and the stability that they provide.  

Students also emphasise this stability comes from their peers, often deeming them 

more important than parents, “My parents used to phone me once every three 

weeks… they thought I was just a happy person that was at university… the only 

person that knew I was losing my marbles was my best friend and my housemate” 

(Charlotte). Friends are therefore a foundation for support when they are “a good 

person that you can fall on if you need to” (Charlotte). Their dependable nature 

suggests friends provide an emotional anchor. Partnered with friends being likened 

to romantic partners “if I was gay, I would be gay for her. It’s that deeply ridden that I 

can’t see my life without her” (Charlotte), students form a profound level of 

emotional attachment, and reliance on peer support. Similarly, new flatmates are 

likened to a new baby coming into the family “we were having fun with that idea 

thinking is it a boy, is it a girl? We would have preferred a boy, I sound like I’ve had 
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a baby or something” (Julia), suggesting students create a pseudo-family at 

university. They form family-like bonds that represent a deep emotional 

connectedness, and much like a family would provide a foundation and stability, the 

pseudo-family mirrors this function. Thus, peers play a vital role in creating a ‘secure 

base’ that is a strong support network in the absence or in addition to students’ 

families.  

The university, however, is similarly described, as “there’s still that parent-child 

dynamic isn’t there” (Advisor Christian). Students perceive the university as a 

parental guide, where “they’re the adults to me, you know, I don’t feel like an adult 

yet” (Julia). This idea of not feeling like an adult suggests that students perceive 

themselves to be inexperienced and that they lack competency. This lack of self-

belief suggests a lack of internal security and could explain why they rely on the 

‘secure base’ of their pseudo-family. Considering this, it is unsurprising that they 

also express a desire to be looked after and cared for by the university. Like how 

children seek guidance and support from their parents, Ella notes “it’s nice to hear it 

from your peers sometimes, [but] when you’re getting that from an adult it almost 

feels a bit like a parent saying it”. This suggests support means more coming from 

an adult. This could stem from their transition to adulthood, where students are 

adapting to greater independence and responsibility while still needing validation 

and encouragement from an authority figure to build their sense of internal security 

and confidence.  

Normalising student experiences is also suggested to build student’s internal sense 

of security. Advisors suggest that building trust and stability within themselves, 

softening their fears of failure and building their confidence “is something that 

students are lacking, just knowing that it’s okay” (Advisor Martha). The use of 

“knowing it’s okay” suggests emotional safety and peace, and a general sense that 

they are not at risk. It does not imply that a person needs to be exceptionally happy, 

but that students need to reach a state of acceptance and contentment with their 

experience, despite its imperfections; “resilience isn’t a thing we should focus on, 

we should really start looking at the fact that failure is OK and make students feel 

OK about failure” (Advisor Layla). Together then, the advisors suggest the “need to 

normalise that it’s OK to struggle” (Advisor Martha) and “that it’s OK to feel” (Advisor 

David). This is important for many contexts including their academic learning, where 

there needs to be a shift from “I don’t like getting things wrong” (Eric); to an 

exploratory style of learning. There is an uncertainty associated with independent 

thinking, that students struggle with. They experience a fear of disappointing others 
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such as parents when they fail; so much so that “I know a student who didn’t tell 

their parents that they failed a year because they were so worried about the 

repercussions… and they repeated the year, and the parents didn’t know” (Advisor 

Martha). Reassurance that their perceived failures are “ok”, is therefore important 

for students to feel less afraid of judgement and understand that mistakes are an 

integral part of learning; “I made many mistakes. As you all do, but that’s the time to 

make mistakes” (Chloe). Taking a development-focused mindset, embracing self-

compassion and an “It’s okay to fail” (Advisor Layla) mentality, therefore creates an 

internal sense of safety, allowing them to approach challenges with a more self-

supportive and nurturing mindset. Advisor Helen suggests “I think that underlies all 

of it really, because if they felt good enough they wouldn’t be trying to prove 

anything to themselves or to anyone else”, therefore through acceptance there is 

less “I have to prove myself, I have to be X Y Z” (Advisor Helen), and there is less 

risk of students feeling overwhelmed and like “I can’t do this, I’m going to drop out” 

(Ashleigh). The Safe Harbour is therefore not exclusively their web of support, but 

also their sense of safety within themselves, which allows them to cope with 

difficulty across both personal and academic contexts.  

For personal contexts, safety and security relate to their sense of self, and whether 

they feel like “you can actually be yourself and people will accept you for who you 

are” (Zhara). Students note feeling exposed, “I was very very conscious, what do 

they think of me?” (Chloe), which was rooted in fears of judgement towards who 

they are as a person. Meera explains “I will slowly ease them into the full experience 

that is me”, suggesting a gradual exposure gives a sense of control over how safe 

they feel. They desire to reach a point of comfort and security with their peers, 

where their authentic selves are accepted, “I don’t have to pretend or mask 

anything. I’ll just sit there and be like, [expression], and she’ll be like [mirrored 

expression]” (Charlotte). When they are accepted, they can freely express aspects 

of themselves that they might otherwise hide out of fear. Consequently, they feel 

trust with others and with oneself.  

Trust is also connected consistently to their experience of mental health difficulties, 

and “no one wants to go I’ve got mental health issues, or internally address the fact 

it’s real” (Ella). Not wanting to acknowledge it therefore suggests they fear the 

reality of their experience, and not just how others will respond. Specifically, there is 

an internal lack of acceptance of their own authentic emotions. The avoidance of 

exposing it to others, however, is put down to the stigma, “they don’t want to be like 

oh yeah, I really need help and seem like they’re trying to get attention or even to be 
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dismissed” (Ella). Fear of rejection is triggered by this type of exposure because 

there is a belief, “that does affect what’s viewed of you. As much as it shouldn’t, but 

it does” (Charlotte). Students therefore avoid putting themselves in situations where 

they may face unacceptance, “I would never go up to my friend and be like hi, I’m 

feeling really anxious today… whereas if they said god, you seem a bit anxious 

today are you ok? Then you’re like oh, yeah I am” (Ella). Actively exposing 

themselves is therefore avoided, and instead, students only feel safe to expose this 

information when others create the space for them to do so. Similarly, with formal 

support services: 

you’re asking for permission aren’t you – you’re trying to validate and justify 

yourself. I think having somewhere they can come to and just go “blah, blah blah 

blah, I just needed to get all that shit out” … I think has been really helpful. 

(Advisor Christian)  

This suggests that if others carve out a space for open dialogue, students feel more 

comfortable sharing their feelings without feeling overly exposed. However, it can 

also be due to their support delivery that students can feel exposed; “Some students 

can feel like they’ve opened something up that then it can’t go anywhere, and it 

can’t go into the level of emotional depth that they need it to” (Advisor Layla). 

Specifically, this can be due to “the support they need isn’t accessible to them” 

(Advisor Layla) and when students can face situations where their therapy is 

inconveniently scheduled, “In first year I had it at like 12 o’ clock on a Friday, and 

then I’ve had to go to a lecture afterwards and just kind of sit there with my 

thoughts” (Kiera). The use of “sit there with my thoughts” emphasises the 

vulnerability students feel when left to grapple with their emotions in an 

inappropriate environment or without accessible support. 

Overall, A Safe Harbour represents more than just a network of support. It 

embodies a sense of emotional safety, acceptance, and stability within themselves 

as well as with others. Nevertheless, each component of the support network serves 

a specific role, with students drawing on different parts as needed. This can be for 

validation, normalisation, and acceptance, which help to reduce their anxieties, 

accept their failures, and foster confidence. Trust, both in oneself and in others, is 

also key in promoting a sense of security, and it encourages students to seek help 

when needed and share their experiences without fear of judgement or rejection. 

Creating spaces for open dialogue and accessible mental health and wellbeing 

support therefore contributes to students' sense of security and wellbeing within 
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their university environment. Additionally, acceptance of themselves is crucial in 

alleviating their feelings of vulnerability. The establishment of a reliable support 

network, coupled with a mindset of acceptance, empowers students to face 

challenges, transition toward independence and achieve emotional stability. 

Consequently, a Safe Harbour serves as a foundational element that contributes to 

students’ ability to Steady and Steer their Ship which will be discussed in Chapter 8. 

Security and safety therefore run through various aspects of their experience and 

offer an important psychological foundation for students’ wellbeing and success. 

6.3. We’re All on this Ship Together: Being a Crew. 

Like a captain needs their crew, a student needs their community. A ship's crew 

serves as a metaphor for a collaborative team that embodies cohesion, unity and 

coordinated efforts to navigate challenges and achieve their goals. For students, 

this emphasises the co-creation of a civil, harmonious, and supportive university 

culture, by students and the university. It emphasises students and the university 

working together to overcome obstacles and “just feeling like they’re not on their 

own with it” (Advisor Layla). It is about students finding their people, who share the 

same goals, values, and experiences, to ensure they feel supported and connected. 

Support and cooperation from both peer and university contexts are essential for the 

progress and wellbeing of the student, but emphasis is placed upon the university 

working in tandem with students to provide opportunities for social connection. The 

people become their metaphorical anchor, where the people and their community 

are what makes their experience. 

6.3.1. Co-Creation 

Co-creation involves students and the university actively working together to build a 

supportive community and foster social connections. Students describe a shared 

responsibility for students and the university to facilitate social interaction. They 

want “for the university to try and make more effort… try to provide more 

opportunities for socialisation” (Alistair) and suggest the university have a functional 

role of organising events and ensuring proximity to their peers. This is especially 

crucial when students sometimes alienate themselves and others where “Everyone 

kept themselves to themselves” (Timothy). By providing opportunities for socialising 

and ensuring proximity among peers, universities can enhance cohesion and unity 

among students, because “my close friends and my housemates, are people I met 

through my course” (Emma). The COVID-19 pandemic further highlighted the 
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importance of proximity, because when distanced friendship closeness reduced, 

“there’s one person I used to talk to quite a lot at university… I think we were kind of 

close as well. After everything moved online, we just kind of became quite distant, 

actually” (Alastair). Lack of proximity can therefore hinder bonding and reduce social 

behaviours and connectedness. For example, when flatmate schedules do not align, 

opportunities for shared social time are limited: 

everybody was on different schedules, and we never got the opportunity to be 

able to sit down as a flat and socialise, have a meal together or have drinks or 

just talk or anything…  we never really got that bonding opportunity. (Timothy)  

Similar schedules therefore create alignment with their peers, and without 

opportunities for shared social time there is “an aspect of loneliness to the flat” 

(Timothy) through lack of bonding. “loneliness” highlights the importance of 

proximity and shared schedules in building friendships and improving a sense of 

belonging, which contributes to student’s feelings of being in a crew. Advisor David 

also highlights this regarding their locality: 

I mean [location] is not a massive city, and in some respects, it feels a bit like a 

village because it’s quite small in some respects… students report that they feel 

quite connected, it allows them to feel connected to where they are.  

Shared routines, spaces, and being in proximity therefore help students to feel in 

tune with each other and their environment and feel part of something together.  

When this is not possible, students feel that opportunities to socialise such as 

societies and events are crucial for building connections, “If your flat life isn’t so 

good and certainly if you’re not getting on with your course so well, then the 

societies are really important because it’s your only other opportunity to socialise 

and enjoy yourself, really.” (Timothy). Hence, students “wish that the uni would 

support us more in trying to meet people” (Ella) through organised events and 

activities that can build this connectivity, particularly within their academic schools: 

we got to speak to people who were in the higher years, and people from some 

of the different societies, and find out about course reps and stuff, and just that 

was like a real sense of community coz you know, you were just talking with the 

lecturers and other years. (Ashleigh)  

Being able to talk to others within their school is therefore a highly valued and 

beneficial way of feeling part of a crew and is important if students do not engage in 

extracurricular activities such as societies. Moreover, social interaction was 
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expressed as an important factor for feeling part of a crew, with the COVID-19 

pandemic exacerbating this need; “what hit me the most is just generally not being 

able to see course friends every day and hang out and go to the library together or 

have lunch together” (Timothy). Shared activities in person therefore build students’ 

sense of being On this Ship Together, and Advisor Martha states, “we do have more 

and more people saying just, “I need to talk to someone, just sit with someone”. The 

use of “just sitting” expresses the dire need for contact and that the mere presence 

of others brings relief. 

It is unsurprising then that students voice the desire for the university to actively 

encourage increased social contact. However, students also voiced that they would 

have liked to have tried harder themselves to connect and talk to other people, and 

“go along, to look up a couple of societies and stuff, even if I didn’t feel like they 

were ‘my people’, just interacting with others probably would have helped a bit, just 

done more things” (Ashleigh). Nonetheless, students can struggle to create those 

opportunities for themselves; “it’s been hard to make new friends” (Zhara). 

Consequently, as there are “a lot of feelings of isolation, being quite lonely, not 

knowing how to kind of connect with other students” (Advisor Isabelle), the 

university should facilitate them to cross those bridges. This was particularly noted 

for those who are shy, where “I think a lot of people who aren’t extroverts probably 

would appreciate that” (Ashleigh), suggesting some students require more support 

with this than others. Being a crew therefore includes the university facilitating 

students to connect.  

Co-creation also involves addressing social issues where students actively create 

divisions among themselves. This often happens when individual boundaries are 

crossed, resulting in strained relationships. For example, conflict in political and 

racial opinions can create discomfort and prompt students to remove themselves 

from situations such as their accommodation. When such conflicts escalate, 

students seek support from the university hoping for a collaborative resolution: 

we recorded twice with the university that there’s this particular student 

who does not get along with any of us… he would just say kind of… racist 

stuff and… it just made you feel uncomfortable… with that whole process I 

didn’t feel like it really got sorted out… they’ll just keep on saying, oh, you 

know, he’s a first year student. (Julia)  

When they experience perspectives that go against their own individual values then, 

their sense of cohesion with their peers is disrupted. Moreover, when they report 
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issues to the university and see no effective resolution, this leads to ongoing 

discomfort and the perception that their concerns are not taken seriously by the 

university. Being a crew is therefore suggested to be about having their issues 

regarded as just as important to the university as it is to them.  

However, it also indicates the role of the student as active, rather than passive, in 

that they do things that create connection or division. Students talk about active 

divisions regarding bullying, alienating others, and impenetrable social cliques. For 

example, some students faced their flatmates “banning me from parts of the house” 

(Ashleigh), whilst others “have friends that have experienced racism” (Charlotte). 

Being ostracised from social groups, and active divisions, therefore prevent 

students from feeling connected and makes them feel “really miserable” (Ashleigh). 

Students therefore need social facilitation from others and the university, to bridge 

with those who may be in the same boat, or to meet others who may have already 

made friendships, because “when people have made solid friend groups, you’re a 

bit screwed” (Ashleigh). The presence of social cliques creates a sense that they 

are impenetrable and hinders students from connecting socially. This is highlighted 

by those who have developed connections where “We formed a smaller group, and 

that was amazing” (Meera). The term “formed a smaller group” suggests the active 

decision to restrict access to their group, however, this simultaneously highlights the 

potential lack of insight into what this closer group development means for others 

outside of this group. Students therefore need to be aware of those who are isolated 

and create opportunities themselves for those outside of their group, to experience 

the same “ups” as them. Similarly, students can do their own thing and freely reject 

social opportunities with their flatmates, “She kind of just did her own thing and we 

didn’t really see her at all” (Zhara), because they have found a connection 

elsewhere or don’t want to socialise. Their peers however, can find this hard to 

navigate when they are seeking connection with those who actively disengage: 

I think the difficulty is that, to some level, everybody’s got their own, everybody’s 

got a different person, haven’t they? And you can’t, if you’re somebody who’s 

quite introverted, I guess, you can’t force them to go out and be quite 

extroverted. (Timothy) 

Co-creation therefore also comes from students recognising their own role in 

finding their people and supporting others to do the same. The idea of not 

being able to force something suggests connecting with others is something 

that individuals need to be willing to do. Thus co-creation involves the 
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willingness to try and find their crew, but also give others the opportunity to 

find theirs too. Herein lies the benefit of similarity for formulating cohesion and 

unity with others.  

6.3.2. Cohesion and Unity 

To feel “in that boat together” (Zhara), is also where students feel that they are 

connected and similar to both peers and staff. For example, Meera “just wanted to 

meet someone who was [nationality]” like her and stated, “knowing there’s other 

Christians in the flat, was really good for me” (Meera). Similarity provides a sense of 

unity and comradery which Zhara explains through comparing her friends at school 

to those at university: 

They were from a different background to myself. So, they were kind of – their 

dads were directors, that kind of stuff. Whereas I was more from a working-class 

background so, they weren’t really my people, they were nice don’t get me 

wrong, but I didn’t really want to actively hang out with these people… when it 

came to university there’s so many different people. You can actually find people 

who are on the same wavelength as yourself. 

The idea of them being “nice” but not desiring to be around them, implies a desire for 

authentic relationships and connections, and the use of “these people” suggests that 

they were separate to her, rather than a group she felt aligned with, i.e., “my people”. 

This could suggest true connections are built on shared values and understanding, 

mirrored in the use of “wavelength”. Thus, coming to university enables students to 

find kindred spirits that share their backgrounds and perspectives, and that similarity 

is what drives feeling unified. Combined with students wanting to be “me and you in 

the same boat here” (Advisor Christian), this suggests students are seeking out 

“[their] people” and this is what formulates their crew. This, however, could be 

deemed quite idealistic, in that part of university is to live, study and work with 

different people and by finding “[their] people”, they may be losing something in the 

experience of personal growth. It does however suggest there is value in 

connections with those who understand and resonate with their experiences, 

viewpoints, and values, which plays a role in determining one's sense of belonging 

and affinity with certain groups. It’s about “we’re all nurses… so we’ve got that in 

common” (Ella), and: 

everyone’s going through the same thing, and everyone’s looking for someone to 

talk to, someone to support them, someone to share recipes with [laughs]. And 
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that really helped, knowing that everyone’s going through more or less the same 

thing. (Meera).  

It is helpful to have shared experiences and shared points of identity because you 

“know that you’re not alone” (Meera). Therefore, shared experiences, feelings and 

needs unify them with their peers, lowers isolation and provides a sense of support. 

Interestingly though, despite this benefit, students do not always share their 

experiences with their peers. Thus, some do not gain this perspective and 

understanding, increasing their isolation:  

it’s weird because actually they’re all talking about it coz, they’re all coming to us 

to talk about it but they’re not talking to each other about it. So actually, they’ve 

all got this idea that nobody else is struggling the way that they are, and actually I 

think if everybody sat down in a room together and said I feel this way and then 

the other person would go oh, me too and me too, I think that’s what some of 

them are missing, the idea that actually they’re not the only one in the world to 

feel like this. (Advisor Helen) 

Sharing their experiences is therefore suggested to build unity and feel that they are 

all on the same ship, travelling the same journey. If they do not find these 

similarities, students feel that “I never really found where I fitted in” (Ashleigh) and 

that they are alone in their journey. Advisor Layla highlighted that these students 

typically feel isolated and “It will be those people who don’t fit that mainstream who 

will need our support more”. This suggests that those who do not experience unity 

and connection will often seek connection through support services.  

Students also feel there is a requirement to fit in, “there’s just this need to fit in and 

not be the oddball, the weirdo, the attention seeker” (Meera). The use of “oddball” 

and “weirdo” suggests that students feel being anything different to the perceived 

norm places them at risk of judgement from their peers. The use of “need” also 

suggests the cruciality of fitting in where individuality is not seen as positive, and 

unity is essential. Therefore, a desire to be united and judged positively can lead to 

students behaving in ways that retain this sense of unity, even at the cost of what 

they might prefer or what feels synonymous with their individuality or experience. 

This seems particularly important with their housemates, where “this need to fit in 

and just be one with the whole flat, or whoever you’re living with, is so strong, that 

you don’t want to do anything that pulls you out of that” (Meera). The use of “being at 

one” further supports the importance of feeling like We’re All on this Ship Together, 

and to do anything that jeopardises this is a significant risk. The risk of losing 
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connection is deemed a great concern and keeping people close is important for 

retaining their belonging to a group, “I just kept those people sort of close, and 

became a part of that group” (Meera). Students therefore hold on intensely to the 

connections they make, through a fear of being left stranded. It is like being thrown a 

life buoy when floating out at sea and grabbing and holding it as tightly as possible 

so that it does not float away. Here, we can see that students’ sense of unity is a 

fundamental method of creating their supportive network.  

If similarity is needed to create their crew, then, it is unsurprising that students also 

seek this within formal support. For example, “sometimes students say, “Can I speak 

to someone who is also black?” (Advisor Martha). Having representative staffing in 

support services is important, as it allows for students to feel connected. A lack of 

diversity or seeing someone like them can reinforce feelings of not belonging, and “it 

was always there that feeling that we’re not actually that well represented” (Advisor 

Alice). However, even if students ask for this similarity, sometimes this is unavailable 

within the appropriate support route for that individual, “because she’s a student life 

advisor not a wellbeing advisor, not a therapist, it’s not always appropriate” (Advisor 

Martha). However, some are “happy to do that” (Advisor Martha), and meet with 

students more suited to alternative services, because there is potential for the 

student to refuse support due to feeling uncomfortable speaking to someone that 

feels different to them. The connection and unity students have with staff therefore 

supports students to feel capable of asking for help.  

Students also express people are an anchor, whereby people are what ‘make’ 

university and give their day purpose. Thus, it is unsurprising that a student’s 

perception of the connection between themselves and staff is important in feeling 

part of a crew: 

they sometimes feel we don’t – or they have an expectation that we wouldn’t care 

about them, and we do. I think when they realise that you can see that they’ve 

got a warm bubbly feeling and they feel part of the crew. (Advisor Beatrice) 

The idea of “caring” about them and the perception they are not cared for, suggests 

that students desire to feel that they matter to staff. Ella says:  

if I just got a one-off call just checking in, I’d be like gosh, thanks for 

checking just to see if I’m OK… it makes you feel happier… you feel a 

bit of relief that people actually do care about how I’m feeling. 
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This “care” makes them feel valued and important and brings them closer to the 

university. Advisor Josephine recounts an instance where a student had gone off 

the radar for support services and “I knocked on the door and he opened the door 

and he just burst into tears, and he said, “I am so happy that people care for me”. 

Whilst Josephine voiced this isn’t typical practice for advisors, a student’s sense of 

mattering can come from being known and understood by others, and caring 

enough to notice their behavioural patterns and know when they need help. Advisor 

Beatrice further supports this by stating “to have a good experience you need to feel 

like someone cares, that they’ve noticed that you’re there… actually having 

academics that give a shit about their life outside their studies as well, or have the 

time to”.  

Together, this highlights the role of empathy, understanding, and proactive support 

in being On this Ship Together, and addressing students' emotional needs and 

ensuring their wellbeing. Students want to feel that they have a relationship with 

their academic staff, and they are not just there to teach them. The use of “give a 

shit about their life” suggests this connection is also holistically driven; getting to 

know them and caring about them as a person within their life context. Being part of 

a crew then, is about knowing and caring about those around you. If students feel 

they matter to staff and the university, they feel more unified in tackling their 

problems, rather than being a lone sailor on a dingy, in the middle of the storm. 

They feel they are working with others and supported by others in their journey 

across the vast ocean that is the university experience.  

Students also want to feel they are part of a civil society. Part of this civility is the 

need for the community to be respectful, approachable, nice, and supportive, where 

“you can literally go up to anyone” (Julia). By being open and approachable, 

students also feel safe enough to “take the risk” (Alastair) to find friends. A civil 

society can therefore promote cohesion and unity across their ship and the creation 

of a crew. A civil society also involves supporting one another, “I was looking out for 

them, and we were just trying to be there for each other because we knew any bad 

blood in the flat sort of ruins the peace for everyone” (Meera). Reciprocal support is 

therefore suggested to prevent divisive atmospheres that break the sense of 

cohesion. The use of “we knew” and “for everyone” suggests that consideration of 

other feelings is crucial, and there is a responsibility for everyone to collectively 

create a positive atmosphere. This is linked to co-creation, as people must work 

together to create cohesion and unity. In terms of the ship metaphor then, just as a 
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ship requires a coordinated effort from its crew, a civil society involves students and 

the university working together for the betterment of their community.  

Similarly, students spoke of co-living respectfully and doing their duty to the flat. 

Keeping things clean and taking responsibility for the shared space, however, was a 

consideration deemed unfamiliar, “they didn’t realise that for instance, they had to 

clean their dishes and put them away. They can’t just leave them on the side for 

someone else to wash up, like your parents can do.” (Charlotte). Students therefore 

voiced the need for respectful flat activities, not putting their peers at risk through 

activities such as dealing drugs, and informing their flatmates of activities before 

they happen, “If they invited friends over, we’d tell each other, you know” (Julia). 

Respect was therefore centred around consideration of others and their feelings, 

which was also emphasised in the context of student difficulties such as mental 

health, wellbeing, and specific learning difficulties. Charlotte voiced that “respect 

should be there on the baseline level, even if you don’t like someone. And it’s not 

like that”. However, she was not referring solely to peers but also to academic staff: 

Like, respect is something that you shouldn’t have to earn… it is such a big thing 

and universities are supposed to be of a higher education esteem. These people 

are educated. They should be better at it than what they are, in my personal 

opinion.  

This suggests a perception of universities as prestigious institutions that should set 

an example for society. It emphasises that individuals within such institutions should 

demonstrate greater awareness, empathy, and respect in their interactions. This 

partnered with the general desire for a civil society offers a call for greater 

accountability and a cultural shift within educational settings to prioritize respect, 

understanding, and inclusivity. It highlights the idea that education extends beyond 

academic knowledge and should encompass the development of values and 

attitudes that contribute to a more respectful and unified society. The civil society is 

therefore represented as a set of standards by which the ship and crew should 

operate, to evoke a supportive environment where they are On this Ship Together. 

We’re on this Ship Together then, means students need to feel that the university 

and the students are a part of the same crew. The theme emphasises active 

collaboration between students and the university in building a flourishing 

community, and students express a shared responsibility between peers and the 

university to promote a positive environment. Highlighted, is the importance of 

planned events, proximity, and facilitated social interactions in creating opportunities 
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for connection. The need for cohesion and unity through similarity, collaboration, 

and respect is also highlighted. Students want to find kindred spirits and emphasise 

the importance of shared experiences, values, and backgrounds in forming a 

supportive crew. The fear of being alone and the desire to fit in drives students to 

hold on tightly to their connections, however, they also need to feel that their peers 

are putting in the same effort as them. Importantly, rather than the student journey 

being a solo pursuit, it is supported by a civil society, whereby people act 

respectfully, supportively, and inclusively. Respect, approachability, and mutual 

support form the foundation of this civil society, reinforcing the idea that everyone 

plays a role in co-creating a positive environment. The metaphorical ship therefore 

becomes a symbol of collective effort, where individuals and the university work 

together harmoniously to address challenges, create community, and ensure the 

wellbeing of students. 

6.4. Conclusion 

In conclusion, this chapter describes the impact of creating and maintaining A Safe 

Harbour for university students who grapple with feelings of exposure and 

insecurity. The metaphorical safe harbour is a multifaceted network of support 

systems, comprising friends, family, university staff and resources, that work 

collectively to provide stability and emotional security. The disruptive nature of 

transitioning to university and losing established networks encourages the emphasis 

of establishing new, stable connections. Rooted in anxiety, students desire a Safe 

Harbour where they can take refuge, find comfort, and have their experiences and 

feelings validated, whilst promoting the normalisation of their experiences. Central 

to the Safe Harbour, is the role of acceptance in creating emotional stability. 

Acceptance however is not only of academic failures but also of mental health and 

wellbeing challenges. Ultimately though, safety and security were presented as 

playing a vital role in students’ wellbeing and success in their academic and 

personal journeys.  

Next, We’re all on this Ship Together advocates for a shared responsibility between 

students and the university in building a thriving community. Students express the 

importance of planned events, social interactions, shared experiences and values in 

creating the feeling of being in a ‘Crew’. The Ship therefore becomes a symbol of 

collective efforts from students and the university, in Steering the Ship together to 

reach a shared destination; that is the wellbeing and success of the entire 
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community. This collaborative approach is grounded in respect, approachability, 

mutual support, and reinforces the idea that everyone plays a vital role in creating a 

positive environment. The fear of isolation and the drive to fit in, highlight the 

importance of social connections, and students are demonstrated to play a crucially 

active role in ensuring everyone has the chance of belonging. 

It is also important to note that the beginning of this chapter explained that these 

themes can be shaped and shape in return, the central organising theme of 

Steering the Ship. Specifically, students appear to be empowered by both and feel 

confident enough to take the helm. This interconnection will therefore be further 

explored in Chapter 8. 
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Chapter 7: Navigating, Growing, and Adjusting to 
Challenges 

7.1. Introduction to the Chapter: 

This chapter introduces the themes of Navigating the Storm, The Mists of Mismatch, 

Growing and Adapting to the Changing Winds, and Adjusting the Sails for Me. 

Navigating the Storm highlights the concept of the 4 P’s (preparedness, proactivity, 

perseverance and preservation) that encourage or represent strategies to cope with 

challenges. Mists of Mismatch offers the role of unmet expectations, where students 

feel the journey they are on is not what they signed up for. This mismatch also 

reflects the disparity between university and student expectations of responsibility. 

Growing and Adapting to the Changing Winds offers the resilience and adaptability 

students gain through their transitional journeys and emphasises the role of self-

discovery and embracing change in being able to become autonomous and agentic 

individuals. Lastly, Adjusting the Sails for Me offers the need for flexibility, and the 

personalisation of academic and personal support. Collectively they present 

challenges students face in trying to Steer their Ship and are concepts that can 

thwart or support students’ agentic development. Their individual interconnections 

with the theme of Steering the Ship, will be further explored in Chapter 8. 

7.2. Navigating the Storm: Preparedness, Proactivity, Perseverance and 

Preservation 

Like most journeys present challenges to be overcome, students encounter 

obstacles that require navigation and resolution. Navigating the Storm is about 

students navigating university complexities and how they do this. As “a lot of them 

haven’t been prepared for that” (Advisor Helen), students seek a sense of 

preparedness for this new and independent voyage. Students aspire to have their 

academic vessel fully equipped with the necessary resources, a clear understanding 

of their destination, and a clear route to reach it. This destination can be in the form 

of academic, personal, or future goals, and big life questions such as “What am I 

going to do with my life?” (Advisor Beatrice). They desire to be well-informed 

throughout their university experience and the sense of knowing and preparedness 

makes them feel capable in their current and future lives. The desire to be ‘in the 

know’ is driven by the notion that if they can comprehend what is required, they will 
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be able to navigate their challenges and succeed. It is expressed that to confront 

unexpected challenges and address their problems, they must cultivate a sense of 

preparedness and be proactive to preserve themselves and persevere. 

7.2.1. Preparedness 

Preparedness is emphasised as a crucial tool for coping with university life and its 

challenges. It involves having the knowledge and skills to cope effectively, and 

feeling that I know; therefore, I can cope. For example, in the context of transitioning 

from school to HE, “there’s something about having foundation years which just 

teach people how to self-study... which teach people skills to *be* kind of self-

regulating learners so that they’ve got an idea before they get here of what it would 

be like” (Advisor Helen). This indicates that knowledge and skill preparation equip 

students to better manage adjustments and manage their studies. Students portray 

wanting to be informed about course expectations, how to succeed academically 

and where to seek support. Students portray a lack of prior knowledge as a source 

of not coping, particularly surrounding their academic study, “you do feel a bit 

uncertain over a lot of things” (Ashleigh) and as “I’ve kind of gained more support 

and knowledge generally, it’s kind of eased off” (Kiera). Knowledge is therefore 

suggested to mitigate their discomfort: 

For A level, I did those two subjects and I think I was very lucky to do that and to 

not have a completely new subject thrown at me, because if I did, I think I would 

have dropped out. (Julia) 

Students like to feel prepared through having some familiarity, experience and 

knowledge to cope with their academic journeys. Julia further comments that 

“without the knowledge of what I’ve previously done, I would have completely failed 

and flopped”, suggesting this as a hypothetical capsize in the circumstance of 

inexperience, where she feels unequipped to deal with the oncoming wave (i.e., 

difficulty). Preparedness therefore suggests that knowledge and skills help students 

to feel able to cope and persevere, “you’re not as stressed, because you know what 

you’re doing” (Kelly). Students therefore want to pre-empt and prepare for the 

academic or personal storm that is coming, to avoid a potential capsize. 

Preparedness also entailed knowledge of themselves to ensure self-preservation. 

Emma notes: “I’m fairly experienced with being someone that has a mental illness, I 

guess… I’m kind of not in a situation where I’m not self-aware or anything like that 

so I know exactly what I need most of the time”, suggesting this self-knowledge 
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enables them to help themselves. Students can therefore use their self-knowledge 

to make proactive decisions about how to best manage their challenges, “from an 

emotional sense, like knowing when to stop and like process my emotions, like I do 

a lot of writing and stuff like that” (Emma). Proactive actions can include taking 

breaks and leaving university, allowing them to recharge and come back to their 

academic responsibilities with renewed energy and focus; “I stayed with [my family] 

for six months, got my crap together and then went back to uni and I’m much better. 

I’m happier now” (Charlotte). 

Figure 3 

The role of Preparedness in Proactivity and Perseverance 

 

 

 

 

Similarly, just as a skilled captain anticipates changes in the weather and adjusts 

the ship's course accordingly, self-awareness can help students to predict potential 

emotional storms, “I think I’m quite sensitive and notice when little things that might 

fly under the radar for other people… are kind of quite significant” (Emma). Thus, 

knowledge about oneself their life and “how that affects me now” (Kiera) can help 

students to feel more prepared to manage the emotional waves before they 

escalate to a storm. Specifically, students can pre-empt potential problems and “try 

and find support that you’re comfortable with as soon as possible” (Ashleigh) so 

they feel prepared to cope with challenges and persevere with their studies. It is 

important therefore, for students to anticipate challenges and make informed 

decisions, because if they do not seek support early, “suddenly that breaking point 

is much worse than it would have been if we were supporting them since their first 

year” (Advisor Martha). Preparedness therefore helps students to preserve their 

emotional wellbeing and persevere with their studies. 

However, focusing on knowledge to cope with challenges ignores the value of 

learning through challenges and the benefits of coping strategies such as “trying to 

focus on the positives” (Ashleigh). Within their metaphorical storm, it is impossible to 

know and predict everything that will happen in its duration. Furthermore, students 

struggle to accept that sometimes they will be at the will of their experience, and 
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they cannot avoid unexpected challenges. Therefore, a crucial skill for students to 

develop is learning to live with this uncertainty and accepting that you can only plan 

and prepare so much. To cope with uncertainty and challenges then, students also 

try to self-preserve. 

7.2.2. Self-preservation 

Self-preservation involves choosing behaviours or activities that bring relief from 

pressure and strain. For example, “they need to be able to not think about their work 

sometimes and be able to just socialise, relax, have fun” (Advisor Layla). However, 

students self-preserve through both engaged and disengaged coping methods. 

Engaged methods are often tactical and well considered, whilst disengaged are 

more reactive and prolonged resulting in further strain. For example, students may 

take tactical breaks to reduce their stress and facilitate continuing with their studies. 

Conversely though, Ella says: 

I wish that I’d gone home because if I take my dog for a two hour walk through 

the woods it just feels like I can breathe again. I put my music in, and I can chill, 

and not stress about anything.  

The use of “breathe again” and “not stress about anything” suggests the need for 

recharging from the tensions of their demands, however the use of “wishing” and 

that “I wish as well that I took like more me time, because sometimes I would sit 

back and go oh, I haven’t done anything for myself today” (Ella), suggests students 

do not always know when to take the tactical breaks, and the demands can feel 

more commanding. It is vital then, for students to recognise when they need it and 

that “the time away to unwind and give your brain a break to remember all the other 

things that are not university is really really important” (Advisor Martha). The 

COVID-19 pandemic further intensified this as they “have always needed that 

opportunity to let off steam, because it’s hard being in academia, and I feel like now 

they don’t have [the opportunities to socialise], they just work all the time” (Advisor 

Isabelle). Continued academic strain is expressed here as damaging, however 

students also need to avoid getting carried away with letting off steam where “they 

just get caught up in the whole party life and making new friends and then they get a 

bit behind and then its ok, my god, I’ve lost a whole term” (Advisor Josephine). A 

complete disconnection from their university requirements is however quite 

common, where “a coping strategy that quite a lot of students kind of fall back on, is 

just ignoring it and just kind of completely disengaging with the university” (Advisor 

Isabelle). Such disengaged strategies, whilst potentially beneficial short term, pose 
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longer term issues where “it’s going to be really difficult for some students who have 

just been ignoring all their academic responsibilities” (Advisor Isabelle). Students 

can therefore disengage to preserve their energy and protect themselves from the 

strain they are experiencing, but like a captain of a ship, students need to recognise 

when they are headed in the wrong direction and be willing to adjust their 

behaviours and choices to promote sustainable and beneficial habits of self-

preservation. However, when students are not aware of their needs and what works 

for them, their adopted preservation tactics can risk their wellbeing rather than 

improve it, particularly if engaged with long term.  

7.2.3. Proactivity 

Proactivity links closely with the previously explained self-preservation concept, in 

that it entails engaged self-preservation strategies. These can include advocating 

for themselves, building a positive mindset, and embracing a healthy body for a 

healthy mind. It exemplifies actively doing something to protect themselves or their 

mental health and wellbeing, rather than passively avoiding. For example, Ashleigh 

voices “trying to focus on the positives… because I think it’s so easy to feel 

dissatisfied and annoyed if we focus on the bad things” (Ashleigh). Positive framings 

are conscious attempts to protect themselves from negativity and its impact, by 

trying to “embrace challenges as well” (Alastair). By embracing the challenges and 

trying to put a positive spin on things, students are taking the approach that “It’s not 

the best, but you have got to make the most of it.” (Marcus). The idea of embracing 

challenges and making the most of things suggests students are trying to actively 

minimise the harm of negative challenges. Similarly, Advisor Christian argues “it’s 

that mindset thing – and recognising this is how you need to look at these things in 

order to be able to achieve what you want to achieve”. Together they support the 

benefit of building an understanding that whilst challenges will come, being 

proactive, will allow them to navigate and cope with their metaphorical storms.  

Similarly, students find value in difficult situations and maintain hope for positive 

outcomes. For example, “challenges help us grow” (Alastair), and “it’s difficult, but 

you get through it” (Ashleigh). This hope is particularly important when students are 

struggling underneath it all, as Ashleigh admits “I think I try and just say positive 

things… but sort of deep down, I’m like ‘Nah, it was pretty shit”. Being positive, “just 

laughing about [their challenges]” (Julia) with peers, positive mindsets and 

proactivity also serve as protective factors against disengagement and unhelpful 

behaviours such as substance use; where “it was easy to just sit in my room and 
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zone out and live my life” (Charlotte). By engaging in proactive self-preservation 

strategies then, students feel more able and prepared to navigate their challenges, 

which helps them to persevere with their studies. For example, if students take 

breaks they feel “I am able to now focus on things because I had that break” 

(Charlotte).  

Figure 4 

The role of Proactive Self-preservation in Preparedness and Perseverance 

 

 

 

 

Proactivity then, means not waiting for problems to arise but rather actively seeking 

solutions and taking preventive measures. Like a captain and crew would keep a 

close eye on weather patterns, navigational hazards, and any signs of threat, 

students need to take proactive action to protect their ship from sinking. This is 

particularly prevalent for their mental health and wellbeing and is consistently raised 

by advisors; “they’re not coming to us at the point where they’re just starting to 

struggle, or they’re thinking about these things, it’s when it’s really got to kind of 

crisis point.” (Advisor Evelyn). This idea of a “crisis point” is interesting to consider 

because the avoidance of asking for help up until this point, suggests that students 

may lack the personal insight of their needs or hold fears associated with asking for 

help: 

There’s nothing more disheartening than seeing someone who’s in their third 

year… something has finally cracked on their dissertation and they’re speaking to 

their advisor, and you think goodness me, if we’d got in there two years ago… 

your experience of getting through this, you know, you’ve just done two and half 

years with keeping this to yourself. (Advisor Jamie) 

There are students leaving help seeking too late, and there is a need for students to 

act quicker, and recognise that they can and should ask for help when they need it. 

The inaction, however, may be due to the perception that “you can only go here 

when you get to a certain point, when actually it should be available whenever” 
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(Kiera), and students are trying to gage when it is okay to ask for help based on 

previous experiences: 

at school you’re not really allowed to say anything, but if I’m not happy or if I’m 

struggling with something, I need to be proactive and reach out for it, so I wish 

that I’d maybe done that a bit more. (Ella) 

This suggests that they do not necessarily hold this knowledge and understanding 

in the moments they really need help, and that transitionally, students are not used 

to being able to ask for the help they need. Thus, knowledge and proactivity go 

hand in hand when navigating emotional challenges. Kiera, however, notes that “if 

you are confused about something, you are allowed to ask for help”, suggesting this 

is not the case for every student, and that every circumstance may hold a different 

belief. There is a need, therefore, to ensure all students are aware they can actively 

seek help for whatever issue they are having. Once they are aware, they can then 

develop strategies to be proactive for not only their mental health and wellbeing, but 

their academic work too; “it’s like learning how to go OK, well I’m feeling stressed, 

and that’s fine. What do I do to make myself less stressed? I’ve started reading, 

what else have I done?” (Ella).  

Furthermore, in contexts where students feel unprepared, proactivity can be a self-

preservation tactic. For example, being proactive by seeking help, asking questions 

seizing the day, taking advantage of the present moment, or getting involved with 

opportunities available to them (both socially and academically) can help them to 

avoid negative consequences.  

Figure 5 

The role of Unpreparedness in Proactivity and Perseverance 

 

 

 

 

However, it can be a case that students are not ready to be proactive; “it’s like, “well 

there is the solution, why aren’t they doing it? What’s wrong?”. It’s – sometimes 

people are not ready” (Advisor Martha) and “it’s just how ready they are to accept 
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support” (Advisor Martha). Being proactive therefore only works when students are 

ready to seek and accept help. Advisors therefore talk of the need for preventative 

measures in student support: 

I think lots of support services are – they react, they provide reactive support. So, 

they offer support when you’re struggling, when you’re ill, when you’re unwell, 

when you can’t cope, rather than thinking about how do we offer you something, 

so you don’t have to get to that position? (Advisor David) 

There is a balance to strike then between providing preventative support and relying 

on the proactivity of the student to gain access to preventative support. This is 

particularly important when “there’s lots of students who will never talk to you unless 

you reach out to them first” (Advisor Martha). So, whilst support becomes 

preventative if the student is ready to proactively seek that support, there are some 

instances where students are unable to seek this out, and proactivity of the student 

services instead, is required. Therefore, proactivity and prevention are complex in 

the context of student support, and one approach does not fit for all students.  

Nevertheless, proactivity in getting involved with opportunities available to them is 

suggested by students as a good strategy for coping; “my advice for students would 

be to get involved with as much as you possibly can” (Zhara). Students report that 

when you don’t, “I think a lot of people look back and regret not doing it” (Emma); 

especially when “it goes so much quicker than you expect it to” (Kiera). Thus, 

making the most of it was echoed through the data, with its function offering a 

wellbeing boost; “gross and cliché but that did save me” (Charlotte). To suggest this 

is “gross and cliché” suggests a hesitancy and scepticism towards the conventional 

aspects of student involvement, however, “saving me” conveys the transformative 

power of active engagement in university life as their emotional state before being 

proactive is suggested to be poorer. The opportunity to be part of the community 

played a crucial role in positively influencing Charlotte's wellbeing, thus, proactivity 

is re-emphasised to support self-preservation and perseverance. Ashleigh 

confirmed this by stating “although it might seem like the easiest and safest option is 

just hide in your room… it’s not really gonna lead to anything positive”. Therefore, to 

have a positive experience, students should engage socially, get involved, and 

seize their opportunities, because this engagement builds social support networks, 

a key resource for coping: 

if I had the confidence, I’d have tried to just strike up a few more conversations, 

and sit next to other people in the first few weeks, coz that’s obviously when 
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everyone’s talking to each other. So, I think after that, when people have made 

solid friend groups, you’re a bit screwed. (Ashleigh) 

By not getting involved, students can therefore miss the boat, and potentially end up 

isolated. However, students need to feel confidence to take proactive action.  

When making decisions to engage or act proactively, students also consider “what’s 

the point?” (Zhara). With “the point” being the value of their proactivity and 

resources, such as effort, money, and time. Specifically, students evaluate the value 

of their investment in terms of what they receive in return. This typically occurs in 

moments of doubt across a student's journey, which revolve around facing 

challenges or a disconnect between their expectations and reality. Students 

question their direction and whether the planned routes and tasks needed to tackle 

their storms, are worth it or not in terms of their value and purpose. For example, 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, Advisor Evelyn noted students felt online learning 

was: 

less interactive, like, ‘it’s just a lecture, I’m being spoken at, and there’s not much 

chance for asking questions or getting involved’, and then a lot of them maybe 

feeling like ‘well, I won’t even go, I’ll just watch it later’ and it gets more and more 

isolated.  

Whilst she states, “this is COVID specific, to an extent”, the use of “not much 

chance for asking questions or getting involved” suggests the possibility of gaining 

something in return is what motivates students to put in the effort. Furthermore, it 

suggests purpose is what drives whether something feels worth it or not. Advisor 

Josephine supports this idea by explaining how students tend to switch off “because 

I think I’m not going to need that, so you don’t listen”. This sense of purpose is 

closely related to their future directions, and whether they feel that it will benefit 

them in reaching their destinations. For example, 

whilst all my friends had got two or three offers by the time of December, I didn’t 

even have one placement offer when it came to March. I was beginning to think 

you know what, what’s the point, I should go and do a study abroad year or 

something else. (Zhara) 

Connecting with proactivity and preservation then, questioning whether something is 

worth it, shapes how students decide whether to take proactive action, and 

consequently persevere through their challenges towards their goals. 
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Overall, preparedness, proactivity, and self-preservation (The 4 P’s) explain how 

students exhibit their perseverance through personal and academic challenges. 

Much like captains of a ship, students fear the unknown and strive for a sense of 

control through knowledge and preparedness. Whether it is understanding course 

expectations, or anticipating challenges, feeling prepared becomes a vital compass 

for guiding students through their voyage and navigating their uncertainties. 

Proactivity is also argued to propel them on their academic and personal journeys, 

as a means of self-preservation and a catalyst for perseverance. Students who 

navigate their academic journeys with a proactive approach are suggested to be 

better equipped to face challenges head-on and adjust their course to avoid 

potential pitfalls. The connection between purpose, value, and proactivity, illustrates 

how students decide whether to persevere with existing challenges. Self-

preservation strategies, however, offer strategic manoeuvres for students to protect 

themselves amidst the tempest of student life. Taking breaks, engaging in activities, 

and developing a positive mindset, are suggested as proactive forms of self-care. 

The narrative also expresses the need for a delicate balance between work and 

play. Without preparedness, and engaged self-preservation strategies, students are 

suggested to be at risk of engaging with unhelpful and potentially damaging 

behaviours. In essence, the narrative emphasises that by fostering these aspects, 

students can better navigate challenges, persevere through difficulties, and 

ultimately chart a course towards a fulfilling academic journey when they can see 

the value of their efforts. 

7.3. The Mists of Mismatch: “This isn’t what I expected” 

The Mists of Mismatch is about the meeting and disparity of expectations. 

Predominantly, it is “a mismatch of expectations, so expecting something and it 

being something different.” (Advisor Beatrice). Students grapple with the disconnect 

between their anticipated experience and reality, the pressure of expectations, and 

their expectations of the university's responsibilities. Imagine then, the student 

setting out on their maiden voyage (i.e., the student experience) feeling confident on 

the route they are taking and what this journey is going to entail. However, as the 

journey unfolds, a metaphorical mist sets in, obscuring and distorting their sense of 

direction. This is equivalent to when “that expectation clash really hits in first year 

about this is what I thought, and this is what it is and it’s not what I thought” (Advisor 

Beatrice). The mismatch between what students expect and the reality of their 

experience can leave them feeling disorientated, confused, and frustrated. The 
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discrepancies between their expectations and reality also dampen their enthusiasm, 

making it difficult to maintain motivation across their university journey. Whilst Mists 

of Mismatch could be argued to be an issue of preparedness, as described in 

Navigating the Storms, it is distinctive in that it focuses on the meeting and disparity 

of expectations. Students also voice a hard-done-by attitude, and it becomes less 

about Navigating the Storm, and more about expressing their feelings towards the 

experience they received and how they should be receiving more. 

Contextually, the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated student desires for the ideal 

experience where there is “generally that sense that something's been taken off me, 

my experience isn't as I thought it would be. Being denied something” (Advisor 

David). Ella notes “a lot of people I know deferred their years. Didn’t want to go 

because they didn’t want that, that wasn’t the uni experience that we were 

expecting”. Student expectations included “Everyone says university is the best 

three years of your life” (Marcus), and whilst some had this belief met, others did 

not, leading to “a jadedness with the third years of I had a really poor experience, or 

I didn’t get the experience” (Alice). The use of “the experience” suggests how 

students view things holistically, and that when one aspect of their experience is 

impacted, it has the potential to produce feelings of “jadedness” more generally. It 

may also suggest the impact of prolonged unmet expectations. However, this 

disjoint between their expectations and reality was also voiced in a pre-covid 

context, with Chloe commenting “when I look back on it, I was very naïve, just like 

everyone”. Students therefore commonly hold an ill-informed belief about university, 

regardless of COVID-19, where the reality is more complicated and challenging than 

expected; “I think a lot of them just don’t realise what they’re letting themselves in 

for then they get here, and they go ooh, this isn’t what I thought” (Advisor Helen). 

Student expectations are diverse, however, many emphasise the social and 

experiential aspects over the academic pursuit: 

people always say, oh we go to the uni for the fun. Like the experience not the 

degree. Whereas I think this year [during the COVID-19 pandemic] really tested 

people to see if they were actually going for the fun or for the degree. (Carly)  

The COVID-19 pandemic therefore posed a unique circumstance where students 

knew before arriving that their expectations were unlikely to be wholly met. Being 

“tested” suggests that much like mist encourages people to slow down, reassess, 

and move forward with caution, COVID-19 forced students to consider the purpose 

and value of university more heavily. However, despite these evaluations, students 
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still felt disappointed with their experience, potentially due to irremovable desires 

and expectations of university life. 

Students often express a sub-par experience, of “that’s as much as I get” (Charlotte) 

and what they receive was not what they signed up to, “I was just expecting a lot 

more, I think, in general, like a whole different kind of life to it and aspects that I 

didn’t really get” (Julia). The use of “more” suggests anticipation of a richer and 

more fulfilling university experience, and “in general” and “a whole different life” 

suggests this expectation is multifaceted and holistic. For example, their 

expectations encompassed academic, social, and personal dimensions of university 

life. For the social experience, students report that first year is “my year to kind of 

enjoy, live a little” (Meera) and “I’m not going to get my freshers back” (Advisor 

Evelyn); it is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and something they feel entitled to. 

Students also voice expectations about their academic experience: 

I kind of expected, going into it… that we’d have lectures on how to structure the 

dissertation, how to write a discussion section or how to do a progress report, 

how to do a presentation, and that there would be more skills-based teaching 

(Emma)  

This could signify their lack of preparedness for HE (as seen in Navigating the 

Storms) and the transition to independent learning (as seen in Steering the Ship), as 

they desire and anticipate an easy first year, and place responsibility onto others. 

However, these expectations collectively suggest, that there is a preconceived 

vision, that university provides something transformative and enriching, as well as a 

supportive, educational, and social experience. 

When students experience a mismatch in their expectations then, students often 

voice consumerist attitudes of quid pro quo (i.e., I have paid for this in exchange of 

services); “One student said we’re paying this much money, you serve us” (Chloe). 

This suggests students feel entitled to ask for things they need, due to the amount 

they pay for their tuition, and a certain standard should be provided due to their 

financial input; “I’d taken it into my own hands because I forget I’m paying for this. 

I’m entitled to give feedback and ask for what I want” (Ella). Consumerist ideologies 

therefore shape how they feel they should be treated. This is particularly prevalent 

during COVID-19 regarding student support, “You’re getting paid £9,250 a year. 

You can check in with your students especially during corona [the COVID-19 

pandemic] and see how they’re doing” (Ella). This belief was also voiced regarding 

their academic learning where there was: 
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a lot of frustration and anger and disappointment – and I'm sure this would still be 

there pre-COVID, but “I feel like for the amount of money I'm paying there's really 

not much contact time. I can speak to other kinds of students on the course, but 

actually they're not sure either, and I really want more face-to-face time with the 

actual academics, and personal tutors”. (Advisor Evelyn) 

However, this suggests its existence both before and during the pandemic, 

highlighting that students commonly have expectations about what their money is 

paying for, and where the university should be spending it. Students therefore use 

their monetary cost, to judge the meeting of their expectations, and the overall value 

of their experience. 

However, some circumstances of being entitled are more genuine than others. For 

instance, when “you get told that you’re entitled to reasonable adjustment… that’s 

on your [record], but the actual application of the reasonable adjustment doesn’t 

necessarily happen” (Charlotte), students understandably feel their rights and 

entitlements are stripped from them. Similarly, these feelings materialise when 

compared to what others have, “everybody else that was offered one has got one 

and I don’t. Even people who got diagnosed after me or got the DSA after me, have 

got one, but I don’t” (Charlotte). This highlights the need for equitable support, 

particularly when “under the Equality Act of 2010 we are legally entitled to have 

reasonable adjustments to access education” (Charlotte). Consequently, for some 

students, there is concrete knowledge about the university’s legal obligations and 

what they are entitled to, which justifies their entitlement beliefs. However, when 

speaking experientially, it is not clear if their expectations are reasonable. For 

instance, Alastair says “the personal tutors are there to help students, and I felt like 

I’m not being helped”, which is dictated by perception and feeling and arguably 

harder to justify. Nevertheless, perceptions and needs can be unfulfilled, leaving 

students feeling “a little bit let down, and probably dampened the experience a little 

bit” (Ashleigh). Being “let down” suggests they feel betrayed, disappointed, and 

dissatisfied when what they anticipated did not come to fruition. In the metaphor of 

the mist then, when students feel that the support they expected is not there, this 

can lead to the clouding of their experience. 

Students, however, are not the only ones with expectations. Students face 

expectations that are placed upon them by others and experience the pressure of 

trying to meet them. Typically, this entailed meeting the expectations of others, such 

as family, friends, university, and support staff, to achieve their goals. Students 
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strive to align their actions and decisions with what others anticipate from them, and 

what they expect from themselves. For example, due to monetary input from family, 

there is pressure to succeed, particularly for international students, whilst “being at 

university due to familial pressure can happen across demographics… I think I’ve 

come across that more with Southeast Asian students, students from China in 

particular” (Advisor Layla). This is said to be “because financially they’ve got more 

to lose… they’ve got more invested in themselves in terms of being able to come to 

the UK, so there’s a lot of pressure related to performance” (Advisor David). They 

are also “quite aware of the fact that their parents or themselves have spent a lot of 

money to be here and they need to perform well” (Advisor Isabelle). Being “quite 

aware” suggests the enormity of this pressure. Like the consumerist attitudes of 

students toward the university’s performance then, there are consumerist ideologies 

between parents and students. 

A similar pressure is experienced when students “are told you have to do well, you 

have to be a doctor, you have to be an engineer and don’t you dare be coming 

home if you don’t get a really good degree, really good grades” (Advisor Martha) 

and students worry that “I can't mess up because my mum and dad are paying for 

this and then I'll be disowned” (Advisor Helen). Being disowned suggests the 

consequence of an unmet expectation and the enormity of the pressure to succeed. 

This could be due to cultural attitudes, for example, it brings them “Shame. ‘by 

acknowledging that I’m struggling’… students will often say my parents will be 

ashamed of me, or you know, ‘I can’t talk to my parents about this because they 

think I should just continue’. It’s fear of failure.” (Advisor Jamie). Such fear is bound 

in culture and family ideas of prestige, “Because the expectation is, you’ve come 

here to this prestigious university and you get your degree and you’re better, our 

family will better” (Advisor Jamie). Students therefore have the pressure of having 

responsibility for themselves, but also their entire family. Students also feel 

compelled to pursue specific degrees based on parental expectations. They 

experience a mismatch between their own educational desires and parental 

expectations of what degrees to take, where they “wanted to change courses and 

have the parental pressure of, “No, you won't get a good job with that degree. You 

need this degree” (Advisor Josephine). The student is therefore expected to attend 

the university and course their parents desire, uphold their cultural values, and hold 

responsibility not just for themselves, but for the success of their entire family. For 

international students, this could then also bear greater consequences for mental 

health and wellbeing, as this pressure can lead to:  
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a lot of perfectionism… this thing of I haven’t got time to think about myself I 

need to be working all the time, the work is the priority, it’s kind of seen as 

almost to think about mental health would be a distraction from the work 

(Advisor Helen).  

However, it is important to consider international student perspectives and 

experiences. It may be that the advisors voice aspects of international 

students’ experiences, that they would not want to try and change due to their 

cultural beliefs. Therefore, by encouraging them away from those 

expectations, students may feel forced to adhere to what advisors think is 

‘correct’ and may create a further mismatch between their own culture and 

beliefs. This is particularly important to note when international students in this 

study did not speak of this experience themselves. 

Consequently, for support services “there is that concern that certain students aren’t 

necessarily going to come to us, potentially because of different cultural 

understandings around wellbeing” (Advisor Layla). Work takes top priority, often at 

the expense of considering one's mental health and wellbeing, and “they’re the ones 

that are more likely to keep pushing themselves even when it looks like it’s a bad 

idea to” (Advisor Jamie). Whilst this appears to be particularly prevalent “in Chinese 

students” (Advisor Helen), perfectionist ideals also extend to other student groups. 

For example students: 

Push themselves, push themselves, push themselves like, “It doesn’t matter that 

I didn’t do anything in Semester one I will manage to do that in Semester two as 

well as Semester two work even though I’m really unwell, and even though it’s 

incredibly difficult for anybody who is well. (Advisor Martha) 

Ashleigh also says for second year she “just felt, you’re not gonna do well unless 

you read everything”. This pursuit of perfection can therefore drive students to push 

themselves beyond their limits to meet impossibly high standards, which may be 

connected to their perceived perceptions of the university expecting them to cope 

and be resilient.  

Students are motivated by their achievements, particularly when they achieve 

grades they didn’t expect, “I’ve been getting firsts for stuff, which is really, really 

surprising” (Timothy). However, internal pressure can develop when students form 

perfectionist ideals around their academic work, where Ashleigh “just spent so much 

of the time panicked that getting one really bad grade would just ruin everything”. 

Timothy says “I wasn’t like a high-flying academic at school. So, it’s been good and 
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surprising to have actually got good grades at university because that’s not 

something I expected given my academic prowess at school” (Timothy). Being “high 

flying” suggests an expectation that to do well you need to be a previously high 

achieving student, a rhetoric likely to add to academic pressure. Yet, advisors have 

voiced that those who were highflyers struggled more than they expected, 

compared to those who were less confident and able previously: 

you get a lot of other students who have worked their socks off to get to uni and 

to me they are the ones who will achieve better because they’ve already got their 

work ethic… I do sometimes find the ones who have got the better grades don't 

necessarily find it the easiest because it's been a bit too easy for them in the 

past… A little bit too much complacency for those with the best grades, I think. It 

can catch up with them. (Advisor Josephine)  

Thus, mismatches between students’ beliefs in their abilities and what it takes to 

succeed at university are common, whether they are previously high performers or 

not, which can shape how much pressure they place upon themselves and evaluate 

their experience.  

It may be, however, that those with low self-belief try and avoid a match between 

reality and belief by believing they will do poorly and overworking. This works as a 

defence mechanism to protect themselves from disappointment and failure, as 

when students prove themselves wrong, they feel a boost from the unmet 

expectation of their belief with their success. However, because the desire to 

succeed is embedded within HE, students still feel disappointed when they perceive 

they are unsuccessful. Advisor Helen comments on this: 

I feel like there has been this cultural shift, towards kind of self-improvement 

almost and people are more focused on, not just kind of how can I be OK but 

how can I be better, it almost plays into that perfectionism thing of well I could be 

better, I could. 

Therefore, students are continuously striving for better and placing pressure on 

themselves to exceed expectations. 

Mismatched expectations also stem from the culture around adulthood where 

students face the challenge of adapting to new academic learning while 

encountering unrealistic expectations about Navigating the complexities of adult life: 

I think we kind of get thrown into the adult world with the expectation of 

right, well you’re an adult now, get on with it” and expect them to navigate 
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this new world alone and it’s expected that we are able to cope and 

navigate it ourselves, and the adult world of course, another lie to children, 

the adult world makes sense, you know, and it doesn’t – it’s barmy, it’s 

bonkers – which causes a lot of distress. (Advisor Christian) 

The use of “thrown into the adult world” suggests that society expects a quick and 

seamless adjustment to adult responsibilities, with this being mirrored in the 

university context. University staff impose their own experiences onto current 

students, where “I think a lot of times people just think that young people are 

complaining about nothing and they’re kind of like we did it back in our day so it’s 

fine, kind of thing” (Kiera), However, like seasoned captains, parents and university 

staff can share their experiences and insights, offering guidance for a journey that 

they may have previously experienced, yet they often do not realise that the 

landscape of that journey has changed. Consequently, “we can end up sort of 

imposing our own notions in a way that just doesn’t map onto other students’ 

experiences” (Advisor Layla). There is a mismatch, therefore, between what the 

academic staff view and expect of the student experience, and the reality of that 

experience for students. Advisor Christian's comment that the adult world "makes 

sense" followed by it is "barmy" and "bonkers", therefore presents a discrepancy 

between the expectations students will have of adulthood, and the reality of a 

chaotic and unpredictable adult world.  

There are also mismatched expectations in how social groups should function, with 

pressures to behave, be and act a certain way, “when I eventually told them about 

these things, they said I never expected that from you” (Chloe). If they do not 

behave as their social group expects, they can experience isolation and judgement 

of character. For example, students get labelled an outsider when they no longer 

partake in activities expected of them, “They would go out at 2 am in the morning 

into the woods and smoke. But I would either be doing work, or I’d go to sleep. But I 

was the boring one. Because I’m no longer fun” (Charlotte). Zhara mirrors this when 

she got called “the grandma”. Additionally, people get identified by their activities 

and how they align with peer expectations of who you are. For example, Charlotte 

explained: 

I had brightly coloured hair, I was electric blue hair, so people would say to me 

things like, I miss blue haired Charlotte, because that’s how I was referred to. 

Because if you looked at me, I was bright blue hair, you could spot me anywhere. 

It made sense, but that’s now associated with drugs. 



145 
 

Appearance therefore gets partnered with behaviour to create expected 

characterisations. “missing blue haired Charlotte” then suggests a preferred version, 

and that the current version of Charlotte does not match their expectations.  

Another key mismatch observed, was the disconnection between staff and student 

expectations of their roles. Students think “this is your job” (Julia), while “the staff 

are like, oh, we’re surprised that you expected that” (Emma). Particularly, this 

related to student perceptions of staff members having broader roles, 

encompassing academic, student wellbeing and life concerns. Advisor Martha 

explains: 

there’s a big question about academic advisors’ pastoral role because some of 

them very much see themselves as, “I am here for academic queries,” and that’s 

it and you say anything about life, and they just say no this is not what I do. It’s 

technically part of the job role but a lot of them again, because of how things 

have been historically just don’t see it that way.  

Advisors therefore hold a similar perception to students, highlighting the need for 

better communication between staff and students regarding their roles. This also 

illuminates that the traditional demarcation between academic and non-academic 

responsibilities, might not adequately cater to the comprehensive support that 

students expect and require. Students typically feel that for staff, “they’re supposed 

to be there to support you and make the transition quite easy” (Alastair) and “you 

need to just approach your lecturer, and they should help you, because that’s their 

job” (Alastair). However, there is often a disparity between what they expect is “their 

job” and what they receive, which leads to dissatisfaction. Specifically, expectations 

of their own and others’ responsibilities are misaligned with the university 

expectations of the student to be self-directed and self-coping.  

Advisors suggest that one way this can be addressed, is through the management 

of student expectations. They imply that advisors are responsible for guiding 

students towards having reasonable and achievable demands which match the 

genuine capabilities of the university to meet them. For example, advisors need to 

manage student expectations in their expectations of support: 

a lot of the time we do get students, they really want some counselling and 

therapy and that’s where we have to be really clear with them that we can’t do 

that. This is what we can do and then these are the people who can try to help 

with what you’re looking for. (Advisor Layla) 
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This is because students often place unrealistic expectations onto services, and 

“you can’t meet everybody’s needs, it’s impossible… we’d be delivering five million 

different things every day. But I think meeting that need means – it hits the point; it 

hits the mark” (Advisor David), rather than meeting the exact demands the student 

asks for. It is therefore about educating students about being realistic in their 

demands and understanding the limitations of their ideals. For example, whilst 

students expect and desire specific mental health support, Ashleigh notes she does 

“understand that the uni mental health services are stretched, and also probably not 

necessarily equipped to deal with more complicated things, I guess” (Ashleigh). 

However, “i guess” suggests a discontent with this explanation. However, Emma 

states “I didn’t expect them to be like mental health workers”, offering recognition of 

the support limitations. She continues “I don’t blame them for it because it’s not their 

fault that they’re in a situation where they’re not equipped to deal with those things” 

(Emma). However, not all students have the same level of contextual awareness, 

and ability to empathise with the contexts of their services. Such a perspective 

requires a more comprehensive understanding of not only the university but also the 

external factors that might constrain its ability to execute what they desire and 

expect. 

Overall, The Mists of Mismatch illustrates the widespread impact of unmet 

expectations on the student experience, both before and during the COVID-19 

pandemic. It symbolises the disorienting nature of encountering stark contrasts 

between envisioned paths and reality. Students express a sense of entitlement and 

disappointment when their expectations of university life remain unfulfilled. External 

pressures, particularly from family expectations, reveal tensions of conforming to 

external obligations. The pervasive pressure to achieve perfection leads to internal 

conflicts and fear of failure, showcasing that a more realistic approach to academic 

expectations is needed. The theme also highlights the challenges of transitioning to 

adulthood, through the expectation to seamlessly adjust to adult responsibilities, 

despite the chaotic reality of the adult world. The disconnect between staff and 

student expectations of roles highlights the need for better clarity and 

communication of their responsibilities. 

7.4. Growing and Adapting with the Changing Winds. 

The student experience is a continuous process of adapting to change and growth. 

This theme therefore emphasises the changes and transitions of the university 
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experience, where “everything is changing” (Meera), and “how they deal with 

change” (Advisor Josephine). Students must adapt to changing support networks, 

independence, academic shifts, and changes within themselves. By embracing 

change and learning from their experiences, they become remodelled versions of 

themselves. The theme also focuses on student desires for progress and direction, 

signifying the need for academic and personal growth. 

Academically, students speak about academic jumps, where “the academic content 

just gets more challenging” (Timothy). For example, “you go from first year, from 

quite laid back and then boom, you go to second year and it’s just like, wow, 

where’s all this work coming from”. The term "boom" suggests a suddenness of 

impact on transitioning into second year and that the workload was manageable in 

first year. Charlotte offers a potential explanation for this, where: 

you know the second year gets harder than the first year and then the third gets 

harder than the second year, but you never actually properly realise it… until you 

are there and sitting it, you’re like oh my gosh.  

Despite being aware of the progressive pattern of difficulty then, the extent of the 

challenge may only be adapted to when they are immersed in the experience. The 

recurring cycle of academic leaps therefore requires students to continuously refine 

their adaptation strategies to meet evolving demands. Consequently, students 

frequently find their work to be “harder than expected” (Marcus), prompting them to 

reassess their skillsets and efforts; “I probably didn’t fit in enough hours, if I did fit in 

more hours, it would be easier” (Marcus). Zhara supports this with “now that it’s final 

year, I’ve realised that, you know, come on, get your head down” (Zhara). However, 

students can internalise the struggle of adapting to the increased difficulty to mean 

personal inadequacy, “they think that’s a mental health difficulty and I’m like you do 

lose motivation in second year, it’s not a honeymoon period anymore” (Advisor 

Helen). It is suggested that students need to be more open to challenges and 

accept the process of adjustment and growth, as the “honeymoon period” suggests 

a disillusionment with what is required to grow their knowledge base. Likewise, Eric 

claims when “you’ve just arrived, you’re a bit of a clean canvas, you shouldn’t really 

have many preconceptions, or at least be open to them being changed” (Eric).  

For the change from teacher-led to independent learning then, students bring 

academic preconceptions and a rigidity to change: 

Students will say ‘God this is totally different to doing A-levels.’ You know, A-

levels I was taught, now you want me to teach myself, you know? So, part of our 
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role is helping students kind of get used to that. Get used to this new way of 

being. (Advisor Jamie) 

Thus, students need to become accustomed to the shift in their learner role, and 

what it means to be and grow as a student. Advisor Josephine supports this by 

noting: 

Part two comes as a bit of a shock for them because it steps up a little bit and 

they haven't actually used their first year to fully understand university. They're 

still treating it a bit like school. And that happens quite a lot. 

To adjust then, students may need to understand what role each year has in their 

overall student journey, and the role the university has at different levels of their 

degree. They also need to understand what they are capable of doing 

independently which can help them to adjust; “you could notice that there was a 

change in the style of working and how you have to work and adapt yourself to the 

new content” (Charlotte). 

A similar adaptation was experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic when 

universities were forced to adapt to online delivery; “I think some students have 

definitely adapted but I think quite a few students have just struggled to adapt to a 

new way of living” (Advisor Isabelle). Students report mixed experiences of the 

move to online learning. Some adjusted well, due to the changes being minimal, 

“the modules I was doing last year, when it came to everyone going home because 

of COVID, they were all coursework based so I could carry on as it was” (Kiera). 

However, others felt it was “a different kind of world… it just feels so much more 

formal, and just feels really different” (Alastair). Comparing the two experiences, 

uncertainty seems to shape how students experience the change, with students 

feeling more comfortable with change when they experience familiarity with it. 

Alastair however, voices “a different kind of world” where there is no familiarity in 

this change. Lack of consistency is therefore suggested to be disruptive and hard to 

adjust to: 

When the pandemic hit, that made things a lot harder because suddenly I had to 

move back home, and it felt very weird because suddenly… I wasn’t in lectures 

with my friends, and everything was online, and I was just sort of stuck in my 

room sort of just writing up essays and… *sigh*… yeah. (Timothy) 

The sigh clearly expresses their despondence about this experience, and “it felt very 

weird” suggests a dissonance between their independence and returning home. The 
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use of “that made things a lot harder” suggests this was a challenging adjustment, 

with “stuck” connecting to how this made students feel less autonomous. 

Similarly, when students move away from home, they undergo social 

transformations and adjustments. Shifts in friend circles and family networks create 

a sense of change and sometimes loss. However, this type of change also occurs 

across the university journey, often requiring acceptance and understanding, “I 

understand that you move – I’ve gained and lost friends. You move on. You have 

different parts of your life, that’s fine, I understand that.” (Chloe). However, whilst “I 

understand that” suggests that change must be accepted, there are some that find 

acceptance hard to implement:  

they've gone from being very popular having loads of friends having loads of 

connections to going to a place where they haven't got any of those things and 

actually, for some of them I think it's a massive shock to the system. (Advisor 

Helen) 

Therefore, by removing what is familiar, students can feel unanchored and set 

adrift, as they no longer understand their place within the new social system. 

This shift can provoke fear and intimidation in students, “It was scary… it was 

quite nerve-wracking, and maybe intimidating at the start, just because it’s a 

new experience” (Alastair). The use of "scary" and "intimidating", suggests 

newness brings discomfort, however, “at the start” indicates their ability to 

progress and adapt to these changes. Most students however, voiced that “It 

did take me a while to find my feet” (Chloe), therefore, this process of 

adaptation and adjusting to change is not always “I managed to settle in, I 

think, quite easily, quite quickly” (Timothy) but, a more prolonged process 

where they “feel like the first month of university is so overwhelming” (Meera) 

and “just kind of settling in and finding my feet in first year was the biggest 

challenge that I’ve had” (Emma). Students therefore need to take their time to 

adjust and figure out how to navigate and adapt to the change, because “by, 

sort of, Christmastime, I think I was very settled, and enjoying it” (Ashleigh) 

and “it was mainly just time” (Emma) that allowed this adaptation. However, 

the differing experiences of Chloe and Timothy, compared to Emma and 

Meera, suggest the adjustment process is not uniform for all students. 

Therefore, this variability in adjustment timelines highlights the individual 

nature of transitioning across the university journey. 
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This variability is suggested to depend upon students’ ability to embrace change, 

including academic, social, and personal change. Embracing change was seen for 

friendship groups, “I guess we wanted to diversify a bit more, not just stick together, 

who we already know from home, we need to branch out as well” (Zhara). 

Branching out suggests expanding their horizons, changing up their social circles 

and a need to “be very open-minded and willing to learn about people” (Carly). For 

personal change, students embraced change when they behaved in ways that 

prevented making progress: “I’m trying to change it, but it’s a hard thing to do” 

(Charlotte). By accepting the need for change, and embracing this need, students 

become more open-minded and experience growth.  

However, it is also suggested that the university needs to exhibit openness to adapt 

and change, to further support student growth. Specifically, “as time goes on, we 

realise that some things aren’t right, or some things could be done better or more 

efficiently, maybe. And I think a lot of it is a lack of will to change” (Kiera). 

Furthermore, Advisor Layla questions: 

have we got into this habit really that is a legacy of old-fashioned ideas about 

academia and actually do we need to revisit that? Do we need to be constantly 

examining students or can we approach this in a different way? 

Together, they suggest there is a potential for change and whilst universities may be 

resistant to change, this may be born from old ideas of education rather than 

moving with modern academia. Advisor Martha explains that “I think some of it is to 

do with the culture that they grew up in and studied in, because there’s so much 

that’s changed within universities”. Therefore, uncertainty of change based upon 

previous experiences can stunt the future growth of HE and its students. This can 

be problematic when “actually we’re learning that a lot of stuff wasn’t very healthy 

and isn’t very healthy” (Kiera). Kiera further explains that: 

we’ve been pushing for so long for like recorded lectures and online teaching and 

stuff, and everyone’s just said we can’t do it. And now we can it’s kind of like, OK, 

what else can we do if we really need to?  

Thus, there is a perceived unwillingness to change within HE, when change only 

occurs if it is forced. However, it is recognised that “it’s a big paradigm shift, it’s not 

done overnight” (Advisor Martha) and just like students’ individual adjustments, this 

would also take time. Nevertheless, it has been “interesting, over the last year… 

seeing how many changes can be made when they need to be” (Kiera). There is 

something to learn, therefore, from unpredictable changes, in identifying where 
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adaptations could be made to improve or better the experience of students. Just like 

a ship sailing from point to point on its journey, learning something new from each 

destination they dock at on the way; students and the university learn by exposing 

themselves to new experiences and diverse perspectives.  

Equally, students adapt and grow by understanding themselves and when they 

“know what I’m like” (Chloe). They express that it is important to “Find out what you 

like. Find out what you don’t necessarily like” (Zhara). Their ability to self-reflect is 

key in their ability to navigate changes in their experience, because they often 

“needed something to help them think about their needs, to make sense of 

themselves, feel that they could get some support and allow themselves to kind of 

move forward in some way” (Advisor David). Thus, to ensure the progress and 

growth of students, they need to know and understand themselves. Students mirror 

this and the desire for opportunities to grow personally, where they want to:  

talk about my life and some of the things that have happened in it, and how that 

affects me now and how I can learn to sort of adapt to it or learn from it, and that 

kind of thing. (Kiera) 

They want to adapt to who they really are, and grow into the people they want to be, 

“they're in that mindset we talked about, self-development, self-focus, self-

improvement, and they like this idea that they'll talk to somebody, and it will be 

about them and they can like, I don't know, find out more about themselves” 

(Advisor Helen). This idea of improvement and development, therefore, 

demonstrates students are focused on progress. This can also relate to future-

orientated goals, recognition and achievements, and development of skills and 

knowledge so they feel that “uni has actually prepared me for the world of work” 

(Zhara). Timothy says it would be useful if his degree had: 

incorporated some of those platforms they use in the industry and make them 

part of the assignments, or part of the learning, just so students feel as if they’ve 

got a blend of academic and non-academic stuff which they can take with them, 

so they feel as if when they leave after their three years, that they’re in their best 

possible position to apply for a graduate role.  

Real-world applications in learning therefore help students to adapt to graduate life. 

They don’t want to read the book on how to sail, but they want to learn to sail whilst 

on the ship. They see their university experience as stepping stones to their desired 

destination, and “everything has become, sort of, steps to my ultimate goal” 

(Meera). Their motivation therefore comes from feelings of progress on their future, 
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where they strive to “get a good grade on this because if you get a good grade, you 

can get a good degree and work for the company that you want or build something 

that you want” (Meera).  

Growth is also reflected in relation to making mistakes and learning from their 

actions. They report no desire to change mistakes or avoid difficult experiences, 

because it made them who they are, “I wouldn’t actually change a lot because it 

builds you in certain areas to grow as a person” (Charlotte). Difficult experiences are 

therefore transformative for students, that teach them something of value. Despite 

Charlotte having a life-threatening experience with drugs, she says “It’s going to 

sound stupid, but I wouldn’t change the fact that I’d done the drugs and almost 

died”, and even though “[I] ruined half of my nose from sniffing it coz I’m an idiot… I 

wouldn’t change it because it has actually made me focus on different things”. This 

implies adversity can be a catalyst for adaptation and growth, as it suggests a shift 

in priorities and values. This is also expressed as more valuable than an easy ride, 

as the risk is deemed worth the lesson. The acknowledgement of personal 

responsibility, "coz I’m an idiot", adds a layer of self-awareness to the narrative, 

further suggesting that learning is derived from the experience and the ownership of 

their behaviour.  

Similarly, even though she would have liked it to be different, Emma valued the 

difficulties she faced with friends, because “I definitely have a healthier way of 

approaching friendships and stuff now from that… it has taught me quite a lot about 

how I approach things now”. Therefore, there is a cost-benefit analysis of having a 

bad experience, with students placing significant value on the transformative 

outcomes. Consequently, seeing them not as a setback, but a catalyst for 

development, can encourage students to see value and purpose in their experience; 

“I think I actually needed to go through that to learn something, a bit about me and 

just kind of almost move forward” (Chloe). To go through something is to develop as 

a person, and “I feel like people need to fuck up to get through life” (Charlotte). To 

“fuck up” therefore means that “the message is stronger because I’ve learnt it 

myself and I’ll learn from that” (Chloe). Consequently, this suggests students need 

to experience mistakes to be able to truly adapt and grow.  

Overall, the theme evidences the student experience as a transformative journey. It 

highlights changes and transitions throughout university life, within academic, social, 

and personal spheres. Academically, students experience shifts in workload and 

intensity, often feeling challenged in adapting to higher expectations. Despite being 



153 
 

aware of these changes, however, the recurring cycle of academic leaps demands 

continuous refinement of their adaptation strategies. Socially, students transform 

friend circles and support networks, sometimes leading to feelings of being 

unanchored or intimidated. However, despite initial fears associated with these 

changes, growth is argued to occur over time. Much like a captain needing to learn 

from past voyages, learning from experience is emphasised. Growth is voiced to 

come from making mistakes, and the transformative potential of difficult experiences 

is valued. Difficult experiences are perceived as more valuable than an easy 

journey, with the importance of embracing change to achieve growth also being 

demonstrated. It is also suggested that whilst students seek personal and academic 

progress towards their future desires, the capacity and willingness of the university 

to adapt and evolve alongside them further shapes the growth of its students.  

7.5. Adjusting the Sails for Me: A Tailored Experience 

For students to further adapt, cope and engage with the student journey, students 

and advisors voice a desire for a tailored experience. This involves shifting towards 

prioritising students’ unique needs, which allows them to navigate their journey in 

the ways that best suit them. Students are said to “need something a bit more 

personal” (Advisor David) in their interactions with academic and personal support 

where students' distinct challenges and circumstances across the university context 

are addressed. Advisor Heidi comments “it’s about the students and I think tailoring 

things for different students is really important” because students have different 

needs, and one size does not fit all. A student-centric approach acknowledges that 

a standardised approach might not suffice for everyone, and that more flexibility is 

needed in the delivery of support and structures of university. Timothy comments “it 

would be good to have a one-to-one session with tutors, or something explained… 

in a way that sort of suits you” (Timothy), highlighting the need for tailoring so 

individuals feel that their unique situations are recognised and accommodated. 

However, Chloe’s “teaching style is very much group work and a lot of interaction” 

whereas “some have said, “it suits me, it suits me to stay at home” (Advisor Layla). 

Students therefore have a lot of preferences universities are pressured to cover, 

and “this search for kind of a magic cure all… it’s not possible to do something that’s 

going to make absolutely everybody happy” (Advisor Layla). This idea of a “cure all” 

suggests that there is a desire for every student to have a perfect world where they 

experience no difficulty. However, the use of the word “magic” indicates that whilst 
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this desired level of personal tailoring would have a transformative effect on their 

experience, it also defies logic and feasibility.  

Nonetheless, there are educational structures that are genuinely not suitable for 

certain students. Advisor Layla evidences a particular issue “where the pace and 

intensity of the course just isn’t suitable for some”, such as those with long-term 

health conditions:  

It’s quite difficult where there’s a rigidity around it has to be full-time study. I 

think that just doesn’t work, especially for people with kind of chronic 

conditions that flare up and fluctuate, they just need longer to complete a 

degree. (Advisor Layla)   

The use of “rigidity” suggests some flexibility in how degrees are structured is 

needed to improve inclusivity, prevent hindering learning experiences, and support 

students in their degree completion. However, “rigidity” also suggests that when 

confronted with the diverse and evolving needs of students, the university, like an 

iceberg at sea, is formidable and unyielding. Flexibility is also particularly interesting 

to consider as Advisor Layla previously voiced in Mists of Mismatch, that there is a 

need for managing student expectations due to the wider structural barriers of HE. 

This contradiction suggests that there is a higher importance placed upon flexible 

university structures in the event of student equality, inclusivity, and diversity 

barriers. For example, flexibility is highly emphasised when advocating that for 

some, it “just isn’t feasible, it’s not going to happen” (Advisor Layla). Accessibility of 

educational activities for diverse student groups is therefore in need of addressing. 

Advisor Layla suggests that “where possible, it would be good if someone could 

engage with mentoring and devise strategies to be able to manage that, but for 

some students, it’s not possible on the grounds of their disability”. It is therefore 

important to construct support programmes that can be as flexible as possible, to 

cater for different student groups and needs. 

From Layla’s account, it can be surmised that there is a huge need for greater 

inclusivity, so that “there’s less of a feeling that people are having to stuff 

themselves into a shape that doesn’t fit them” (Advisor Layla). This idea of “stuffing 

them into a shape” suggests an unsuitable expectation being placed on the student, 

and it gives the sense of students experiencing force and manipulation into a mould 

that fits this expectation. The word “stuffing” implies that there is not much wiggle 

room for individuality. Support services like advisors are therefore trying to fill the 

gap of this flexibility by taking the approach of “never underestimating how much of 
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an impact a problem is going to have on a student. What might not faze me could 

be completely fazing for another student” (Advisor Jamie). There is a need to 

understand what is relative to the individual student and listen to what they feel they 

need. Students reported, “I felt like they constantly kind of had an idea in their head 

of what I wanted and didn’t actually listen to what I was asking” (Emma). Therefore, 

when students take the initiative to advocate for themselves and ask for support, 

students want their support staff to take their ideas and experience into account. 

This is opposed to simply doing what they think the student needs; “stop telling me 

that and do something that I’m kind of saying would help” (Emma). 

It is interesting to consider that students voice knowing what they need and how 

their support could be tailored; particularly when advisors believe students do not 

always have this knowledge. This could be explained by students feeling their 

support has not been helpful, however, Advisor Heidi reflects that “If they keep 

coming back asking questions, OK, right, we need to reformulate this”. The use of 

“reformulating” suggests the need for iterative improvement, and that support plans 

should continuously evolve based on student feedback. In summary, the advisor 

data highlights the need for a more adaptable, personalized, and student-centred 

approach to academic activities and support. It calls attention to the limitations of 

rigid structures and emphasises the importance of creating an inclusive environment 

that values diverse learning paces and individual needs. Advisors therefore play a 

crucial role in understanding and responding to these diverse needs, by iteratively 

improving their support to be responsive to the ongoing and changing needs of the 

students.  

Interestingly, from the student perspective, the idea of tailoring appears more 

preferential than needs based. Students talk about what suits them in terms of how 

they understand their content and how they feel they learn best. How they learn 

best included listening, working individually, the type of environment they are in, and 

concerning online or in-person delivery, “I work best online. I prefer to go in, but I 

work best online because I prefer to teach myself something as opposed to 

someone talk at me” (Charlotte). However, how something was communicated in a 

comprehensible way was consistently commented on. For example, “it was useful 

for my experience because I understood it, because it was pitched in the way that I 

understand and is right to me” (Timothy). As seen from advisor perspectives, 

however, what is “right” for one student may not suit another student. Herein lies the 

problem with personalised approaches, and why the “magic cure all” (Advisor 

Layla), is unattainable. The lack of insight on this from students, however, 
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exacerbates their desired ideals of this tailored approach and thus brings further 

disappointment when their preferences are not actualised. Students therefore take it 

upon themselves to do what’s preferable, and make it easier on themselves, “if 

you’ve got any doubts about a module or you feel I’m really going to struggle with 

this, then go for something else. Go with what you’re comfortable with” (Timothy). 

This strategy allows students to navigate their academic journey with greater ease 

and confidence, by creating stability through self-tailoring. Typically, this approach is 

centred around playing to their strengths, whereby it reduces effort and is 

experienced positively; “we also get graded on module participation which I love, 

because I talk, and I’m willing to talk, but I’m also willing to listen and bounce off 

other people’s ideas” (Chloe). This is interesting as they express positivity and 

willingness for things that come easy, “I can look forward to what I’m doing and 

know that it’s kind of my strongest suit” (Kiera). When students feel they can tailor 

things to what they are confident in therefore, they are more likely to have a positive 

experience. However, if students feel that they are not going to perform well, and it 

does not match their strengths, they are less likely to engage in the activity: 

It kind of meant then, when I knew that was coming, I was much less motivated 

to go to it or to do the work for it, or I just assumed that I wouldn’t do well on it, 

and it wasn’t really a priority. (Kiera) 

Motivation is therefore dictated by how successful students feel they will be, which 

is felt by playing to their strengths. What is “right” for them, according to students, 

therefore appears to be made up of what is comfortable, easy, and plays to their 

strengths. Students therefore tailor their experience towards what is preferable 

rather than what they need. 

Together then, students and advisors express a desire for a more tailored approach 

to the student journey, recognising that one size does not fit all. This involves 

prioritising students' unique needs and circumstances and acknowledging the 

limitations of standardised approaches. Rigid educational structures can hinder 

inclusivity and student success, highlighting the need for greater adaptability. 

Advisors therefore advocate for flexibility in support structures, particularly for 

students with diverse challenges and circumstances, to further encourage active 

engagement. Advisors play a crucial role in understanding and responding to 

diverse student needs, and continuous improvement and responsiveness to student 

feedback is emphasised to support this understanding. From the student 

perspective, tailoring their experience to suit their strengths is preferable, 
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contributing to a positive academic journey. However, this emphasis on preference 

over need may lead to missed opportunities for growth and development. Overall, 

there is a call for a more personalised and adaptable approach to support student 

engagement, success, and wellbeing, throughout their university journey. However, 

lack of student understanding of the wider HE context exacerbates ideals of 

personalised tailoring. 

7.6. Conclusion 

In this chapter, four themes were delineated; Navigating the storm: The 4 P’s, The 

Mists of Mismatch: “This isn’t what I expected”, Growing and Adapting to the 

Changing Winds, and Adjusting the sails for me: A Tailored Experience. The theme 

of Navigating the Storms presents how students deal with challenges, highlighting 

the importance of preparedness, proactivity, and self-preservation in persevering 

with the student journey. Fear of the unknown is expressed to drive students’ 

desires for knowledge, readiness, and control, with preparedness being presented 

as a crucial compass in guiding students through their uncertainties. Seeking 

support, understanding expectations, and anticipating challenges, are all suggested 

to prepare students for what is to come. Proactivity is presented as a catalyst for 

academic and personal growth and a self-preservation strategy. Self-preservation 

however can take both protective and proactive forms, with a positive mindset being 

particularly important for better navigation through challenges. 

The Mists of Mismatch symbolises the impact of unmet expectations and the 

pressure of expectations upon them. It provides a complex backdrop to student 

expectations, encompassing personal, academic, social, and cultural ideals. Unmet 

expectations often led to feelings of entitlement and disappointment, both pre and 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Mismatches were therefore sometimes voiced to 

encourage students to advocate for their perceived rights. The disconnection 

between staff and student expectations, however, reveals the necessity for better 

communication and alignment regarding their roles. The theme also extends to 

potentially unrealistic expectations placed on the student, with familial pressure 

adding to the challenge of academic and personal autonomy. Nevertheless, unmet 

expectations present an opportunity for growth and development of the skills 

needed to transition to an independent adult (i.e., be the captain).  

Growing and Adapting to the Changing Winds presented the evolving nature of the 

student experience and the need to experience this and adaptability, through the 
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university journey. It specifically notes that what is crucial for their adaptation 

includes taking proactive approaches to change. These include embracing change, 

learning from mistakes, and drawing lessons from experiences. Students voice that 

growth from challenges is more valuable than an easy journey. The idea that 

students need to adapt, however, is also mirrored for universities; suggesting a 

willingness to evolve is important for the facilitation of student growth.  

Adjusting the Sails for Me introduces the crucial concept of flexibility within 

academic and personal support practices. The theme calls for a shift from 

impersonal to personal approaches, as a route to increase motivation and 

confidence. However, whilst students desire a fully tailored approach, a lack of 

understanding of the wider university capabilities exacerbate ideals of personalised 

tailoring. More knowledge around these structures is therefore needed to align 

personal ideals with the broader university context. Nevertheless, the theme 

advocates for an inclusive environment that values diverse learning paces and 

individual needs. It recognises the limitations of the currently rigid structures and 

emphasises the importance of recognising student diversity. Without university 

responsiveness, student autonomy is therefore thwarted, and their confidence to 

Steer their Ship is diminished.  
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Chapter 8: Theme Interconnections 

Through chapters five to seven, the eight individual themes have been individually 

delineated. Each theme has been explained, evidenced and explored concerning 

their central concepts, however, it is important to next explicate the interinfluencing 

nature of the themes to further express their meaning and importance.  

In Chapter 5, Steering the Ship posited students grapple with becoming active 

players in their student experience. The theme explores self-government, 

empowerment, and the desire to alleviate burden and return to familiar support 

structures. However, students also seek autonomy and control, signifying the need 

for opportunities and the self-perceived competency to Steer their Ship. The theme 

signifies the importance of “I can” in becoming and being agentic students. Steering 

the Ship noted that agentic behaviour can be encouraged and thwarted through the 

opportunities and choices available to students to take agentic action, as well as the 

support provided being facilitative of agentic development. Specifically, students 

require support that helps them to act with agency rather than expecting them to do 

this without guidance. 

Collectively, the themes produce a compelling narrative of perceived competency as 

a fundamental influence in students’ quest for captaincy and Steering their Ship. 

Specifically, students need to feel they are competent to steer. Furthermore, the 

themes outlined can both support and thwart the development and engagement of 

agentic behaviour and self-perceived competency. This chapter therefore details 

these connections by providing a brief overview of the individual themes followed by 

their interinfluence with the central organising theme of Steering the Ship. Where 

several themes are interconnecting to inter-influence with Steering the Ship, these 

will be detailed where relevant. 

8.1. Steadying the Ship: Establishing Balance 

Steadying the Ship focused on the need for balance and equilibrium; through 

support, emotion management and establishing a work-life balance. Students 

require an emotional and practical balance to prevent a metaphorical capsize of 

their ship, emphasising the importance of emotional regulation and work-life 

balance. Collectively though, the themes of Steadying and Steering the Ship explain 

the journey from dependence to independence, emphasising the importance of 
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achieving balance for students to take charge of their student journeys. They 

represent the idea that to steer students need to be steady. For example, within 

Steering the Ship, it is suggested that students typically desire to displace tasks 

onto others when they feel unsteady through uncertainty and inexperience:  

They want somebody to tell them what to do, they want something quite 

structured, some students actually don't like the kind of independent learning 

element of it… I think a lot of it is just about the self-directedness of it a lot of 

people struggle with. (Advisor Heidi) 

The idea that students want structure and to be told what to do suggests there is 

uncertainty and a lack of feeling steady due to their inexperience, and thus they 

desire someone else to take over the responsibility which stabilises their 

experience. For example, on moving back home during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

Meera was able to abdicate the level of responsibility she held as “here, my mum 

handles that” (Meera). Thus, by returning to a previously familiar unburdened 

lifestyle, she Steadies her Ship by displacing some of the burdens felt from her 

inexperience in holding this level of responsibility and demand. The connection 

between the themes of Steering the Ship and Steadying the Ship is represented in 

Figure 6. 

 

Figure 6: 

Diffusion and Displacement of Responsibility to Steady and Steer the Ship 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



161 
 

Note. This diagram shows an example of how diffusion and displacement occur, 

and how this is perceived to stabilise their experience and help them to steer. 

Further evidence for this comes from Steering the Ship which suggests students 

require a knowing person to guide them. Specifically, a knowing person provides a 

steadying function that facilitates students to take individual action. This is important 

to note, as without support, particularly in the face of additional challenges, students 

can reach a point of limitation; “when I’m struggling and then to deal with struggling 

you have to go through like loads of admin stuff, it makes it a lot, lot, worse for me” 

(Emma). Therefore, students may diffuse responsibility due to individual thresholds 

for overwhelm being reached, to Steady their Ship and consequently continue 

Steering their Ship on their journey; “they don’t necessarily always need you to kind 

of, yeah, hold their hand through it. They just want somebody to tell them what to do 

to feel better” (Advisor Isabelle). Their ability to Steady their Ship then, is potentially 

what determines their ability to Steer their Ship, rather than an unwillingness to be 

agentic. Similarly, in the context of non-disabled students, whilst daily living tasks 

may not be as severe of a burden compared to the context of disabled student 

challenges, it may be that non-disabled students feel similarly overwhelmed, as 

such tasks add to their general sense of pressure. Their desire to place 

responsibility onto others is therefore their attempt in trying to “keep up, on top of 

everything” (Alastair). Together, both groups of students may be attempting to 

Steady their Ship so they can Steer, by either diffusing or displacing responsibility 

onto others. This can be particularly entwined with their transition to greater 

independence, where freedom comes at a cost of more responsibility.  

Continuing with the idea that for students to steer they need to feel steady; 

Steadying the Ship illustrates that students require emotional regulation skills and 

need to establish a sense of balance to be the captain of their student journey. Loss 

of emotional control can compromise a student’s autonomy and ability to Steer the 

Ship, as whilst “you kind of don’t want to take a sense of autonomy” (Advisor 

Isabelle), “you’re having to then think, are we going to have to just suspend?” 

(Advisor Layla), because their risk is too high. Consequently, emotion regulation 

support helps students to steady their feelings and retain their autonomy, as “I feel 

like the techniques the counsellor told me were quite good, I did feel more in control 

of things. I felt like I became better at handling everything” (Alastair). This applies to 

a variety of emotional circumstances, where providing the student with emotion 

regulation tools, can help them to avoid getting to a breaking point: 
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a week of collected stress that you’ve not dealt with, and one tiny trivial thing, 

that’s it. Sets you off completely… All the big things that are at the bottom and 

then that one tiny little thing you just go you know what, that’s it. (Ella)  

Students may therefore experience an unsettling and overwhelming experience that 

hinders their ability, perceived or actual, to act and steer. The prevalence of 

emotional dysregulation suggests this further, with emotion regulation strategies 

being suggested to support students in Navigating the Storms of university life, and 

their personal tsunamis (e.g., overwhelming feelings that pose a risk to their safety). 

This is particularly important when Advisor Alice comments that “more emotional 

distress and emotional dysregulation” leads to increased impulsivity, where “The 

number of kind of impulsive sort of overdoses is more” (Advisor Alice). Thus, 

students need to feel emotionally steady to Steer their Ship, but more importantly to 

be safe. The theme talks of interpersonal communication playing a key role in 

steadying their emotions. Sharing their feelings and others providing guidance helps 

them to manage their thoughts and feelings. Consequently, this encourages 

students to continue Steering their Ship, as “we do have some students who are 

very motivated, they just want answers to some questions. They just want to figure 

out, “OK give me a plan, what do I do, and I’ll do it, just tell me” (Advisor Martha). 

Again, this highlights how students do not necessarily need someone to do the 

steadying for them, but they do not feel competent in knowing what decisions and 

actions they need to take. Thus, students need guidance that will help them to 

Steady their Ship and facilitate them to act with agency.  

8.2. A Safe Harbour: Having a secure and stable base  

This theme epitomised feelings of insecurity and exposure. It voiced student desires 

and needs for a secure and reliable support network that acts as a safety net and is 

reminiscent of their family. The metaphorical safe harbour is a multifaceted network 

of support systems, comprising friends, family, university staff and resources, that 

provide a sense of safety and security. However, the safety net is also made up of 

an internal sense of security, made up of feeling confident, that they can be 

themselves, and the role of acceptance in creating emotional security. With such a 

social and internal safety net in place, students feel empowered to explore new 

opportunities and overcome difficulties. Rooted in anxiety, students desire a Safe 

Harbour where they can take refuge, find comfort, and have their experiences and 
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feelings validated. Safety and security were presented as playing a vital role in 

student’s overall wellbeing and success in their academic and personal journeys.  

The Safe Harbour connects to the central organising concept of Steering the Ship, 

as students do not feel capable (i.e. secure) of taking the lead because “I don’t feel 

like an adult yet” (Julia). Not feeling like an adult suggests that students perceive 

themselves to be inexperienced and that they lack competency. A Safe Harbour 

noted that when students lacked confidence or self-belief in their abilities, students 

portrayed feelings of needing validation, encouragement and guidance from an 

authority figure. For example, students cast a parental figure on the university and 

retain the child position, where “I don’t think they realise like how, especially my 

year, how kiddie we were, like how still children we were because we didn’t get the 

process” (Julia). The use of “kiddie” portrays them to be vulnerable and in need of 

protection, and “we didn’t get the process” places them as incapable or in need of 

guidance. Their perception appears rooted in the idea that the university represents 

a higher authority that guides and nurtures them during their educational journey. 

However, when advisor Josephine voiced how “I had to learn to not be mummy to 

them all”, this suggested that within support systems there is a balance to strike 

between adopting the family role and fostering their independence. Therefore, the 

parental guidance students seek, and the desire for “holding their hand through the 

teaching and supporting them” (Advisor Beatrice), is carefully balanced with 

providing students with the opportunities to venture out from their Safe Harbour, 

experiment with their independence, and develop their confidence. Their support 

network, therefore, serves as a crucial facilitator in developing their sense of internal 

security during this transitional period and promoting the development and 

experimentation with their independence and abilities. Trust in their support network 

was also highlighted to promote a sense of security, as it encourages students to 

seek help when needed and share their experiences without fear of judgement or 

rejection. Consequently, A Safe Harbour can both encourage and thwart students’ 

independence and ability to Steer their Ship.  

For students to develop and experiment with their independence, the theme voiced 

the role of confidence and acceptance. Specifically, the theme suggests taking a 

development-focused mindset, embracing self-compassion and an “It’s okay to fail” 

(Advisor Layla) mentality encourages students to approach challenges with a sense 

of safety. Advisor Helen noted that through acceptance there are fewer “I have to 

prove myself, I have to be X Y Z” (Advisor Helen) mentalities, and there is less risk 

of students feeling overwhelmed and like “I can’t do this, I’m going to drop out” 
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(Ashleigh). Consequently, the role of acceptance supports students in tackling 

challenges without fear, and without reducing their self-perceived competency to the 

point of withdrawing from university. Acceptance therefore connects to Steering the 

Ship, whereby adopting an acceptance mindset promotes perseverance in their 

studies. There is also potential development of their self-perceived competency 

once their challenges are managed, as students experience that they have 

‘survived’ the challenge without consequence and have instead learnt from the 

experience. 

8.3. We’re All on This Ship Together: Being a Crew 

This theme emphasised the need to belong to a crew (i.e., peers and the university) 

and the importance of working together to create a community, a sense of cohesion, 

and unity. It emphasised active collaboration between students and the university 

and shared responsibility in building a thriving community. This collaborative 

approach is grounded in respect, approachability, and mutual support, and 

reinforces the idea that everyone plays a vital role in creating a positive 

environment. Planned events, social interactions, and a sense of belonging through 

shared experiences and values were voiced to create the feeling of being in a 

‘Crew’. The Ship therefore becomes a symbol of collective efforts from students and 

the university, to reach a shared destination; that is the wellbeing and success of 

the entire community. 

Regarding the theme’s connection with Steering the Ship, students can sometimes 

need the university to take the lead, “I just feel like maybe if we were forced to get 

more involved in the first week or two, we’d have found each other” (Ashleigh). To 

be “forced” suggests a diffusion of responsibility when things get difficult, however, 

the desire to connect demonstrates that they want to be able to act, yet experience 

barriers to this. It is in these circumstances, that the university is suggested to take 

the helm and steer students towards situations where connection is hard to avoid 

and inhibits students from actively creating division by self-isolation. Furthermore, 

students voice empowerment through events encouraging them to socialise, and 

that school events are essential; especially when other social aspects like flat life 

are lacking. Furthermore, Ashleigh noted she wished she had tried to make more 

effort to socialise of her own accord: 

I think I’d have tried – and also probably would try and go along to look up a 

couple of societies and stuff, just even if I didn’t feel like they were ‘my people’, 
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just interacting with others probably would have helped a bit, just done more 

things. (Ashleigh) 

Hence, expressing difficulty in Steering their socialisation. Together, this suggests 

that providing opportunities to socialise, and the university recognising this need 

(i.e. being on the same ship as the student) supports them in becoming more 

agentic in their social lives. Similarly, the civil society concept presented in the 

theme mirrors this, whereby if the community gives the impression that “you can 

literally go up to anyone” (Julia), by being open and approachable, students feel 

safe enough to “take the risk” (Alastair) to socialise and seek friends. Consequently, 

being On this Ship Together can help students Steer their Ship in the context of 

socialisation.  

However, there is also a side to the themes interinfluence with Steering the Ship 

that puts the onus on students. The theme and Ashleigh’s comment above note the 

idea of making an effort, whereby the student is active and does things to create 

their connection or division with others. For example, Timothy argued, “if we had 

made more of an effort to have meals together” they would have had more bonding 

in their flat. Additionally, students spoke of active divisions regarding bullying, 

alienating others, and impenetrable social cliques. Ashleigh noted her peers were 

“banning me from parts of the house” (Ashleigh), whilst others “have experienced 

racism” (Charlotte). Student actions are therefore highlighted as central to creating a 

crew not only for themselves but also how others’ sense of being in a crew is 

created and felt. Hence, how students engage with their agency and autonomy to 

include or exclude others is also crucial in creating a student’s sense of being On 

this Ship Together. Steering the Ship then, is not only influenced by being On this 

Ship Together, but also, being On this Ship Together is influenced by how students 

Steer their Ship and choose to act. This can be further supported through the 

concepts of cohesion and unity, as Meera’s comments that for those she felt were 

not like her, she noted “I didn’t really want to actively hang out with these people…”. 
This indicates that feelings of similarity can further dictate how students actively 

behave towards their peers and promote or hinder the development of being On this 

Ship Together.  

Unity was proposed as an important aspect of We’re all on this Ship Together, of 

which similarity was crucial. Therefore, a desire to be judged positively to feel united 

was emphasised. The connection between unity and Steering the Ship can be seen 

from the desire for unity leading students to behave in ways that protected their 
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sense of unity over and above what they might prefer or what feels synonymous 

with their individuality. Meera suggested that students would rather behave in a way 

that does not pose a risk of being isolated, “this need to fit in and just be one with 

the whole flat, or whoever you’re living with, is so strong, that you don’t want to do 

anything that pulls you out of that” (Meera). Consequently, the importance of We’re 

all on this Ship Together can drive students to abandon the autonomy they have to 

be authentic, and instead seek out unity based on edited versions of themselves.  

Furthermore, the theme further indicates that when students feel they are On their 

Ship Together through this feeling of similarity, students could experience 

empowerment to tackle their difficulties and the confidence to actively foster greater 

connection with their peers. Many students were described as avoiding taking action 

to speak with their peers about their difficulties and instead only speaking to 

advisors. Advisor Helen notes that “they’re all coming to us to talk about it but 

they’re not talking to each other about it” and yet “if everybody sat down in a room 

together and said I feel this way and then the other person would go oh, me too and 

me too”  that they would feel more able to actively seek support from their peers as 

they understand they are not alone. Meera confirms this by saying “everyone’s 

going through the same thing, and everyone’s looking for someone to talk to, 

someone to support them… And that really helped, knowing that everyone’s going 

through more or less the same thing”. Consequently, Steering the Ship towards 

going to peers for support can be encouraged through feeling that their peers are 

sharing their experiences, yet there is a dilemma of needing to Steer the Ship first, 

to find this out. Here, it is important then to consider that universities could promote 

these discussions between students to support them in taking these actions. This is 

especially important considering the benefits suggested by organised events and 

activities highlighted at the beginning of this section.  

Trust also connects A Safe Harbour, We’re on this Ship Together, and Steering the 

Ship, whereby “It is important to know who your real mates are” (Marcus). Meera 

explains that “every time there’s been an issue, I have gone to the first person I 

trust”, suggesting knowing who they can trust determines how they decide to act 

and reach out for support. Trust in others therefore dictates how students Steer their 

Ship in moments of need. To trust they will be accepted by others means they are 

more likely to ask for help, take risks, share ideas, and engage in opportunities, 

“You can just pick up anything and just shove it and go do it, and it’s nice and you 

don’t have to be a certain type of person” (Charlotte). Contrastingly, when the 

response to their disclosure or engagement is rejected or dismissed, they feel 
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unsafe to do so again; “the look on [my advisors] face was enough to put me off 

ever speaking to him about anything ever again, coz he clearly was not comfortable 

with any kind of conversation about mental health” (Emma). Ashleigh supports this 

further when commenting on her advisor, where “he kind of gave off this vibe of like, 

‘I don’t really want to deal with this, and deal with you’, so I was just like, maybe 

not”. When people do not judge and are accepting and understanding of their 

struggles, students therefore feel that they are On the Ship with them, and they are 

safe to ask for help and consequently feel that they have the support around them 

that enables them to tackle their challenges. Similarly, when their issues such as 

with peers or accommodation were noted to be ignored in the theme of We’re All on 

This Ship Together, this further supports the idea from Steering the Ship where 

students feel they are faced with the “void” of voicing their concerns and the 

university as a “power” above them, unwilling to help. Co-creation then is also about 

the university and the students unifying to address issues that are affecting the 

collective ship (i.e. Steering the Ship together).  

Connecting to A Safe Harbour then, when Ashleigh describes her experiences of 

bullying, this rejection meant she did not feel safe to be an active student, due to 

being ostracised. Specifically, she “didn’t feel safe going to lectures or seminars”, 

and that “in some ways, COVID has been quite helpful, that it is all online”. Ashleigh 

did not have to face the individuals causing her to feel unsafe. The idea that she felt 

“I don’t want to have to face this” and the avoidance opportunity given by the 

COVID-19 pandemic teaching environment being online, suggests that when 

students do not feel that they are On this Ship Together, and others are not co-

creating a safe space for them to be in, students do not experience emotional safety 

and are less likely to take agentic action to be active students.  

Overall, then, when students feel they are On this Ship Together, students appear 

to feel safe and confident enough to take the helm and Steer the Ship. Similarly, 

when students feel confident to Steer their Ship, they can create more opportunities 

for feeling that they are On this Ship Together. Importantly though, the concern of 

Being a Crew can overwhelm student agency and autonomy and encourage 

inauthentic and detrimental actions.   
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8.4. Navigating the Storms: Preparedness, Proactivity, Perseverance and 

Preservation 

Navigating the Storms highlighted the importance of preparedness, proactivity, and 

self-preservation for student perseverance. Students fear the unknown and desire a 

sense of preparedness for their personal and academic journeys, particularly 

through knowledge and experience. Proactivity was presented as a facilitator of 

growth in academic and personal matters, yet students are suggested to adopt 

avoidance strategies to self-preserve when facing challenges. Nevertheless, some 

adopt proactive self-preservation strategies such as building a positive mindset, 

which is described to be facilitative in navigating through challenges. Students also 

decide whether to persevere with their challenges by evaluating the purpose, and 

value of what is required. The interconnections between ‘The 4 P’s’ however, 

emphasise the complex nature of students’ psychological experiences. The 

interconnection with Steering the Ship, however, surrounds how students Steer their 

Ships to Navigate the Storms they face. 

Predominantly, the connections with Steering the Ship centre around preparedness 

and proactivity. Specifically, when students feel prepared (i.e. feel they have the 

skills and knowledge to proceed), students are better able to take proactive action 

and steer through challenges and toward their goals. However, it can also be that 

when students are brave enough to take proactive action they can feel and become 

more prepared, giving them further confidence to steer. However, it is also important 

to note that the inter-influence between Navigating the Storms and Steering the 

Ship also appears to be shaped through the development of the Safe Harbour, 

particularly their internal sense of security. For example, preparedness shows 

students’ eagerness to avoid potential failures and feel secure in their abilities to 

achieve, “you’re not as stressed, because you know what you’re doing” (Kelly). The 

preoccupation with ‘knowing’ in order to cope, however, ignores the value of 

learning through challenges which is emphasised in Growing and Adapting to the 

Changing Winds.  

As Navigating the Storms highlights then, proactivity is key for Steering the Ship, as 

it is described to benefit students in their growth. It can be likened to being at sea, 

meeting unexpected and unavoidable waves, and the need to approach them head-

on. In the event you take the wave or challenge at an angle or try to avoid it, you 

then risk capsizing. This is particularly important when preparation is not possible, 
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and students fail to recognise that some things cannot be fully prepared for and 

must instead be lived through. Proactivity is therefore also used as a way to protect 

themselves and persevere on their student journeys: 

I was just like, I can either be miserable about it, or I can just get on with it. I have 

tried to make the most of it. It’s definitely not been the third year I wanted, but I 

always feel like, in some ways, there have been benefits to it. (Ashleigh) 

By “just getting on with it” Ashleigh highlights the understanding that sometimes 

students will face situations they cannot control, and by building a positive mindset 

they can persevere, and still have a valuable experience. Proactivity is therefore a 

way of Steering their journeys towards growth and perseverance.  

 

8.5. Mists of Mismatch: “This isn’t what I expected” 

This theme highlighted the impact of students’ unmet expectations and the pressure 

of expectations upon them. The theme highlights how there is an expectation for 

students to be able to Steer their Ship immediately on entering university where 

they “kind of get thrown into the adult world with the expectation of right, well you’re 

an adult now, get on with it”…” (Advisor Christian). It also notes pressures to be a 

certain type of person in social groups and the pressure of perfectionism from both 

them and their families. Both before and during the COVID-19 pandemic, feelings of 

entitlement and disappointment were also portrayed due to unmet expectations. 

These feelings however were also described to shape student agency for self-

advocacy and opportunities for growth and development of skills needed to be an 

independent adult. Nevertheless, the theme extends to potential personal autonomy 

and agency damage when unrealistic expectations are placed on the student, 

particularly by family.  

Regarding unmet expectations, one of the main mismatches experienced related to 

the newly active role of students and the expectations on them to self-direct (i.e. 

Steer the Ship). Within Navigating the Storms, students expressed complaints about 

the challenge of their newly active role, mentioning their expectation of more 

guidance in their academic learning. Advisor Jamie supports this with:  

Students will say ‘God this is totally different to doing A-levels.’ You know, A-

levels I was taught, now you want me to teach myself, you know? So, part of our 
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role is helping students kind of get used to that. Get used to this new way of 

being. 

The use of “now you want me to teach myself” suggests they experience a 

Mismatch of expectations and reality around university learning, whereby they 

expect the same approach as their previously experienced teacher-led learning. 

Thus, there is dissatisfaction with this change and suggests, that Steering the Ship 

poses a challenge due to mismatched expectations. This also extended to their quid 

pro quo approach to university, and their consumerist attitudes, where students felt 

they were not getting what they paid for. Students portrayed a sense of entitlement 

therefore, to act, and ask for things they need and want due to the amount they pay 

for their tuition, “I’d taken it into my own hands because I forget I’m paying for this. 

I’m entitled to give feedback and ask for what I want” (Ella). This idea of taking 

things “into their own hands” highlights the connection to Steering the Ship, as it 

suggests taking a strong active role. Quid pro quo mindsets therefore drive students 

to Steer their Ship towards having their expectations met. Hence, acting with 

agency (i.e. Steering the Ship) seems to be driven in one way, by a process of their 

mismatched expectations and consumerist attitudes leading to advocacy for their 

needs and desires. 

Similarly, Charlotte spoke of being entitled to reasonable adjustments and them not 

actualising in her support. In such circumstances, students understandably feel their 

rights and entitlements are taken from them. Consequently, this can promote 

agentic action to advocate for their needs. Charlotte highlighted that “we are legally 

entitled to have reasonable adjustments to access education” and thus students 

voice they are entitled to ask for what they want and need. 

Interestingly, the COVID-19 pandemic was raised to “test” students regarding their 

motivations and decisions to attend due to knowing beforehand that their 

expectations were unlikely to be met fully. In this context, students were portrayed 

to consider the purpose and value of university more heavily than they might have 

pre-covid, meaning their choices to attend may have been arguably more agentic. 

Consequently, unpredictable external contexts can force students to be more 

agentic in their decisions and choices. However, alternatively, these decisions could 

have felt less autonomous if they felt they needed to go to university, but they 

lacked the freedom to govern their experience in line with their expectations. 

Mismatches in expectations can therefore drive how agentic and autonomous 

student decisions are and feel. Relatedly, the theme noted the role of moral 
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responsibility, whereby social expectations of the university experience were not 

being met, leading to moral juggling with their decisions (e.g. whether to rule break 

or not). The Mists of Mismatch between reality and their expectations can therefore 

guide how students Steer the Ship, particularly when external restraints work 

against their internal needs, desires, and expectations.  

Similarly, other external forces such as familial pressures and their previous 

experiences of their own success were shown to act upon students’ ability to Steer 

their Ship. For example, international students were voiced to experience high 

levels of parental demand and expectations regarding the degrees they take and 

how well they perform. The weight of parental pressure and expectations may 

reflect the significance of parental influence in guiding student decisions during the 

transition to independence (i.e. Steering the Ship). However, students can also 

grapple with the expectations and desires of their parents, as they adjust to a more 

independent lifestyle. Parental expectations can dictate how students might Steer 

their Ship and consequently remove their sense of agency and autonomy, because 

“they've just done it coz it’s what they felt they were meant to do” (Advisor Helen). It 

is unsurprising, therefore, that students may desire control over their learning 

(Steering the Ship), to regain some of their autonomy and agency in these 

circumstances. 

With parental pressures, student actions may be based on desires to satisfy their 

parents' expectations rather than their individual goals. Feeling that they must do 

what is expected of them, diminishes their freedom of choice, which causes them to 

“feel like they’ve got to do it for one reason or another and then it’s just a really hard 

slog” (Advisor Layla). Consequently, external pressures, particularly from family 

expectations, reveal tensions between personal autonomy (i.e. Steering the Ship) 

and conforming to external obligations. This can even be seen when there is an 

imagined or expected absoluteness to the pressure:  

you’ll get a student’s a “well, I kind of did it because mum and dad thought it 

would be a good idea.” And it’s about, you know, more often than not they 

speak to their parents and the parents are fine about it. (Advisor Jamie)  

Therefore, student agency and autonomy (i.e., Steering the Ship) can be heavily 

dictated by their perceived and actual expectations of parental pressures and 

expectations. Advisor Josephine's surprise at the extent of this parental pressure, “I 

see that more than I ever expected to”, also indicates that even seasoned advisors 

may underestimate the pervasive nature of these expectations. Consequently, the 
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awareness and support of staff is important in encouraging students to Steer their 

Ship and break through the mismatch, particularly within the international student 

community. It is important to consider though, that encouraging everyone to Steer 

their Ship may alienate international student perspectives and experiences where 

they may not feel comfortable removing this aspect of their culture. Therefore, giving 

them the autonomy to adopt or challenge these perspectives is important. 

Overall, Mists of Mismatch highlights that when deciding to attend university, 

unexpected external forces could shape how autonomous and agentic decisions to 

attend are and feel. Mismatched expectations of the university experience can 

encourage students to advocate for their needs and desires. Expectations from 

parents can dictate student decisions and reduce their ability and perception of their 

ability to make their own choices (i.e., Steer the Ship).   

8.6. Growing and Adapting to the Changing Winds  

This theme highlighted the evolving nature of the student experience and the need 

to experience this and adapt through the university journey. It noted the importance 

of proactive approaches to change, in student’s adaptation to, across and beyond 

university life. Through embracing change, learning from mistakes, and drawing 

lessons from experiences, students are suggested to experience growth. 

Specifically, it is voiced that growth from challenges is more valuable than an easy 

journey. The idea of adaptation is, however, also noted for universities; suggesting a 

willingness to evolve is important for the facilitation of student growth. The main way 

in which this theme demonstrates a link to Steering the Ship though, is that students 

experience a Changing Wind, where they enter university and experience a 

newfound independence they must adapt to and will experience growth from. From 

Steering the Ship, the key idea of responsibility has been portrayed in Growing and 

Adapting to the Changing Winds, as a crucial part of transitioning from adolescence 

to independent adult as they journey through university. Coping with this 

responsibility, however, depends on their ability to balance their demands with their 

resources which is particularly tricky at certain points of their transition, where 

demands increase, resources may be lost, (e.g., family support network) or new 

resources are needed (e.g., new support network).  

To explain, in transitioning to an independent adult, students lack prior experience in 

Steering their Ship which poses a lack of knowledge resources. However, it is 

posited that students need to take an active role (i.e. Be the captain) to experience 
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growth, “I think they have to do it themselves. That’s the key. There’s not a magic 

formula” (Advisor Heidi). The theme suggests that to do this, students should 

embrace change, learn from their mistakes and draw lessons from their experiences 

and consequently, this will lead to growth. 

However, students’ abilities to Steer the Ship and whether they experience growth 

through challenges are also dictated by how Steady their Ship feels. In Section 8.1 it 

was explained that when students do not feel they are capable, or things feel 

overwhelming, they may adopt displacement tactics to reduce their struggle. 

Therefore, in this circumstance, students do not experience growth through 

adapting to and through that challenge. Consequently, this process can reduce their 

chance of growth until they feel capable to steer. Capability, however, is suggested 

to be developed through their sense of preparedness (seen in Navigating the 

Storms). Specifically, uncertainty seems to shape how students experience change, 

with students feeling more comfortable with change when they experience familiarity 

with it. For example, academically, students suggest academic jumps to be a 

challenging change. However, the intensity of this seems to be experienced due to 

a lack of knowing what to expect. Aspects of Growing and Adapting to the Changing 

Winds are therefore likely to feel overwhelming until students gain the knowledge 

and skills (i.e., resources) to cope. It would be much like the captain of a ship 

needing to manage the ship’s crew, fuel, navigation, and maintenance, without the 

knowledge and experience to do so. However, as established within Navigating the 

Storms, preparedness is not always possible. If students therefore do not have the 

book on how to sail, they need to learn to sail whilst on the ship. Herein lies the role 

of the active student, whereby through embracing change, learning from mistakes, 

and drawing lessons from experiences, students are then able to steer their 

journeys through adaptability and growth.  

8.7. Adjusting the Sails for Me: A Tailored Experience  

This final theme introduced the need for flexibility within academic and personal 

support practices. The theme calls for personal approaches to increase student 

motivation, confidence and success. However, there is also an argument for greater 

understanding among students, of university capabilities to provide personalised 

tailoring. Nevertheless, the theme advocates for an inclusive environment that 

values diverse learning paces and individual needs within their support structures. 

Without responsiveness to student needs and diversity, it is argued here to thwart 
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student autonomy, and their ability to Steer their Ship towards success. However, 

conversely, there are circumstances where students experience a lack of tailoring 

and act to self-tailor towards success. This approach, however, may hinder the 

opportunity for student growth.  

Regarding responsiveness to student need, Advisor Jamie noted that support staff 

should not underestimate the impact problems can have on students, due to one 

thing that might “faze” one student, may not faze another. Subsequently, he argued 

listening to what the students feel they need is crucial. Emma further noted that she 

“felt like they constantly kind of had an idea in their head of what I wanted and didn’t 

actually listen to what I was asking” (Emma). Therefore, similar to mismatched 

expectations, assumptions of student needs can lead students to act to advocate for 

their needs, “stop telling me that and do something that I’m kind of saying would 

help” (Emma). Student action is therefore seen across this theme and Mists of 

Mismatch to be in response to things that feel unjustified or unfair. Lack of Adjusting 

the Sails then, can lead to Steering the Ship behaviours, while Steering the Ship 

behaviours can help to create A Tailored Experience. This is important to note, as 

this could be an important way for universities to learn and adapt themselves, to 

produce more inclusive strategies and systems of support. This is particularly 

interesting considering that students voice knowing what they need when advisors 

note that students do not always have this knowledge, as it suggests that the 

reverse is also true but not always recognised.  

Likewise, the theme suggests there are educational structures that are indisputably 

unsuitable for certain students, such as those with disabilities and long-term health 

conditions. For example, “the pace and intensity of the course” and “rigidity around it 

has to be full-time study” (Advisor Layla) are unsuitable for those with conditions 

that flare and fluctuate, because they need longer to complete their degree. 

Flexibility in how degrees are structured is needed to improve inclusivity and 

support students to Steer their learning in a way that works for them. Interestingly 

though, students noted that they take it upon themselves (i.e. Steer the Ship) to act 

in ways that will make their lives easier, “if you’ve got any doubts… I’m really going 

to struggle with this… Go with what you’re comfortable with” (Timothy). Thus, when 

students feel that their experience is not tailored or adjusted to their strengths or 

needs, this can urge them to self-tailor to what is perceived as the easiest option. 

However, because this approach is centred on playing to their strengths, they are 

potentially less likely to experience growth, which could be facilitated through 

tailoring support in a way that supports students through their challenges.  
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Overall, then, students’ ability and choice to Steer the Ship can be shaped by the 

level of tailoring they receive. A lack of tailoring can both take away the opportunity 

for disabled students to experience autonomous and agentic learning, hindering 

their opportunities for success, and simultaneously promote agentic action to self-

tailor in other students who feel they need to play to their strengths. This raises a 

complexity with tailored practices because in some circumstances tailoring is 

deemed necessary (e.g. for disabled students), and when it isn’t present, students 

will self-tailor to the potential detriment of their developmental progress. Taking a 

development focus to tailoring may therefore be an appropriate response from 

universities, to promote less ‘tailoring’ to what is easy, and to instead provide 

support that is tailored to student’s developmental progress needs.   
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Overall Conclusion 

Together, the eight themes collectively highlight core psychological underpinnings of 

the university experience with each characterising the complex nature of the 

psychological experience of student life. Steering the Ship, however, is 

demonstrated as a central organising concept of the entire analysis, which inter-

influences with each psychological underpinning of the student experience. These 

interconnections highlight the central role of student autonomy, agency and choice 

in how students experience university and develop as individuals.  

Chapter 5: Steering and Steadying the Ship presents the idea that to steer, students 

need to be steady. Steering the Ship epitomises student engagement and 

avoidance in being responsible and self-governing, and the journey from dependent 

to independent. To be able to Steer students are explained to need the perceived 

competence to take the helm of their ship, which is established through the 

Steadying of their Ship. The theme of Steadying the Ship therefore focuses on 

emotional regulation and a work-life balance, highlighting the challenges in 

balancing study, work, and social needs. It emphasises the importance of support 

networks and proactive management strategies in protecting students from 

emotional tsunamis. However, the emphasis on emotional regulation and the 

establishment of a work-life balance reflects the need for individuals to navigate 

their behaviours and emotions independently.  

Chapter 6: A Safe Harbour and We’re all on This Ship Together shows the idea that 

together, students feel secure and steady. The Safe Harbour centres around the 

creation and maintenance of a support network that represents a pseudo-family. It is 

a place of refuge, comfort, and stability, allowing students to seek solace, gather 

strength, and prepare to Steer their Ship through their challenges. The theme 

stresses the need for acceptance and the role it plays in reducing student anxieties, 

further illustrating the importance of emotional security and how students can 

Steady their Ship. The need for emotional security and a sense of refuge mirrors the 

challenges students face in transitioning through university life. Thus, We’re all on 

this Ship Together combines with this to emphasise the importance of collaboration 

and belonging between students and the university. It highlights the significance of 

co-constructing community and mirrors the broader transitional shift to adulthood, 

where individuals become active contributors to their communities. It presents the 

metaphorical ship, as a symbol of collective effort, with the sense of community and 

safety building their confidence to Be the Captain.  
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Chapter 7: Navigating, Growing, and Adjusting to Challenges unfolds three themes 

that represent how students manage the challenge of their quest to captaincy. The 

theme of Navigating the Storms introduces the concept of the 4 P’s in promoting 

and coping with increased autonomy. In both academic and personal domains, 

preparedness is presented as a fuel for confidence and subsequent proactivity. 

Proactivity is highlighted as a protective strategy for overall wellbeing and a 

facilitator for academic and personal growth. Self-preservation, however, also has 

its place, with students needing to know when to take a break. Thus ‘The 4 P’s’ 

interinfluence how students Steady themselves and Steer through their challenges. 

Further influencing this process of their engagement with ‘The 4 P’s’, The Mists of 

Mismatch explores the impact of unmet expectations. It reveals the disappointment 

felt when encountering contrasts between envisioned paths and reality, and the 

impact on subsequent action. The theme extends to the influence of family and 

societal pressures, thwarting student autonomy and agency. However, the theme 

also emphasises the importance of managing student expectations, for a more 

reasonable approach to university support and the dual necessity of becoming the 

captain. Subsequently, Growing and Adapting to the Changing Winds portrays the 

undergraduate experience as a transformative journey, emphasising the student as 

an active agent in their personal development. It presents the importance of 

resilience, adaptation, and self-discovery in encouraging student growth, thus 

highlighting Steering their Ship as a facilitator of their progress. Despite the need for 

students to Be the Captain, however, Adjusting the Sails for Me encourages 

flexibility in academic and personal support. It advocates for a student-centred 

approach that addresses individualised needs and student’s preferences to align 

things to their strengths. This approach helps students to Steady their Ship and feel 

subsequently supported in Steering. The theme also emphasises the role of 

advisors in understanding and responding to student evolvements. However, a 

wider picture of university capabilities is also needed from students, to understand 

what level of personal tailoring is possible to implement.  

Collectively then, the eight themes illuminate the complexity of how a student’s 

psychological journey is interinfluenced by the themes described. However, the 

central concept of the psychological journey, is how they engage with, perceive, and 

act on their autonomy and agency, to Steer their Ship and Be the Captain of their 

experience. 
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Part IV: Discussion, Implications and Conclusions 
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Chapter 9. Discussion 

9.1. Introduction to the Chapter 

This thesis set out to explore the psychological underpinnings of the undergraduate 

university experience, from both student and advisor perspectives. The research 

addresses the following aims: 

• To understand and give voice to undergraduate student perspectives of the 

experiences of students during university. 

• To understand and give voice to advisor perspectives of the student 

experience during university. 

• To understand the shared psychological underpinnings that shape the 

student experience. 

• To consider the alignment of perspectives between advisors and 

undergraduate students regarding the psychological underpinnings that 

shape the overall student experience. 

These aims were encompassed in the research questions of:  

1. How do students and advisors describe the undergraduate student 

experience?   

2. What are the psychological underpinnings of the undergraduate university 

experience, as expressed by undergraduate students and advisors? 

3. Do advisor and student perspectives align regarding the psychological 

underpinnings that shape the overall student experience? 

The eight themes: Steering the Ship, Steadying the Ship, A Safe Harbour, We’re all 

in this Ship Together, Navigating the Storms, Mists of Mismatch, Growing and 

Adapting to the changing winds, and Adjusting the Sails for Me, individually 

represent the psychological underpinnings of the student experience. Steering the 

Ship however, represents as a central psychological underpinning of the student 

experience, with the interconnections and interinfluences of other themes with this 

concept further explicating how student agency and autonomy are encouraged, 

thwarted and engaged with throughout the student journey. Student and advisor 

perspectives were also shown to represent the same psychological underpinnings 

and were deemed to align.   

This chapter situates the eight individual themes within the wider literature, 

explaining their meaning further and how they relate to and contribute to the field. 
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This thesis aimed to explore the current and lived experiences, capturing the daily 

realities faced by undergraduate students, rather than to devise a universal 

framework applicable to the whole student body. The findings, while specific to the 

study's context, have wider applicability and highlight directions for additional 

research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The findings enriched our understanding of the 

holistic nature of the university experience, whereby multiple aspects of the 

university experience hold shared psychological experiences by students (i.e., 

psychological underpinnings). This chapter therefore discusses the literature 

connected to these psychological underpinnings which can be shared with students, 

academics, and researchers to enhance educational pathways, as well as aid 

knowledge development among students and how they can subsequently act to 

improve or cope with their student journeys. This chapter signals implications for the 

shared duties of students and HEIs, a compassionate approach in universities, 

promotes student-partnership models, and suggests areas of focus for support 

strategies. A critical review of the quality and future directions of this work will also 

be provided. 

9.2. Discussion of the Findings 

The themes present a metaphor of a ship and its captain to symbolise the 

psychological journey of undergraduate students during their transition to and 

through university. The metaphor offers the ability to emphasise key features, 

explain relationships more clearly among concepts and support my telling of the 

story (Carpenter, 2008; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Miles & Huberman, 1994). The 

themes demonstrate a dilemma of independence, where students both struggle and 

desire to be agentic (i.e., Steer the Ship). Steadying the Ship evokes the need for 

balance and emotion regulation, for students to feel stability during their evolving 

student journeys. A Safe Harbour epitomises the necessity of establishing a secure 

foundation, which facilitates agentic action. It achieves this through the Steadying of 

their Ship, both emotionally and academically. We’re All On this Ship Together 

shows collective action facilitates students’ confidence to take the helm. This is 

particularly important when students face challenges and must Navigate the Storms 

of difficulty. To have support means students feel prepared to tackle their 

challenges. Navigating the Storm suggests preparedness encourages student 

proactivity. Proactivity is suggested as the paramount approach to cope with 

challenges and persevere. Self-preservation demonstrated protective coping 

methods, while collectively ‘The 4 P’s’ shape student perseverance. Mists of 
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Mismatch suggests unmet expectations unbalances students in their journey, further 

impacting upon how they engage in agentic action. Growing and Adapting to the 

Changing Winds therefore demonstrates that expectations need to be managed, 

and that Steering is key for dealing with change. Lastly, Adjusting the Sails for Me 

highlights the importance of personalized support, for students to Navigate the 

Storms and Be the Captain. However, whilst students voice the desire for 

individualised approaches, this is more reasonable for students with diverse needs. 

Overall, students need to become the captain of their journey, to grow, adapt and 

succeed. However, facilitative support in their agentic development is consistently 

emphasised.  

Theoretically, these findings relate to the Basic Psychological Needs Theory, 

derived from Self Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000; 2017), which includes 

autonomy, competency, and relatedness. The themes represent how student 

autonomy is encouraged and thwarted, how they gain or lose feelings of 

competency, and the role of relatedness through connection and belonging. 

Themes are discussed in relation to these concepts, along with other relevant 

theory and literature, strengthening the interpretations of the data.  

9.2.1. Steering the Ship 

Steering the Ship symbolises the dilemma of independence, where students both 

struggle and desire to be agentic. It highlights the crucial role of autonomy and 

agency in supporting students personal and academic development. It evidences 

well understood challenges of independence such as financial and relationship 

management, balancing the demands of academia and personal life, and the 

management of daily life skills (Pitt et al., 2018; Smith & Hopkins, 2005; Worsley et 

al., 2021a). However, students experience a double-edged sword of desiring to be 

in control of their lives and struggling with this control. Autonomy is a psychological 

need within positive and social psychology which “represents a sense of volition, or 

the feeling of doing something by one’s own decision or initiative” (Ryan & Sapp, 

2007, p.90). To satisfy individual needs for autonomy, contexts need to “facilitate 

the development and satiation of the need for autonomy by offering choice and 

opportunity for self-direction” (Legault, 2018, p.2). In this study, students 

experienced satiation of their need for autonomy through their sense of freedom to 

choose what they learn, and how they engage with their learning. However, choices 

are often made within contexts of constraint, such as HE policies and structures. 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2000; 2017) helps to further 
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understand this satiation, as it proposes individuals have three core basic 

psychological needs including autonomy, relatedness, and competency. Learners 

become more motivated when educators support their needs for these components 

(Audet et al., 2023; Beatson et al., 2020; Kaplan, 2018), explaining how autonomy 

in their learning is connected to student’s motivation to study. Research also 

suggests that increased autonomy and agency correlates with improved subjective 

wellbeing, motivation, academic engagement, and performance (Reeve, 2002; Jang 

et al., 2010), which is further supported by lack of autonomy leading to lower 

wellbeing, depression and drop out (Jeno et al., 2018; Jiang & Tanaka, 2021). Thus, 

students succeed when provided with autonomous opportunities, as it allows them 

to be agentic and act in line with their preferences and goals. Hence explaining 

student desires to control what, how, and where they studied, to facilitate their ability 

to complete academic tasks. However, considering UK universities are situated 

within an individualistic culture, it is important to recognise that whilst autonomy and 

agency are emphasised, this could be due to a dominating normative culture 

(Greenfield et al., 2003). In individualistic cultures autonomy tends to be prioritised, 

whereas collectivist cultures may emphasise relatedness (Helwig, 2006). Therefore, 

students from diverse cultures may find the emphasis on autonomy a negative 

rather than positive impact on their experience. However, while cultural contexts 

may influence how autonomy is manifested, autonomy within SDT is seen as 

universal and independent of cultural norms (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Thus, retaining 

the relevance of Steering the Ship as an underlying psychological concept of the 

student journey.  

Accordingly, students struggle with the burden of responsibility, associated with the 

increased autonomy and agency demanded of HE. Self Determination Theory 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000) could explain this, as autonomy is related to competence. 

Competence typically refers to an individual’s need to effectively deal with the 

environment and represents the ability to perform and control outcomes. Therefore, 

it is unsurprising students perceived responsibility as burdensome when the ability 

to control all outcomes is unlikely. In this study, students also feel conflict between 

their perceived competence and motivation to act on their autonomy. Hence, lack of 

student self-efficacy (the belief in their ability to perform and succeed; Bandura, 

1997) may explain their diffusion and displacement of responsibility onto others 

(e.g., family, academic, and support staff). Consequently, students may yearn for 

pre-university support structures, due to viewing these structures as more 

competent and capable of assuming the captaincy role. Low levels of student self-
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efficacy, therefore, overpower their autonomy. Literature has suggested that such a 

mediating role exists, finding a positive relationship between basic psychological 

needs and self-efficacy (Diseth et al., 2012; Macakova & Wood, 2022). Thus, 

supporting the argument that by meeting students’ psychological needs, students 

may feel confident to Steer the Ship. There is a danger, however, in assuming that 

students must already be ‘competent’ to steer, as this overlooks the importance of 

developing through the university journey. Macakova and Wood (2022) discovered 

that university students must exert some level of control over their experiences to 

fulfil their basic psychological needs. Thus, highlighting the interinfluence of 

Steering the Ship and self-assessed competency. 

Research indicates that autonomy and relatedness are more important than 

competency for academic achievement (Diseth et al., 2012; Macakova & Wood, 

2022; Trenshaw et al. 2016). However, this study argues through Steering the Ship 

and A Safe Harbour, that competency is equally crucial in fostering student’s 

motivation to learn. This becomes particularly pertinent when student perceptions of 

autonomy remain unchanged despite engaging with increased independent 

activities over the length of their course (Henri et al., 2018). It suggests that 

opportunities for autonomy are not the core facilitative factor to becoming agentic 

students. If student perceptions of competency remain continually low, in both 

academic and personal spheres; then students may always feel a discrepancy and 

conflict between their perceived ability and their motivation to Steer. Consequently, 

this could explain why this study suggests a similar trend in student’s personal lives; 

where they desire responsibilities to be managed by their support networks. The 

culture of individual freedom and responsibility therefore creates increasing 

demands for competence, which may contribute to poor student mental health and 

wellbeing through feelings of inadequacy, particularly when comparing themselves 

to others (Humphrey & Bliuc, 2022).  

For students living with disability, support in managing their daily lives is typically 

more intensive than their non-disabled counterparts (Wagner et al., 2005). The 

necessity of this support therefore creates a conflict with their desire to be agentic. 

Disabled students express that they do not necessarily request for someone to do 

things for them but want support in developing their autonomy and gaining some 

control over their experience. Supporting this, research shows that disabled 

students voice advantages from receiving assistance in decision-making, 

developing study skills, and addressing uncertainties while working towards 

academic objectives (Van Hees et al., 2015). Thus, reinforcing the importance of 
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facilitating students to become agentic individuals. Advantages of autonomy support 

include improvements in academic self-efficacy, psychological need satisfaction, 

subjective well-being, and progress on academic goals (Audet et al., 2023; Boney et 

al, 2019; Okada, 2023). Specifically, by feeling heard and supported, students feel 

motivated to persist in their goals despite their challenges (Audet et al., 2023). 

Hence, this literature supports the present data suggesting autonomy is important 

for students to Steer their Ship towards their academic and personal goals; because 

when need satisfactions are overlooked or prevented, students demonstrate 

avoidant behaviours such as displacement of responsibility (Deci & Ryan, 2017). 

Another element of Steering the Ship entailed the development of moral 

responsibility; notably observed in student decisions to adhere to or violate COVID-

19 restrictions. Moral responsibility is discussed in adolescent development 

literature; defined as the internal sense of obligation to make ethical choices (Blasi, 

1983; Schipper & Koglin, 2021). COVID-19 presented a context where students 

were tried regarding their ethical choices. Primarily, relating to the desire for social 

activity and its conflict with imposed restrictions. Research proposes that moral 

emotions are triggered in situations where the security of one's family and friends is 

at risk (Gibbs, 2019; Hoffman, 2000). This helps explain the frustration felt by peers 

when witnessing rule-breaking behaviours; as these actions are perceived to 

jeopardise not only themselves, but also their housemates and families. 

Furthermore, moral emotions are also produced when a sense of obligation or 

responsibility towards others is evoked (Gibbs, 2019). Thus, helping to understand 

the heightened emotional reactions among those who adhered to COVID-19 rules. 

However, this also mirrors when students spoke of pressures to engage in risky 

drug use. With the risk to self and their friends being reasons for no longer 

partaking. Together, the literature and data suggest that moral responsibility is vital 

to shaping student decisions. 

9.2.2. Steadying the Ship 

Steadying the Ship illustrated the importance of balance, to support students in 

Steering the Ship. It was voiced that students sometimes need guidance to re-

establish a work life balance when things become overwhelming. Literature 

supports the need for a work-life balance (Mills & Knight, 2020; Picton, 2020; 

Sprung & Rogers, 2021), to improve well-being and overall quality of life 

(Greenhaus et al., 2003). Thus, students need help when they work hard and play 

hard to better cope with their demands. This is unsurprising considering they are still 
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learning to manage their transition to independence. Particularly when students try 

to ‘let off steam’ through partying, substance use and ignoring their workloads, 

posing risks to their health and academic performance (Callendar, 2008; Sprung & 

Rogers, 2021; White & Hingson, 2013). Similar challenges are observed in the 

workplace, where increased demands come with an increased difficulty in ‘switching 

off’ between work and home life (Wendsche et al., 2021). However, research 

suggests this is a common way for students to relieve stress and escape their 

demands (Rice, & Van Arsdale, 2010). Thus, this could explain the negative 

wellbeing outcomes of students when they are not able to Steady their Ship, and 

further highlights the need for more effective ‘recovery’ from student’s competing 

demands. Especially through less risky strategies such as managing the 

expectations of their capacity to perform and being flexible in their work-life patterns 

(Kossek, & Lautsch, 2007; Sonnentag, 2018). 

People who are unable to experience a work-life balance, see deteriorations in their 

work and non-work-related outcomes (Allen et al., 2000; Sirgy & Lee, 2018). 

Research has found that the basic psychological needs theory is associated with 

work-life balance (Fotiadis et al., 2019; Ryan & Deci, 2000; 2017). When people feel 

unable to ‘manage’ both their work and social lives, their self-efficacy may reduce 

(Macakova & Wood, 2022), leading to their competency need potentially being 

unmet. Particularly when they do not have enough time in their work and social 

domains, to satisfy their personal needs and goals (Gropel & Kuhl, 2009). Thus, 

when students are unable to achieve a work-life balance, they are less likely to feel 

fulfilled in their various life roles. In the present study, students spoke of working 

when their friends were socialising, and how they would experience the fear of 

missing out (Fomo). Thus, it may be that students feel that their need for autonomy 

and relatedness are unmet because they do not have the time and resources to 

socialise, or the opportunity to prioritise this. Accordingly, research has found that 

without a work-life balance, people can feel socially isolated (Sirgy & Lee, 2018). 

Thus, the data within We’re all in this Ship Together, which suggests facilitative 

support for socially connecting, offers opportunities for HE to support this work-life 

balance; further facilitating the meeting of student needs of relatedness, 

competency, and autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 2000; 2017). 

In this study, students also struggle to emotionally regulate during challenges, 

influencing how they respond to stress. Thus, students need support with meeting 

situational demands, through developing their ability to control which emotions they 

have and when, and how they express them (Gross, 1998; Gross & Thompson, 
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2007). Presently, students reflected on the impact of emotions in the moment, with 

advisors highlighting emotional dysregulation increases students’ psychological risk. 

The ability to regulate emotions can impact positively and negatively upon mental 

health and wellbeing (Gresham & Gullone, 2012), with emotional regulation 

increasing resilience and reduction of stress specifically within undergraduate 

students (Thomas & Zolkoski, 2020). This supports the present findings that 

emotion regulation fosters wellness and persistence with their studies, and 

reflections from students that emotion regulation strategies help them to Navigate 

the Storms. Lack of regulation can lead to reduced problem-focused strategies, 

increasing negative emotionality (de la Fuente et al., 2020). Thus, students voice in 

Navigating the Storms, how a positive mindset can facilitate coping with stress. 

Accordingly, a meta-analysis of 48 studies found that cognitive re-appraisal, where 

you re-shape a negative perception to a more positive one, is correlated with 

improved mental health and wellbeing (Hu et al., 2014). Thus, this with other 

proactive strategies such as seeking support, helps students to find stability. 

9.2.3. A Safe Harbour 

A Safe Harbour illustrates the necessity of establishing safety and security, to 

become active agents. The Safe Harbour achieves this through the Steadying of 

their Ship, both emotionally and academically. Students seek to create a safety net 

around them, in the form of a pseudo family. They liken their bonds with friends to 

those with family, while discussing their function as an emotional anchor. This 

provides them with a sense of relatedness, and reliable and constant support (Ryan 

& Deci, 2017). They trust that this safety net will always be there to ‘fall back on’ and 

it is important to feel that it is there. A Safe Harbour therefore represents a place, 

situation, or sense of support where students feel protected. This resonates with the 

Emotional Support and Perceived Social Support concepts within the Social Support 

Theory (Cohen & Willis, 1985). The emotional support concept could explain why 

emotional safety is voiced, as students need expressions of care, empathy, and 

understanding within their support networks. The presence of supportive peers, 

faculty, and staff creates an environment where students can share their concerns, 

seek solace, and receive emotional reinforcement. Such emotional support within 

the Safe Harbour helps mitigate the stressors associated with their academic 

challenges and personal transitions. This aligns with relatedness from the basic 

psychological needs theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017), as students are trying to forge new 

and stable relationships as a support system during the transition to adulthood 
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(Wilcox et al., 2005). The psychological benefit of a supportive environment is the 

reduction of student anxieties, emphasised by the role of acceptance and emotional 

security (Brook & Willoughby, 2015; Russell et al., 2011; Topham et al., 2014). It is 

suggested in this study that this could help students to build their sense of academic 

and social competency. Particularly when there is a constant judgement process 

such as within their academic assessments (Tai et al., 2018). Furthermore, A Safe 

Harbour highlights the need for feeling like they have a constant and stable support 

system, which embodies a sense of security and trust. This perceived social 

support, according to Social Support Theory, is a crucial factor in buffering against 

stressors and promoting overall well-being (Cohen & Willis, 1985; McLean et al., 

202; Tomas et al., 2020). It may not be surprising then, that students try to create a 

trusting and supportive community, considering their demand pressures, and the 

mental health and wellbeing challenges voiced within the literature and this study 

(Bewick et al., 2010; Broglia et al, 2021).   

The Safe Harbour is primarily sought in the form of a pseudo family. Rooted in 

attachment theory, the Secure Base could help explain this phenomenon (Bowlby, 

1969). Attachment theory concentrates on the nature of emotional bonds and 

relationships between individuals, particularly in early childhood. The Secure Base, 

however, extends this to the broader context of human development, emphasising 

the role of supportive relationships throughout the lifespan. It suggests that security 

in relationships occurs when those significant others are consistent, reliable, 

sensitive to our needs, and offer a ‘safe haven’ to return to when life is stressful 

(Bowlby, 1969). Thus, students may be seeking the ‘safe haven’ they previously 

experienced prior to university. As students speak of their support network being 

there to catch them if they fall, it is therefore logical to consider that the Safe 

Harbour provides a secure base for students, from which they feel more confident to 

explore their university environment. The theory posits that there is a crucial role for 

secure attachment in fostering exploration and learning (Bowlby, 1969). When 

individuals feel emotionally secure, they are more likely to engage in curiosity, 

learning, and the pursuit of personal and developmental goals. Thus, it supports that 

students feel more confident to face their experience when they feel that there is a 

network to fall back on. As their emotional security fosters a sense of autonomy and 

competency (Ryan & Deci, 2017) to explore new experiences, take risks, and face 

challenges, as they trust there is a reliable source of support to return to if things go 

wrong. A Safe Harbour becomes a consistent and comforting presence that aids in 

the transition from the familiar to the unfamiliar, from adolescence to adulthood, and 
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their transition from a passive to an independent learner. This is further supported 

by Hazan’s (1990, as cited in Fleming, 2008, p. 44) research, which demonstrates 

that adults establish a 'safe haven' within their relationships, serving as a retreat 

during challenging times and forming a secure base for exploring the world. People 

are said to construct close relationships that reflect their attachment style and 

internal working models they have developed through childhood relationships 

(Bowlby, 1973; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). It may therefore be that the Safe Harbour 

signifies students trying to recreate their ideas of a secure base, in which to retreat 

to when things get difficult and recreate the feelings of protection, they have within 

their usual support networks.  

Being confident and thus emotionally safe within themselves was also a key aspect 

of this theme. This confidence related to their social and academic competence, and 

their perceptions of whether others would judge or accept them. Students are bound 

to experience differing degrees of self-efficacy and beliefs of competence in their 

academic and social lives (Beatson et al., 2018). However, confidence, self-esteem, 

and self-efficacy have been shown to positively impact upon intellectual growth and 

academic achievement (Honicke & Broadbent, 2016; Richardson et al., 2012; 

Talsma et al., 2018). Self-efficacy often links to a ‘productive mindset’ and is 

suggested to support student’s ability to cope with life’s circumstances, master self-

management, and develop a sense of belonging within their learning environment 

(Beatson et al., 2020; Bandura et al., 2003; Freire et al., 2020; Schönfeld et al., 

2019). Therefore, in partner with the basic psychological needs theory (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000; 2017) self-efficacy could explain why emotional security is expressed in 

the present study regarding their academic and social abilities. To feel secure in 

their academic and personal ability is the meeting of their needs of competency and 

relatedness.  

Together then, the intertwining of attachment, social support, and basic 

psychological needs theory provides an understanding of why students actively 

seek and value A Safe Harbour in their university experience. This secure base 

offers a reliable and constant support system, offering emotional safety and refuge. 

Further facilitating students to navigate academic challenges and personal 

transitions by encouraging feelings of autonomy, relatedness, and competency. 

Furthermore, students desire emotional security in their academic and social 

abilities, further indicating the importance of feeling competent within the university 

environment. 
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9.2.4. We’re All on This Ship Together 

Within the theme of We’re in this Ship Together, data represents the desire for a 

civil society, where people work collaboratively, respect one another and exercise 

supportiveness. A civil society has been defined by VanDyck (2017; as cited in 

Cooper, 2018), to “foster collaboration and the achievement of specific goals by and 

among citizens and other stakeholders” (p.1). This supports the present findings, 

where students want to feel like their peers and university support them to connect 

with others and collectively work towards their goals. The transformative power of 

collaborative efforts and mutual support in HE is emphasised, with a focal point 

being university and peer efforts in facilitating social connectedness. For instance, 

when students speak of wanting schedule symmetry with their peers, Thomas 

(2012) suggests that regular contact provides stability, which is essential in 

establishing belonging. Thus, connecting to the basic psychological need of 

relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2017), a civil society that works together can achieve a 

connected university.  

The need for relatedness mirrors research by Worsley et al. (2021a) which showed 

students do not want to be “another face in the crowd” (p. 6). We’re all on this Ship 

Together reflects a growing emphasis in academia on the importance of community 

building and shared experiences among students and with their university (Chester 

et al. 2019; Wilcox et al, 2005). This is particularly important as McIntyre et al. 

(2018) found loneliness to be the strongest predictor of mental distress. Thus, the 

authors propose that universities should play a role in organising smaller social 

events and study groups to facilitate peer connection. This is also identified in the 

present study through the desire to find ‘kindred spirits’, and the need for group 

memberships. This collective effort, however, was also consistently emphasised 

through co-creation between peers themselves. For instance, being active in the 

process of making friends, creating opportunities with each other to socialise, and 

the desire for equal efforts on both sides to do this. As co-creation relates to the role 

of both students and the university, Chester et al. (2019) adds important insight 

here. They suggest social capital to be important in the student journey, claiming 

“the explicit development of trust, reciprocity, information sharing and cooperation in 

student and staff networks can improve learning experiences and enhance 

belonging” (p. 11). Social capital is a person's access to valuable resources through 

their social relationships, such as information, advice, and support, which enables 

them to attain their personal goals (Brouwer et al., 2016; Coleman, 1990). Thus, in 

the present study, students appear to be experiencing and/or striving to attain social 
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capital through co-creation and community building. Brouwer et al. (2016) also 

found that peer capital such as collaboration and peer support, and faculty capital 

such as mentor support, contributed positively to academic success. Thus, it is not 

only important for the context of belongingness but also academic thriving (Field & 

Morgan-Klein, 2012; Harding & Thompson, 2011). 

Interestingly, the theme poses the power of collective action in creating change and 

moving towards shared goals. Research has shown that the typical routes adopted 

for securing the student voice, such as debates between students, universities, and 

unions, can perpetuate the ‘us’ vs ‘them’ positioning voiced in the present data 

(Chapman et al., 2013). Hence there has been increasing dialogue of students as 

active partners in HE (Cook-Sather, 2012; Felten et al., 2019; Maxwell-Stuart et al., 

2018), with suggestions of students being seen as co-researchers, producers, 

participants, partners and changemakers within the HE context (Healy et al., 2014). 

This approach helps to fully understand the views and experiences of students and 

triangulate this with expert knowledge; whereby interventions and strategies can be 

more targeted, relevant, and effective to student’s actual need (Hughes & Spanner, 

2019). Similarly, it has been noted there is a false sense of student action and 

involvement within ‘student representation’ compared to that of student-partnership, 

as student representation is often bound by institutional policies and practices 

(Matthews & Dollinger, 2022). This is demonstrated in the present data when 

students feel their voices get lost in a ‘void’, when trying to advocate for change 

through discussions with academic staff or staff-student liaison committees. This 

may impact on student relatedness, as individuals need to feel others are 

responsive and sensitive to their feelings, needs, and boundaries, and reciprocate 

this consideration (Ryan & Deci, 2017). However, it may also be that changes are 

made, but these take time or there is a lack of communication back to the students. 

Martens et al., (2019) found that whilst students may feel respected by staff, there is 

a desire to be informed of actions taken based on their suggestions. Therefore, it is 

suggested that students need this information to be seen as equal partners. 

However, this approach is also argued to be ‘troublesome’, given the norms of 

defined and separate responsibilities for faculty and student roles (Maxwell-Stuart et 

al., 2018). Yet, when embraced, student-faculty partnership has been shown to 

promote greater inclusivity, engagement, motivation, belonging, assessment 

performance, peer relationships and staff-student relationships, sense of identity, 

and student wellbeing (Baik et al., 2018; Hill et al., 2021; Cook-Sather et al., 2018; 

2014).  
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Considering the basic psychological needs theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017) then, this 

connects with autonomy, competency, and relatedness. Namely, students will feel 

more autonomy and competent to create change, when their voices are heard, 

actively responded to, and communicated back to them. Similarly, it will bring 

stronger feelings of relatedness as they are forming a mutually supportive 

relationship with their university. Empirical studies have shown that successful 

student–staff partnerships occur when there is reciprocal respect, students feel they 

are able to influence decision-making, have a sense of autonomy, a shared 

commitment, and have a sense of ownership/responsibility (Healey et al., 2014; 

Martens et al., 2019). Hence, this supports the present data, whereby a civil society, 

and collaborative community is important for student autonomy and agency. Thus, 

We’re all on this Ship Together reflects the qualities of this practice and strategies 

for student partnership are suggested in Chapter 10. 

To build further on the need for connection, students also voiced the need for 

similarity across the individuals of their community. This mirrors literature 

suggesting the need for similarity and likeness when forming friendships and social 

networks (Worsley et al., 2021a). Wilcox et al. (2005) highlights that ‘compatible’ 

friends are important for establishing belonging and finding their place within a new 

environment, while Dost and Smith (2023) posit belonging is a multidimensional 

concept that contains inter-relational aspects of a student’s social world. However, 

the main pillars that constitute this concept are suggested to be social capital, group 

fit and cohesion, social exclusion, and on and off faculty and campus connections. 

Group fit, and cohesion were consistently voiced through the present data, with 

students speaking of finding ‘my people’ and the importance of belonging to a tight-

knit group. It was also voiced in the present study that to feel like they belong within 

their social context is vital for adjusting to and enjoying their experience (Walton & 

Brady, 2017). Thus, the findings mirror research suggesting belonging and 

togetherness are key for transitional periods (Walton & Cohen, 2007), such as the 

transition to university and adulthood, and for improving positive wellbeing (Dutcher 

et al., 2022; Jose et al., 2012). 

These collective findings highlight the significance of collective experiences in 

shaping the student journey. When students seek peer similarity, feel part of a 

supportive and respectful community, and emphasise the importance of staff-

student partnerships, they highlight the importance of collective cohesion in 

enhancing the student experience. Thus, We're All on this Ship Together epitomises 

the need for relatedness and how this is formed for students. If there is reciprocal 
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care between peers, university, and themselves, students experience several 

positive outcomes in their personal and academic journeys. Tinto’s (2006; 1975) 

work on social and academic integration further emphasises the importance of this 

concept, as it encourages belonging, support systems and institutional commitment 

in improving student persistence and retention. He argues that students are more 

likely to persist when they feel integrated into the academic and social aspects of 

their university lives. Thus, We’re all on this Ship Together is a key underlying 

aspect of the student experience that if cultivated, benefits students academically, 

socially, and personally.  

9.2.5. Navigating the Storm 

Navigating the Storms highlights the importance of preparedness in fostering 

student proactivity; a key strategy identified for coping with challenges and 

difficulties. Self-preservation is shown to involve protective coping techniques, while 

collectively, ‘The 4 P's’ contribute to student perseverance. Primarily, the theme 

emphasises the ways in which students will engage with or avoid autonomous 

action to navigate through their challenges. Thomas (2012) has argued that lack of 

preparedness for independent study is one of the common causes for student drop 

out, with Worsley et al (2021a) championing the need to improve the preparatory 

nature of secondary schools for university transition. Thus, narratives in this study 

demonstrate the importance of feeling prepared in determining how well students 

Steer their Ship and Grow and Adapt to the Changing Winds. Without this 

preparedness, it holds the risk, that some students will metaphorically abandon 

ship.  

In the data, there was a desire to feel prepared to tackle whatever comes. 

Accordingly, despite the lack of control and knowledge of what that change involves, 

capability to navigate it depends on one’s resources (Sen, 1985). This is particularly 

poignant when students arguably enter university under-prepared in not knowing 

what to expect (Lowe & Cook, 2003). This could explain why in the present study, 

students feel that they need to ‘know’ in order to cope. When faced with a new 

transition period then, students might benefit from a transitional ‘map’ that can guide 

them through the unfamiliarity (McMillan, 2013; Spalding, 2003). Such a map, 

however, is hard to develop when the variability in student destinations and needs 

are so vast. Nevertheless, the idea that knowing means coping is consistently 

produced, with students desiring to know themselves, and wanting ‘knowing’ staff. 

This knowing was in relation to a myriad of issues, such as understanding their 
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problems, academic requirements, and how they should approach certain tasks. 

Connecting to the basic psychological needs (Deci & Ryan, 2017) knowing brings 

preparedness, and a sense of feeling competent to succeed. Specifically, if students 

feel they know what to do or what is to come, they feel competent in coping with the 

challenge. Furthermore, if they feel that staff know and understand them, they 

perceive them to be competent in supporting them with their problem. Thus, in both 

scenarios, students feel they are more likely to cope. This is particularly important 

considering academic staff have reported feeling confident in being able to 

recognise signs of poor mental health and wellbeing, while their actual ability to 

perceive these difficulties has been shown to be inaccurate (Brockelman & 

Scheyett, 2015; Macaskill, 2013). However, whilst knowing is presented in the 

current study as a mechanism for improved responses to student difficulty, it has 

been shown that despite awareness, staff can still show low inclination to intervene 

(Spear et al., 2020). Therefore, it is also important that students know where to get 

support and how to use alternative resources. It is voiced that students need and 

desire the necessary resources to reach their destinations throughout and beyond 

their student journey. Thus, resource preparedness plays a fundamental part in 

students feeling competent to succeed. Such resources included access to support, 

technological resources, and high-quality teaching staff. However, universities offer 

a plethora of resources to students, with many students still reporting they are 

unaware of what is available to them, what is a mental health issue, and when to 

seek help (Broglia et al., 2021). It may be then, that students need to learn how to 

use the tools available to them (e.g., support systems, time management skills, 

knowledge of the HE system), which can help them to navigate their journeys and 

encourage a proactive approach. Hence, the concept of ‘knowing’ is important for 

both staff and students in being able to pre-empt or proactively respond to mental 

health and wellbeing difficulties. But also, to facilitate students’ sense of 

competency, in achieving their academic tasks.  

Accordingly, students also voiced wanting to feel prepared to complete their 

assessments through knowing what to do, and being told what is expected. 

However, this disregards the process of learning, whereby periods of ‘unknowing’ 

are inevitable. Lizzio & Wilson (2013) showed that through teaching students to set 

goals and monitor their learning engagement, students self-efficacy and sense of 

competence improves. Thus, proposing it is not simply about being told what to do, 

but students being able to reflect on their own academic challenges, successes, and 

engagement with study practices. This illuminates student reports that they wished 
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they had been more engaged in their studies and made more effort. This is a 

perennial issue among the student body, which will unlikely be resolved. It seems 

that going through the experience of non-engagement, and the consequence of a 

lesson learned, students then practice self-monitoring and reflection. This aligns 

with, Kolb’s Learning Cycle (1984) where he argues “Learning is the process 

whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (p. 38). It 

suggests students have the experience, reflect on it after, and learn from this to 

implement in future. Kolb also believed that it is not possible to perform both 

thinking and feeling at the same time. Thus, students may get caught up in the 

feelings arising from their tasks and may explain why they struggle to engage in 

reflection during the process of study. 

Consequently, proactivity is also suggested as a protective factor against stressors 

and difficulties. Proactive strategies like seeking support early and a positive 

mindset were ways in which students dealt with stress, mental health difficulties, 

and wellbeing challenges. It has been previously demonstrated that people who are 

able to anticipate potential stress and perceive it as opportunities to learn and grow, 

are better able to regulate their stress and persevere through those challenges 

(Greenglass, 2002). By students adopting a positive mindset then, they demonstrate 

the ability to combat negative outcomes and continue their student journeys. For 

instance, Ickeson et al. (2021) emphasised the importance of hopeful beliefs in 

coping with loneliness for students with learning difficulties. Hope influenced the 

relationship between learning difficulties, self-efficacy, and proactive coping with 

loneliness. This demonstrates further, the importance of positive psychological 

framings in supporting students to Steer the Ship through difficulty and challenge. 

Proactively seeking early support, and early interventions, are also suggested to 

prevent early drop out in student transitions to HE, while increasing academic 

achievement, and improving psychological wellbeing (Gordanier et al., 2019; 

Brooman & Darwent, 2013). This supports the data suggesting the role of proactivity 

in safeguarding overall well-being, where ‘seizing the day’ and taking advantage of 

the opportunities available led to enhanced socialisation, belonging, and mood. By 

taking proactive approaches to get involved, student relatedness was therefore 

fostered (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Similarly, proactivity in learning is described as a way 

of managing academic storms, and previous research has shown that proactivity in 

learning reaps positive academic performance and outcomes (Tymon & Batistic, 

2016). However, students have been shown to only engage in proactive 

independent learning, when they feel confident enough to do so (Geertshuis et al., 
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2014). This supports the present findings suggesting students’ perceived sense of 

competency impacts their ability to be autonomous and proactive.   

Regarding self-preservation, taking breaks and being able to balance their lives 

provided students with respite. However, other strategies were more passive 

including ignoring their academic responsibilities and spending more time 

socialising than studying. Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) conceptualisation of coping 

with stress provides insight into these behaviours. They propose that coping 

strategies serve two functions: addressing the problem directly and managing the 

individual’s emotional response to the stressor. The coping strategy adopted 

depends on how the person appraises the stressful event. A general distinction is 

often made between engaged and disengaged strategies. Avoidance is a 

disengaged strategy aimed at controlling or modifying their ‘response’ to the 

stressor. By avoiding their academic responsibilities, however, students often 

reported this made the anxiety of that demand worse. Thus, disengaged strategies 

only bring temporary emotional relief. In contrast, engaged strategies such as 

advocating for themselves, building a positive mindset, and embracing a healthy 

lifestyle, offered proactive and long-term solutions to their problem. This is 

particularly important to consider when engaged compared to avoidant strategies 

are more effective in reducing stress in adolescents (Compas et al., 2001), and 

greater use of avoidant coping is correlated with lower well-being and greater 

distress (Frydenberg & Lewis, 2009). Similar findings were also found for university 

students during the COVID-19 pandemic, whereas engaged coping reduced levels 

of stress (Shuster et al., 2023). 

Interestingly, students also question ‘is it worth it’ regarding the challenges they 

face. Typically, this questioning referred to their money and/or time. This implied a 

consumerist ideology of value for money, and ‘bang for your buck’, of which is seen 

consistently across previous literature (Jones et al., 2020; Molesworth et al., 2009; 

Temple et al., 2016; Tomlinson, 2018). Tomlinson (2017) found that in a study of 68 

university students from 7 UK institutions, that just below 25% of students had 

consumerist attitudes, whilst 25% resisted. Nevertheless, most students indicated 

some ideas of ‘value for money’ and expectations based on efficiency and quality of 

teaching. This supports student reflections on the quality of their teaching during 

COVID-19, and the switch to online learning, bringing attitudes of deserving more in 

delivery. Higher fee-paying students have also been shown to be more likely to 

question whether their degree is value for money (Jones et al., 2020). This attitude 

is concerning however, when consumerist views have been associated with lower 
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academic performance in university students (Bunce et al., 2017). However, 

Tomlinson (2017) found that students also recognise their own role in creating a 

worthwhile experience, as they were aware of their own responsibility for actively 

engaging. Furthering the importance of proactivity in navigating challenges and 

having a positive experience. 

Collectively ‘The 4 P’s’ align with the concept of ‘psychological capital’ (PsyCap; 

which refers to an individual's positive personal resources for managing difficult 

situations. PsyCap encompasses four key characteristics: resilience, hope, 

optimism, and self-efficacy (Luthans et al., 2014; 2012; 2010). In this study, hope 

and optimism are associated with the positive mindset discussed in self-

preservation and proactivity. Resilience is presented in the concept of 

perseverance, and self-efficacy is the overarching goal pursued through all of the 

‘The 4 P’s’. A meta-analysis conducted in the workplace (Avey et al., 2011) 

demonstrated psychological capital had positive associations with psychological 

well-being (r = 0.40), and job performance (r = 0.26). Consequently, the same 

concept could be applied to the university context, and PsyCap interventions could 

improve student levels of perseverance, proactivity, and perseverance through the 

facilitation of increased hope, optimism, resilience, and self-efficacy (Luthans et al., 

2014; 2010). Previous research has linked PsyCap to academic performance 

(Carmona-Halty et al., 2018; Ortega-Maldonado and Salanova, 2018), with Luthans 

et al., (2012) finding PsyCap was associated with improved academic outcomes 

among business students. This crossed with workplace research demonstrating 

positive associations with engagement and negative associations with burnout 

(Loghman et al., 2022), suggests PsyCap interventions could improve ‘The 4 P’s 

and develop student abilities to Navigate the Storms. However, as research on how 

PsyCap improves academic performance is limited, the present study and the 

concept of the ‘The 4 P’s’ offers avenues for further exploration in this area. 

Nevertheless, it may be that overall, the themes contribute to PsyCap, as research 

has also found that aspects such as student relationships and relatedness, ante 

cede students PsyCap (Carmona-Halty et al., 2019). Specifically, those who 

perceive high-quality relationships are more likely to report higher levels of 

academic PsyCap.  

9.2.6. Mists of Mismatch 

The Mists of Mismatch primarily emphasised unmet expectations. Namely, the 

disjoint between students’ pre-conceived ideas of university and the lived reality. It 
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mirrored a key turning point in transition, moving away from the protection of their 

previous support networks. Mismatches were experienced in contexts of academic 

and personal support provisions, responsibilities within learning, and the disjoint 

between university and student expectations. It expressed the common idea that 

university is expected to be “the best three years of your life”, with some 

experiencing this reality, while others did not. Previous research mirrors this 

mismatch (Smith & Hopkins, 2005) with Worsley et al. (2021a) finding students 

expect the “best years of their life” (p. 4), with the reality leading to comparative 

disappointment. Similarly, Rowley et al. (2008) found mismatches between 

expectations and academic experience lead to disengagement and increased risks 

of underperforming. This supports the present study narratives echoing feeling hard 

done by, while further evidencing the constancy of this experience and the impacts 

of mismatched expectations. Specifically, students voiced their experience as not 

being what they signed up for, followed by the perception and belief that they should 

be receiving “more”. These narratives appear to hold consumerist ideologies, where 

they questioned if their experience was worth their money, and whether they are 

getting what they paid for. This is commonly seen across the literature (Bates & 

Kaye, 2014; Neves & Hillman, 2018; Rolfe, 2002; Tomlinson, 2017; 2018) and is 

said to reflect the effects of neoliberalism and marketisation of HE (Hemsley-Brown 

& Oplatka, 2015; Richards, 2019; Tomlinson, 2017). Thus, this could explain why 

their expectations of the university experience and the university are somewhat 

demanding. Holding a ‘consumer’ mentality, higher fee-paying students are more 

likely to doubt whether their degree is value for money (Jones et al., 2020), leading 

to demanding more services and support in exchange for their money. Hence, the 

marketisation of education is argued to shape student beliefs, values, and 

perceptions of their experience, underlying their level of satisfaction, as it creates 

feelings of entitlement (Jones, 2020; 2010; Neves & Hillman, 2018; Tomlinson, 

2017). The Theory of Met Expectations (Porter & Steers, 1973) suggests that when 

there is congruence between one’s expectations and their lived experience, they will 

experience greater adjustment and satisfaction with new environments. 

Consequently, it is unsurprising that the present narratives suggest students feel 

more satisfied when they have good access to resources and support (Maxwell-

Stuart et al., 2018). However, it has also been found that students can 

simultaneously report positively about their experience at university, whilst 

assessing it as poor value for money (Jones et al., 2020). Thus, this could explain 

the narratives in the present study, where they feel that they should be provided 

with “more”, whilst also reporting positively about their overall experience. It is also 
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important for students to be able to communicate what “more” entails, as without the 

specifics, universities will not be able to respond and support students in creating a 

‘match’.  

Consistent with prior research, The Mists of Mismatch connects student 

expectations and satisfaction (Khan & Hemsley-Brown, 2021) and aligns with the 

expectancy/disconfirmation paradigm proposed by Appleton-Knapp and Krentler 

(2006). Disconfirmation occurs when there are discrepancies between prior 

expectations and actual performance. Thus, when students' expectations are 

exceeded, they tend to report higher satisfaction levels. Conversely, if their 

experiences fall short of expectations, satisfaction decreases. The COVID-19 

pandemic serves as a poignant example, whereby students reported significant 

dissatisfaction due to the contrast of their lived experience and their expectations of 

university life. The switch to online learning and inaccessibility of lecturers was 

suggested as lower value for money. The concept of value for money in relation to 

teaching quality has been debated within the literature, with some arguing that value 

for money is not an indicator of teaching quality (Jones et al., 2020). However, this 

is sometimes used as a metric for this assessment (Higher Education and Research 

Bill, 2017; Johnson, 2017; OFS, 2018), and the present findings suggest that whilst 

contextually dependent, the link between value for money and teaching quality is 

present. 

The expectancy/disconfirmation paradigm has limitations, as noted by Appleton-

Knapp & Krentler (2006), who found that the timing of students' reflections on their 

expectations and experiences affects their evaluations. They discovered 

inconsistencies between students' pre-course expectations and their perceptions of 

those expectations when reflecting on them later. Thus, the accuracy of their actual 

level of disconfirmation may be flawed, as students’ memories of their expectations 

may be biased by their feelings at the point in time they are asked to recall. It is 

possible then, that being interviewed during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, may 

have impacted the reports of student expectations, and further negatively impacted 

whether they perceived them to have been met. On entering university, during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, it is unlikely that students would assume their university 

experience would be entirely the same as their expectations, due to the restrictions 

in place at the time including limited social contact. However, post-covid and after 

their experience has been ‘lived through’, it is likely that this experience has 

exacerbated what they wished they had, rather than what they expected, thus 

shaping their expectation narratives and the mismatch presented in the data.  
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Alternatively, the beliefs and expectations students have of university could be 

explained through Bowlby's internal working model (IWM; Bowlby, 1973). This 

model proposes that individuals develop cognitive frameworks based on past 

experiences, shaping their expectations of how to respond to situations and 

anticipate others' reactions. Students may therefore voice expectations of the 

university based on their IWM of what the university experience is. Based upon 

previous perspectives and experiences from family, friends, schools, universities 

themselves, and the public narratives held about what the university experience 

looks like and entails. Their Safe Harbour also filters into this IWM as the university 

is suggested as a pseudo parent. Students therefore expect a level of care, support, 

and guidance that typically comes from their parental or previously established 

‘secure base’ (Bowlby, 1973). This being the case, when their IWM is challenged by 

their newly formed support networks, this will inevitably produce these feelings of 

neglect and dissatisfaction. Thus, the narratives of being hard done by regarding 

their level of support, could be based upon their prior experiences and subsequent 

internally generated models of care. 

Considering the narratives of perfectionism and self-placed pressure, students and 

advisors describe expectations students place on themselves to perform. Self 

Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017; 2000) proposes that people have innate 

psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Therefore, in 

Mists of Mismatch, when students have high levels of expectations of themselves to 

perform, they are striving to rebalance the mismatch between their expectations and 

performance and establish a self-perceived level of competency. Typically, this was 

exhibited by students through striving to the point of overworking. SDT would posit 

that when individuals feel that their actions align with the basic psychological needs, 

they are more likely to have intrinsic motivation, where we strive to complete a task 

because it is interesting and enjoyable. Consequently, students may feel that to 

enjoy their learning, they must reach a high standard. They may be striving and 

pushing themselves to reach a point where they can experience competency and 

subsequent enjoyment. However, this can be a vicious cycle, because as the 

famous saying suggests, “The more you know, the more you realise you don't 

know”. Thus, students will continue the cycle of trying to reach perfectionism as they 

will never reach a point of being wholly ‘knowing’. However, external pressures or 

unrealistic expectations may undermine intrinsic motivation, and instead lead 

students to compete tasks based on an external reward, such as degree mark or 

parental approval, which may lead to feelings of pressure (Ryan & Deci, 2017). This 
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is particularly relevant for the present study, as a mismatch between a student’s 

expectation and the reality of their academic performance is voiced to lead to a loss 

of morale, a reduced sense of self-efficacy, and could self-perpetuate reduced 

academic progress (Bennett, Kapoor, Rajinder, & Maynard, 2015). Thus, it may be 

that external reward such as degree marks conflict with their need for intrinsic 

satisfaction through competency. However, it has also been argued that 

experiencing the imbalances of the university experience may not be something to 

protect against, but a fundamental part of the process of Adapting and Growing 

(Winstone & Hulme, 2019; Christie, et al. 2016). Considering student narratives 

present the need for greater perceived competency to encourage their ability to 

Steer their Ship, this becomes an important insight. Students may need to recognise 

the value in feeling ‘incompetent’ to motivate them to engage with activities that help 

them to move towards ‘competent’. Understanding their mismatch and reshaping 

their expectations is therefore suggested to be beneficial. This would promote 

‘constructive friction’ (Vermunt & Verloop, 1999), where learning and thinking skills 

are developed, and misconceptions and hindered learning potential are avoided. 

External pressures, however, were also said to create a mismatch, particularly 

between student desires and parental pressures. Data suggested the pressure of 

parental expectations created tensions for individual autonomy. Specifically, 

although not exclusively, international students are said to feel pressured to do what 

their parents and family expect them to do, rather than what they themselves would 

like to do. Therefore, it is important to recognise that the perspectives of 

international students are important in understanding the extent of this mismatch 

within this demographic. Previous research has suggested that autonomy is 

conceptualised differently for different cultures, with Chinese students feeling 

autonomous and experiencing more positive wellbeing outcomes, when decisions 

were made, inclusive of their parents (Rudy et al., 2007). Thus, this might suggest 

that the mismatch is reduced, compared to what the advisors perceive. 

Nonetheless, Self Determination Theory would differentiate between self-endorsed 

functioning and pressured/controlled functioning (Ryan & Deci, 2000), and it is 

arguable that in the context of the present data, pressured/controlled functioning is 

emphasised. This pressured and controlled function could then lead to the 

perfectionist tendencies observed, followed by increased burnout, and reduced 

academic achievement if balance is not established (Randall et al., 2015; Rice, 

2006). Thus, being able to establish ways in which to foster autonomy and balance 
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their needs with external pressures, is arguably needed to alleviate the impact of 

mismatch between parental expectation and internal desire.  

In summary, the Mists of Mismatch connect with existing academic literature by 

contributing insights into the psychological implications of unmet expectations of 

HE. It underlines the mismatches students face as they navigate away from familiar 

support networks towards the uncertainties of university life, including academic 

support, learning responsibilities, and their general expectations of the university 

experience. Their disillusionment is often rooted in consumerist ideologies, argued 

to be perpetuated by the marketization of education. Yet external pressures are also 

presented to create a mismatch with student desires. Thus, creating avenues for 

students to articulate their expectations and needs while being guided to develop 

their understanding of the university experience, is suggested to be crucial in 

mitigating the impact of mismatches on student well-being and academic success. It 

aligns with broader discussions on student well-being and satisfaction, by 

demonstrating again, the need to improve self-perceptions of competency to 

encourage autonomy. Students would then be able to navigate better, through the 

mists caused by unmet expectations, towards a positive university experience. 

9.2.7. Growing and Adapting to the changing winds 

In the present study, the themes collectively demonstrate how students transition to 

and across the university experience. These narratives tie closely with the literature 

on “role transitions” such as starting or finishing education (Arnett, 2001. P. 134), 

becoming an independent adult, and a self-directed student (Worsley, et al. 2021a). 

Specifically, the data exemplifies a transition from a passive student to an active 

independent student, with narratives suggesting their academic jumps, development 

of independent learning skills, and moving away from home are key transitional 

points in their journey that create challenge. Growing and Adapting to the Changing 

Winds, however, specifically represents the transformative nature of these 

challenges and the university journey, illustrating the evolving nature of students’ 

adaptability to change (Gale & Parker, 2014). Researchers have explored the 

diversity in transitioning to and through university (Winstone & Hulme, 2019), and 

the role of challenges and how they are perceived, for successful transition (Yeager 

& Dweck, 2012; Volstad et al., 2020). Collectively they propose the idea that 

becoming an independent student and ultimately, an adult, involves learning 

through experience. The present findings suggest something similar, with 

embracing change as a route to adapting. Accordingly, Volstad et al., (2020) found 
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that from student perspectives, personal challenges were important aspects of 

flourishing. Particularly when engaging in challenges with a mindset of opportunity 

and possibility and allowing themselves to be vulnerable. 

However, the variability in adaptability and how and when students experience 

growth, suggests that an in depth understanding of transitional processes, from 

student perspectives within the university context, is needed (Winstone & Hulme, 

2019). This is particularly noteworthy when you consider the theme of Steering the 

Ship, as students contrastingly report that they desire control, but at other times 

they do not. They also voiced not feeling like an adult, and that the university is the 

adult. Further suggesting that their adaptation to independence is an ongoing 

process. This also aligns with the concept suggested by Arnett (2004) of ‘feeling in 

between’ during emerging adulthood, where adolescents experience not feeling like 

an adolescent, but not yet an adult. Previous research has further demonstrated 

that when asked if they feel they have reached adulthood, both adolescents and 

emerging adults (late teens to late twenties) ambiguously answer with “in some 

respects yes, but in some respects no” (Arnett, 2001, p. 142). This therefore raises 

the question of how adulthood is perceived to HE students, when they similarly 

voice not being adult yet, and not having the skills necessary to be agentic. 

Furthermore, research has shown that elements of diversity, such as gender, 

sexuality, disability, ethnicity, culture, and socio-economic status, can heighten 

stress during transitional periods (Michalski et al., 2017; Murphy & Roofchad, 2003; 

Trainor et al., 2017). Together with the present findings, this suggests that there are 

differing criterion that marks a successful student transition. This may explain why 

some students may report feeling like an adult whilst others may not. Thus, in line 

with previous research, it would be pertinent to explore a more student-centred 

approach to understanding transitional experiences to and through university (Gale 

& Parker, 2014; Hulme & DeWilde, 2015; Winstone & Hulme, 2019).  

However, literature has previously suggested that across young people, 

adolescents and towards mid-adulthood, the most important and regarded aspect of 

transition was individualism (Arnett, 1997; 1998; 2001). Specifically, this has related 

to accepting responsibility for oneself, making independent decisions and financial 

independence (Arnett, 2001). Thus, this idea is mirrored by the centrality of Steering 

their Ship in driving adaptation to change and growth within the present study, 

offering a sense of consistency in the role of autonomy and agency in transitioning 

to an independent adult. However, previous studies have also found that young 

people perceive their transition to an adult to be “long and gradual” (Arnett, 2001, 
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p.134). Extending through adolescence and a much longer period of ‘‘emerging 

adulthood’’ which runs through the late teens to the late twenties (Arnett, 1997; 

1998; 2000; 2001). This could explain why students experience challenge in 

adapting to the independence of university living and style of learning, and why 

students feel that they are still a child. For example, it suggests that university 

students are continually developing through the transition to adulthood and adds 

weight to the comments of Advisor Christian, where he suggests students are 

“thrown” into the adult world with the expectation to be a fully functioning adult. His 

argument of this expectation being unrealistic is therefore supported by this 

prolonged sense of transition towards adulthood, of which, they would only be 

halfway in this journey at the time of entering university (assuming they are of the 

typical undergraduate student age of 18-21). This expectation and culture around 

adulthood is also said by Advisor David to be unrealistic as adulthood is “barmy” 

and “bonkers”. Thus, it may not be surprising that students are distressed and 

struggling with the demands of the changes in their life. Students then, may well be 

having ‘adult’ expectations placed on them too early, on transitioning from school to 

university, with little or no blueprint to cope with the sudden change in demands. 

However, students in the present study reported adjusting to these challenges and 

demands, only when they are immersed in the experience. Thus, even if they know 

that the transition is coming, preparedness is not always possible. Previous 

literature supports this idea, whereby Tinto (1988) suggests transitions to be a ‘rite 

of passage’ by which transitional challenges should be experienced and ‘lived 

through’. Briggs et al. (2012) also found that it is difficult to truly imagine what 

university is like, until it is lived.  For students, then an important part of their journey 

is to experience transition, to develop necessary skills and knowledge for the future. 

This mirrors work by Winstone and Hulme (2019) who found that students learnt 

from previous transitions to help with future transitions. Despite transitions being 

initially challenging, things become easier over time; thus, perseverance is key. The 

present data supports this, through aspects of Navigating the Storm, where 

examples of growth were derived from making mistakes and learning from their 

experiences. This ‘lived through’ experience therefore suggests changes and 

transitions are what students need to experience academic and personal growth. 

This theme therefore bears relevance on policies and practices for education, as 

educational transitions literature is typically embedded within them. By 

understanding what students deem as a transitional period and adulthood, and the 

ways in which they experience adaptation; offers scope to develop practices that 
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support this development and their ability to navigate their challenges. A balance 

between support and ‘living through’ the transitional challenges, is evidently needed. 

However, being able to understand individual trajectories may help practitioners in 

HE to develop better practices for supporting student engagement and success. 

Furthermore, recommendations to support such transitions are made in Chapter 10. 

9.2.8. Adjusting the Sails for Me 

Adjusting the Sails for Me contributes to the discourse and debates on personalized 

support in academia. Students emphasize the desire to work to their strengths, have 

responsive academic support, and one to one contact with lecturers to support their 

understanding of what is required. Similarly, advisors voiced a need for tailoring to 

specific learning needs to give students the opportunity to take part in all academic 

activities, but in a way that suits their needs. This is in line with previous research 

such as Fariani et al. (2023), who suggests that student-centred approaches and 

the importance of aligning educational learning experiences with individual needs 

improves learning outcomes and increases learner satisfaction, motivation, and 

engagement. However, students represented the struggle with independence seen 

in Steering the Ship and the desire for tailoring to make things easier. The ‘magic 

cure all’ as suggested in the present data, is also assumed to be improbable by 

advisors, thus further emphasising the need for students to develop independent 

skills. There is a difficulty however, in striking an appropriate balance between 

providing for individual needs and encouraging autonomy. However, this does not 

mean that some tailoring of the student experience is not needed, but more that 

feasible options from the university perspective, for personalised support could be 

implemented. For example, the expression of need by advisors and students for 

additional support for disabled students, and those with mental health and wellbeing 

difficulties is warranted, as access without support is not an opportunity (Engstrom 

&Tinto, 2008). Gulliver and colleagues (2018) found that whilst students are more 

likely to seek support from their lecturers, staff reported feeling unprepared and 

unequipped to deal with mental health difficulties. Thus, such a ‘mismatch’ in needs 

and staff skills, can become problematic for both staff and student. Students in the 

present study also voice this need for knowing staff as an important resource within 

Navigating the Storms. As such, the Royal College of Psychiatrists (2011) strongly 

encouraged universities to implement training for academic staff, in recognising and 

detecting mental health disorders and suicide risk. However, as Gulliver et al. 

(2018) demonstrate, staff still feel unprepared and ill equipped. With nearly half 
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(49.6%) claiming no formal training was available to them and many (73.7%) 

reporting that they were unsure if a policy existed within their faculty or university on 

how to respond to students with mental health problems. Consequently, there is a 

remaining gap in the provision of support for mental health and wellbeing difficulties, 

which is unsurprising when the pastoral role of supervisors and academic tutors is 

unclear and ambiguous (Hughes et al., 2018). Adjustments are not being made 

despite student need and the lack of knowledge within the support structures in 

place. However, there are concerns among staff that increased training in the area, 

would promote increased expectation upon academic staff and negatively impact 

upon their work and own wellbeing (Hughes et al., 2018). This is considerably 

problematic when student mental health and wellbeing is already at a considerable 

low (Jayman et al., 2022; Urbina-Garcia, 2020). It is suggestable therefore, that 

services embedded within faculties could help students with accessibility, and staff 

with decreased pressure. However, centralised services are also facing increased 

pressures and demand (Broglia et al., 2018). 

Mental health conditions however are not the only debilitating conditions that bring 

greater need for additional support. Long term health conditions and disability pose 

challenges with pacing, where courses are said to be too fast. Mitigation strategies 

can also be difficult to engage with, suggesting appropriate adjustments are 

needed. Literature suggests that those with long term health conditions struggle with 

accessing support to manage their conditions on transitioning and throughout their 

university experience (Kellett et al., 2018; Hamilton et al., 2020). For example, 

students with chronic energy-limiting illnesses are frustrated by lack of support, 

having fewer opportunities than non-disabled students, and that staff and peers 

question the legitimacy of their disabilities (Hamilton et al., 2020). This aligns with 

the social disability model (Dunn, 2018) which argues that a disability is caused by 

society’s unwillingness to meet the needs of people with impairments. The model 

outlines environmental, attitudinal and organisational barriers and advocates for 

removing them from society. In this context then, providing students with tailored 

support to their needs, particularly concerning organisational barriers, would 

promote inclusivity, improve equal opportunities, and enable those students to live 

as independently as possible.  

Addressing these challenges requires staff training to understand the impact of 

long-term health conditions on students' academic and social experiences. Hamilton 

et al. (2020) demonstrated that students took proactive steps to educate their 

lecturers and staff about their conditions to ensure fair treatment. This was mirrored 
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in the present data, with students advocated and educated others about student 

needs. Without proactive action then, students may struggle to fit into an 

environment that does not accommodate their individual needs, potentially leading 

to negative impacts on academic achievement and well-being. According to Self 

Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017; 2000) then, students with long term 

health conditions and disability may not experience relatedness and belonging in 

their institutions. As support is not tailored to their individual needs and increases 

feelings of isolation. Frustrations also rise when competency is limited due to 

academic support being restrictive. Thus autonomous, proactive action is exercised 

to advocate for support to address their health needs. However, the extent of 

responsibility on individual students is debatable considering universities’ legal 

obligation to provide equal opportunities for disabled students. 

9.3. Concluding remarks  

Across this discussion, themes have been related to previous literature and theories 

to understand their meaning further. However, student experiences, transitions, and 

adaptations within the university environment are deeply connected to factors 

aligned with the Psychological Needs Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2017). Specifically, 

there is a complex relationship between the themes, autonomy, relatedness, and 

competency. However, a common criticism of needs theories is that there is the 

potential for an infinite list of needs and preferences (Ryan & Deci, 2017). However, 

Deci and Ryan (2000) claim they have not found evidence of psychological needs 

that go beyond these three components. It could be then, that these three core 

concepts are what ultimately underlies the psychological underpinnings of the 

university experience at their most granular level. It is acknowledged however that 

due to basic psychological needs being psychological constructs, there will no doubt 

be different descriptions and conceptualisations of these concepts (Ryan & Deci, 

2017). The present study therefore arguably offers a differing structure to that of 

Deci and Ryan, for students’ basic psychological needs, restricted to the context of 

HE, and the unique journey this presents. Part of future empirical research then, 

could investigate how the themes are interrelated or independent, and how each 

might differentially contribute to general need satisfaction and wellness of HE 

students (See Chapter 10).   
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Chapter 10: Implications, Quality Assessment and 
Future Directions  

10.1. Introduction 

This chapter aims to discuss the implications of the findings of this research, assess 

the quality of the research using Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) quality criteria, and offer 

future research directions based on insights provided through this work. The present 

findings (Chapters 5-8) and discussion (Chapter 9) provide varied implications for 

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and their students. These include the 

engagement and empowerment of student voice, the development of a 

compassionate university approach, and the support available to students to 

develop autonomy, agency, and competency. The first section of this chapter 

explores each aspect in relation to the findings and the current literature. Leading 

finally, to a summary of the thesis and the conclusions of this work.  

10.2. Implications for HEIs 

10.2.1. The Compassionate University 

In this study it was raised that sensitivity to student realities is important for students 

to feel that they matter. Waddington (2018) argues for compassionate academic 

leadership, suggesting that educational institutions should act as “caregiving 

organizations” (p.87) to support students in their learning process. However, the 

feasibility of this role is questioned amidst the “relentless neoliberal 

instrumentalization and marketization” (p.87). She argues trust should be fostered 

through mutually supportive interpersonal relationships. Hence, the present themes 

of We’re all on this Ship Together and A Safe Harbour are supportive of this 

suggestion. The emphasis on a civil, respectful society, suggests moralised 

compassion could be a way to achieve this (MacKenzie & Maginess, 2018). 

Moralised compassion reflects the altruistic desire for the good of the other, and the 

regard for another’s wellbeing and ability to flourish as important as our own. Thus, 

the present data suggests students desire this sense of mattering, and for both 

students and universities to create this type of culture, particularly when it has been 

said to predict lower levels of loneliness and correlate positively with life satisfaction 

and academic success in undergraduate students (Flett et al., 2019; 2016; Rayle & 

Chung, 2007/2008).  
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Mackenzie and Maginess (2018) further suggest moralised compassion is where 

“the rights of individuals are recognised and respected, and individual difficulties are 

compassionately listened to” (p. 44). Accordingly, advisors in the present study 

reflected this perspective with their discussions of students just needing someone to 

listen, and support and teaching practices allowing for the needs of diverse students 

such as those with specific learning disabilities. The assumed pressure to be 

already ‘competent’ learners and adults then, may reduce if a compassionate 

approach is adopted. As there is a danger of breeding feelings of never being ‘good 

enough’ when there are expectations of organisations for students/employees to 

have perfect competence. To create organisationally compassionate cultures like 

this however, universities require those in leadership to represent compassion in 

their practice and policies. Without a holistic compassionate approach across the 

university sphere, the ‘us’ vs ‘them’ impression is likely to remain. Consequently, it 

is suggested that universities should prioritize the cultivation of compassionate 

leadership at all levels. As leaders who demonstrate empathy, understanding, and a 

genuine concern for the well-being of the HE community, contribute to a positive 

and compassionate organisational culture. This is particularly important when the 

HEIs reported they had not achieved embedding mental health and wellbeing 

across their institution (DFE, 2023). Thus, training programs and leadership 

development initiatives could help to instil these qualities across all levels of HE. 

Establishing a compassionate university requires the creation, promotion and 

improvement of mental health and well-being programs for students. Recognising 

the importance of emotional support alongside academic learning (Postareff et al., 

2016). The present findings add value to this perspective as the quality of staff-

student interactions and the ability of staff to listen and empathise were crucial 

factors in perceiving effective support. Staff training is raised as essential for this 

purpose, particularly when HEIs recognise that “staff awareness was increasing 

year on year, mainly due to a greater focus on training” (DFE, 2023, p. 74). 

However, Gulliver et al., (2018) found nearly half (49.6%) of staff members claimed 

no formal mental health and wellbeing related training was available to them. Whilst 

in their recent study of HEI initiatives and practices the DFE (2023) claims, “almost 

all HE providers offered training to staff in relation to student mental health and 

wellbeing” (p. 7). However, the DFE report only comes from the perspectives of 

those in managerial and senior positions. Therefore, considering the discrepancy 

between ‘those on the ground’ and those in positions of power, it suggests that 

whilst it is said the provisions are in place, it does not mean those actioning it feel 
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this is done effectively. This poses further, the lack of clarity in this issue and 

suggests improvements are needed in this space. However, integrating mental 

health and wellbeing awareness into the curriculum is an alternative suggestion 

particularly when students voice this is a useful strategy that reduces stigma and 

encourages open conversations (Edwards et al., 2021). Thus, this approach is 

encouraged based on previous research, the perceived gap in provision, and the 

present data suggesting students need to feel safe and secure in their own 

wellbeing, as well as in seeking support. Furthermore, HEIs have reported that one 

of the main gaps within their institutions is embedding and promoting awareness of 

mental health and wellbeing in the curriculum (DFE, 2023).  

The capacity to provide ideal compassion, however, is acknowledged to be 

stretched. Academics have been said to experience ‘compassion fatigue’ (Cordaro, 

2020) and emotional withdrawal due to the increased demands placed on staff. 

Being overworked and led by metrics (Tett et al., 2017; Watts & Robertson, 2011; 

Welch, 2020), not only places staff in a position to prioritise performance, but 

arguably powerless in adopting the ideal level of compassion. Academic advisors 

within the present study mirror this perspective, personifying being stuck between a 

rock and a hard place. They want to provide such compassion, understand its 

benefits, yet feel incapable of providing this quality of support. Hence, it reflects not 

only the recognised benefit of compassionate pedagogy but raises the need to 

reduce staff pressures for them to provide such quality. Staff cannot ‘pour from an 

empty cup’ (Bassa, 2022) and staff are facing the dilemma of managing their own 

reduced wellbeing during increased pressures (Jayman et al., 2022; Watts & 

Robertson, 2011; Urbina-Garcia, 2020). For example, among 1,200 HE staff 

members from 92 UK universities, approximately half disclosed instances of 

enduring chronic emotional exhaustion, anxiety, stress, and diminished mental well-

being, throughout the academic year 2020/21 (Dougall, et al., 2021). HEI providers 

are shown to have diminished wellbeing, and a morale that is “on the floor” (p. 75), 

due to the priorities of senior leadership and a high staff turnover (DFE, 2023). They 

also voiced the struggle to create a supportive environment when they do not feel 

supported or valued themselves. Consequently, it is suggested that reform for both 

staff and students is needed to provide this idealistic strategy of compassion across 

all levels (Brewster et al., 2022; Welch, 2020). Acknowledging the importance of 

work-life balance for both faculty and students becomes essential in this endeavour, 

especially when job stress and workload contribute to staff turnover, and job 

satisfaction mediates this impact (Anees et al., 2021). Implementing policies that 
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fully support flexible working hours, remote working options, and reasonable 

workload expectations. There is a need to recognise and support individuals' need 

for balance in their personal and professional lives, and the impact improved staff 

wellbeing could have on individual and institutional outcomes. One place in which to 

start in this endeavour would be to improve the communication channels across 

institutional, staff and student levels. Clear communication channels and 

transparent decision-making processes could help to manage workload more 

effectively. 

10.2.2. Engaging with Student-Partnership and Empowering Student Voice 

This work has prioritized the student voice, adopting a student-centred approach to 

co-construct knowledge about the student experience between students and HEIs. 

It suggests the importance of student voice in developmental discussions around 

HE structures, as Mists of Mismatch highlighted students’ unawareness of their own 

and university responsibilities. This led to notable dissatisfaction with their 

experience as a potential result of consumerist ideologies. Thus, HEIs should 

develop strategies to manage student expectations, promote responsibility, and 

improve engagement and satisfaction by educating students about their roles within 

the institution. However, strategies must be delivered in a supportive and 

compassionate manner to reduce the experience of ‘us vs them’. Particularly 

considering Baeten et al. (2010) found that how students perceive the learning 

environment is more important for adapting to change, than the learning 

environment itself. 

Centralising students’ experiences helps for universities to understand its role within 

the evolving contexts of its students (Rose, 2013). However, there is debate 

regarding how central student and staff perspectives should be, in developing HE 

practices. Primarily due to the associated power, influence, and impact upon the 

principles of HE. For instance, the concerns of consumerist ideologies and 

marketisation of universities encouraging power towards the student (Brooman et 

al., 2014; Carey, 2013; Lomas, 2007). However, given that students are the ones 

directly experiencing any changes to policy, practice, and services, there is an 

arguable responsibility of HEI’s to involve student and staff perspectives in 

considering how HE is structured (Burgess et al., 2018). In this study, We’re all on 

this Ship Together and Steering the Ship underscore the importance of co-

construction. As students desire to be agentic agents and co-construct their student 

journeys. It encourages opening discussions with students to understand the 
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context of HE and provide platforms where all students can voice and debate their 

perspectives with HEIs and their staff (Young & Jerome, 2020). They do not want to 

experience a ‘void’ when they voice their ideas or concerns. Instead, they want a 

university that facilitates their development, by listening and communicating back 

any changes they make from their perspectives. Furthermore, student-partnership 

opportunities value human relationships within learning and teaching. It acts as a 

counter-narrative to the neoliberal, consumerist discourses, and passive learner 

frameworks (Matthews et al., 2018). It also challenges the traditional assumption 

that teachers hold all the power in the educational relationship and suggests this 

power can be reshaped through dialogue between students and academic staff 

(Matthews, 2017). It benefits higher education institutions by designing engaging 

learning experiences, fostering accessibility and inclusivity, cultivating community, 

and belonging while enhancing knowledge and capabilities of both students and 

staff. It also helps to address current challenges in higher education, while fulfilling 

ethical responsibilities to students and staff, and responding to the multifaceted 

challenges in higher education (Healey et al., 2014). Consequently, working in 

partnership with staff has been suggested to benefit student motivation, along with 

their commitment and perception of their shared responsibility for learning (Bovill et 

al., 2011; Healey et al., 2014). Thus, aligning with the perspectives of this study, 

students would gain a sense of autonomy, relatedness, and competency, through 

the involvement of student-partnership practices. 

Specifically, advisors note that students do not always know what they need, 

through lack of knowledge, preparation, and experience of HE. Rather than 

universities providing students with what they want, the co-constructed knowledge 

between students and staff facilitated by student-partnership, can help students 

instead to understand what they need. Furthermore, if academic and support staff 

were simply to treat students as customers and provide the consumer-student with 

all which they desire, they would likely fail to provide students with the necessary 

learning experiences to become independent adults (Lomas, 2007). For example, 

students would lose the freedom to take intellectual risks and engage thoughtfully 

with their academic material, ultimately failing to develop important skills for future 

employment. Thus, it is not suggested here, that HEIs should employ a 

comprehensive individually tailored experience, but a sensitive approach to 

communicating what is feasible, and compassionately guiding their perspectives 

towards a balanced expectation of the university experience. One way to introduce 

this, could be re-induction sessions at the start of each semester. Reminding 
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students of their role over the coming weeks, and how student-partnership will be 

fostered. Consequently, dedicating efforts and resources to shaping students' 

expectations throughout the academic year, could balance the expectations they 

place upon others compared to themselves. Students could also be given reflective 

tasks, at the start and end of each semester, to frame discussions with their 

academic/personal advisors, around their expectations. It would develop the 

relationship between personal tutors and student and help to reframe unrealistic 

expectations. It would also provide information for the construction of induction 

programmes, by monitoring reoccurring expectations. Providing areas for focus in 

student-partnership activities related to teaching and learning. 

10.2.4. Support Practices and Services 

10.2.4.1. Autonomy and Agency Support 

Initiatives aimed at cultivating autonomy and agency in students are proposed, 

stemming from the Steering the Ship core concept, which is interwoven with other 

aspects of the data. While students are expected to develop and action their 

autonomy in being an independent student, many struggle to develop and embrace 

this skill. Particularly due to their self-perceived lack of competency. Thus, 

autonomy support and relevant training to provide it, is suggested based upon the 

diffusion of responsibility students engage with when feeling incompetent to cope 

with their challenges. Autonomy support involves someone in an authoritative 

position, recognising the emotions of the student, offering relevant information, and 

presenting them with opportunities for choice. Thus, coaching, and mentoring 

approaches could also be useful, as it is about supporting the development of 

autonomy rather than ‘fixing’ the problem. Autonomy support also emphasises 

reducing external pressures and demands when helping individuals develop their 

independence or autonomy (Black & Deci, 2000). Which has been shown to 

contribute to positive outcomes across diverse groups of race, ethnicity, and 

socioeconomic status, such as improved academic performance, higher motivations 

to learn, and improved wellbeing (Jiang & Nataka, 2021; Jang et al., 2009, Kaplan, 

2017; Nalipay et al., 2020). Flexible learning environments, transparent 

expectations, and the encouragement of student input, are all suggested in the data 

to help facilitate student agency, within the sphere of supporting students with their 

autonomy. Students also voiced the desire for being able to work at their own pace, 

having teaching methods employed that align with personal interests, and having 

the choice in learning processes. All support previous research arguing for these 
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aspects as vital to autonomy support for students (Assor 2012; Assor et al., 2002; 

Jang et al., 2016; 2010; Reeve, 2009; Reeve & Halusic, 2009; Reeve & Jang, 

2006). Consequently, the more recent switches to asynchronous learning, where 

students can access materials, complete lectures, and homework at any time, may 

continue to be beneficial for students to manage their studies. However, students 

report greater support of their basic psychological needs for competence and 

relatedness when receiving synchronous delivery (Fabriz et al., 2021). Moreover, 

when teaching staff offer need-supportive strategies, it contributes to the motivation, 

learning, development, and wellbeing of students (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Jang et al., 

2009). Thus, the issues raised within A Safe Harbour and We’re All on this Ship 

Together, may not be fully satisfied with greater emphasis on asynchronous 

delivery.  

Previous studies have also proposed that when students encounter choices or 

unfamiliar learning modes, the impacts on self-efficacy and self-concept may 

manifest (Lake et al., 2020). Thus, the present findings highlighting freedom of 

choice as a desire, yet autonomy being displaced when given the opportunity, 

indicates contextually grounded bidirectional connections between autonomy and 

competency. Choice can both facilitate and further deconstruct students’ sense of 

competency and thus proceeding autonomous action, unless provided with the 

knowledge needed to make informed decisions. This is supported by Navigating the 

Storms where students desire to be ‘all knowing’. Thus, improved communication 

channels between educators and students is recommended to support students’ 

sense of preparedness and competency and encourage autonomous decision 

making. This will arguably transfer into increased motivation and autonomous 

engagement with their learning, improving academic outcomes to the benefit of both 

the student and institution. Such initiatives are suggested across all key transitional 

phases of the university journey, particularly in preparation for secondary to higher 

education. Markedly, because secondary teaching staff argue they try to encourage 

independent learning and provide opportunities for independent study but declare 

that these opportunities are limited (Smith & Hopkins, 2005). University-based apps 

could help students to transition to and across university, by providing information 

specific to their new surroundings and critical turning points across the year (e.g., 

‘welcome week’, ‘first exam’). For example, academics and students at UEA created 

Open Up UEA (Biggart & Henshaw, 2019 as cited in Jones et al., 2023). An app 

designed to target student emotional resilience when transitioning to university. It 

provided users with critical information to help build their knowledge of the 
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university. Such as service support lists of which you could directly contact, and a 

mood tracker to help them understand their evolving emotions. It also included a 

budgeting tool, and a campus map. Student evaluations suggested they found it 

easy to find services and were more likely to contact them based on this activity 

being unnoticed by others. They also reported that it helped them to feel that what 

they were experiencing was normal. Such an app could be scaled up, for the 

purpose of individual universities, and made more tailored as each student passes 

through each academic year. For example, push notifications could be used to 

signpost students to critical services, at critical times of the year. Which would mean 

that, students could receive timely support and guidance, enhancing the likelihood 

of acting when it is needed, and enhance their growth, self-management skills and 

overall wellbeing. 

10.2.4.2. Competency Support 

This research demonstrated that autonomy, agency, and competency are 

inextricably linked, with competency playing a key role in how students engage with 

their autonomy and become agentic. The desire to be agentic was shown to conflict 

with students’ low self-efficacy. With low levels of self-efficacy overpowering their 

desire to be agentic. Hence, without supplementary competency initiatives, 

autonomy support strategies may fail to succeed. Previous literature has indicated 

that when students’ self-esteem is focused on academic contingent self-worth, they 

do not show persistence with their goals and only select goals that are self-

validating (Crocker et al., 2004). Thus, they aim to demonstrate academic 

competence, instead of aiming to improve or develop their skills (Fairlamb, 2022). 

Therefore, students may need support in feeling vulnerable enough to acknowledge 

their weaknesses and work on them without fear of failure. Competency focused 

initiatives that build more global self-esteem, is therefore suggested to support 

students in engaging with aspects of growth (Fairlamb, 2022). Else, seeking to only 

validate academic competency could potentially override their engagement with 

their academic, personal, and future development. Crocker et al. (2004) supports 

this, finding academic contingent self-esteem strongly correlated with validation 

goals of performance and ability, rather than mastery. In this study, students 

portrayed perfectionist ideals and would self-evaluate their academic potential as 

lower than what they achieved. Hence, considering the Social Determination Theory 

(Deci & Ryan, 2000) focuses on mastery to perceive one’s own competency, this 

suggests the current focus of academic achievement and the grade system may be 
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a hindrance in motivating student development. Initiatives are therefore needed to 

re-allocate students self-perceived competency towards student development, to 

improve their global self-esteem and mitigate the negative consequences of too 

much academic contingent self-worth. These include but are not limited to academic 

stress, depression, and anxiety (Crocker & Luhtanen, 2003; Fairlamb, 2022; Schöne 

et al., 2015; Wouters et al., 2013; Sturman et al., 2009; Pyszczynski et al., 2004). 

Accordingly, increased use of formative assessments and the inclusion of feedback 

on process and development, could help to prioritise and help students to engage 

with the development of their skills, abilities, and personal strengths, rather than 

solely focusing on academic achievement and validation. By shifting the emphasis 

from performance-based goals to mastery-oriented goals, students can develop a 

healthier relationship with their academic pursuits and enhance their overall well-

being. 

Steadying the Ship is also an avenue for supporting students’ perceived 

competency. Namely through the process of regulating their emotions. Hence, it is 

suggested that universities should aim to foster the development of positive emotion 

regulation strategies. Seppala et al. (2020) found that the university leadership and 

well-being programme SKY Campus Happiness (SKY); was particularly effective in 

improving levels of stress, positive affect, mental health, and social connectedness. 

The programmed included stress management and resources for psychological 

resilience, some of which, are suggested in this study to be impacted by students' 

sense of competency. SKY incorporates positive psychology skills such as 

gratitude, social connection and acts of kindness, alongside yoga postures, breath-

based techniques, and discussions on meaning and purpose. The authors argue the 

programme led to improvements in neuro-cognitive function and emotion control, 

indicating that breathing exercises may contribute to enhanced mental health and 

well-being. Consequently, universities should consider integrating well-being 

programs like SKY that encompass these activities. This integration could provide 

students with effective tools for improving emotional control, and consequently 

improve mental health and wellbeing, and an improved sense of competency. 

Understanding the unique context and requirements of their respective students is 

needed however, for the wellbeing programmes to be tailored effectively. Therefore, 

research looking into the specific needs of their students is also recommended, 

alongside gathering feedback from students, monitoring initiative outcomes, and 

adjusting as needed to ensure that the well-being programs remain effective and 

relevant.  
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Other avenues to foster sense of competency include the continued commitment to 

providing timely and constructive feedback on students' work. Alonso-Tapia and 

Pardo (2006) argue that students fear of failure drives the desire for perceived and 

actual competency. Hence, actionable feedback could reinforce a sense of 

competency by guiding them to understand and reflect on their strengths and areas 

for improvement. So, actionable feedback provides a route for learners to engage in 

strategies that prevent this fear from becoming a reality. Similarly, dialogic feedback 

prior to and during an assignment is said to improve student perceptions of 

understanding tasks, increases confidence in their ability to complete assignment 

tasks, and improves self-regulated learning (Beaumont et al., 2014). Reflective 

opportunities have also been found to support self-regulation intervention and 

contribute to academic persistence and subsequent success (Lizzio & Wilson, 

2013). However, self-compassion is said to be a fundamental aspect of this 

reflective and regulatory process, as it helps to reduce the negative affect of 

academic stress and ‘failure’ on wellbeing and academic outcomes (Neff et al., 

2005; Neff & McGehee, 2010; Poots & Cassidy, 2020). 

Winstone and Hulme (2019) suggested that being able to reflect on previous 

transitional experiences could support students in believing their ability to transition 

again. Therefore, initiatives to increase and encourage student self-reflection prior 

to and during university is encouraged. Skills development workshops, provided at 

crucial times throughout the academic year, are suggested as a support for both 

self-regulation and skills development. Including academic writing, research skills, 

and independent and critical thinking. This is especially crucial when students have 

expressed benefitting from having the opportunity to reflect on and actively 

participate in practices related to good academic writing. Claiming it helps to 

develop new academic literacies and understand the skills that are new to them in 

HE (Christie et al., 2016). Consequently, this contributes to finding answer to one of 

the key questions identified by students for research, on how to reduce the ‘gap’ 

between high school and university (Sampson et al., 2022). Opportunities for 

reflection within the personal tutoring system could also benefit, using flipped 

advising (Amini et al., 2018; Steele, 2016). This prompts students to engage in 

online reflection and planning activities, ensuring they come to tutorial meetings 

prepared for deeper and more meaningful interactions. This empowers students to 

make meaning of their academic and career plans and provides them with tools to 

improve their perceived competency in managing diverse academic and personal 

tasks. 
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Universities are urged to monitor and develop inclusive teaching practices, 

considering diverse needs of students, in both teaching and assessments. In the 

present study, when students see that their unique needs and perspectives are 

valued, it enhances their perceived competency in the learning process. Thus, it is 

encouraged that universities allow flexibility in how students demonstrate their 

understanding, to accommodate those diverse learning needs. This approach could 

help students to recognise and appreciate their unique strengths and competencies, 

further building towards a focus on development rather than academic grades. 

Finally, universities should encourage students to take pride in their academic 

successes, but also their learning journeys, creating regular opportunities 

throughout the academic year to acknowledge and celebrate students' growth. A 

wider focus should be given to feedback on effort, growth, and processes of 

learning (e.g., how a student went about a particular activity), as this is shown to 

reduce academic contingent self-worth (O’Keefe et al., 2013). This should then be 

showcased through big or small-scale events, and feedback in and outside of 

classroom.  

Adjusting the Sails for Me also suggests the need a more personalised approach to 

support. For example, including more specialised mental health support, disability 

sensitive practices, and preventative rather than reactive support. All of which are 

argued to contribute to a student’s sense of competency in this study. For disability 

sensitive practices, this may include the improvement of knowledge across staff and 

peers, regarding disability and long-term health conditions. Hamilton et al., (2023) 

emphasised that disability support was not equal across all condition groups, and 

the importance of health condition allies in facilitating student beliefs in their ability 

to have positive graduate outcomes. Hence, aligning with the present data 

suggesting flexibility is required, universities should be adjusting support provisions 

to align with minoritized group needs.   

For preventative support, early intervention and improving accessibility to personal 

and academic support is recommended, especially since students in this study 

speak of wishing they got help earlier. This issue has been highlighted in 

Department for Education research (2023), indicating that universities are facing 

challenges in addressing complex mental health and wellbeing needs due to 

insufficient NHS pathways for student referrals. Furthermore, the transitional nature 

of the university journey provides key timepoints throughout the year in need of 

specific early intervention (Duffy, 2023; 2019). Thus, early intervention is important 

when students who have early success are more likely to experience increased self-
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efficacy compared to those who do worse than expected (Christie et al., 2008). 

Moreover, without early intervention, students may continue to feel incompetent and 

experience low self-efficacy, resulting in decreased performance, persistence, and 

potential dropout (Lizzio & Wilson, 2016). Accordingly, proactive, and preventative 

support has been shown to reduce the number of students reaching ‘crisis’ points 

during their university experience, and improves student performance and retention 

(Gordanier et al., 2019; Wilson et al., 2016).  

10.2.4.3. Supporting Student Transitions 

Whilst the previous suggestions align with aspects of student transitions and are 

relevant for this context, this section considers more directly, initiatives for student 

transitions. Lizzio (2006) developed the ‘five senses to student success’ model to 

explain the process of academic, personal, and social transition to university. 

Specifically, the model outlines sense of identity, connection, capability, 

resourcefulness, and purpose as the key components to a successful transition. 

These concepts are closely related to the findings of this thesis. For instance, 

capability connects to the discussions around autonomy, agency, and competency. 

Identity links with students feeling that they need to know themselves and being 

accepted as who they are. Resourcefulness aligns with students wanting the skills 

to cope and Navigate the Storms. Connection aligns with We’re All on This Ship 

Together, where students want a supportive community of people like them, and 

that collectively work towards their shared goals. Finally, sense of purpose is 

reflected in Growing and adapting to the Changing Winds, where students desire a 

sense of direction, progression, and achievement. However, Lizzio’s model (2006) 

focuses heavily on the context of the initial transition into university and does not 

offer the transitional underpinnings across the whole university experience. The 

present research therefore poses a similar framework of core ‘senses’ that cut 

across many transitional experiences (e.g., induction, switching to the next 

academic year). It suggests a framework against which to consider potential 

interventions for a variety of transitional time points. For example, based on We’re 

All on This Ship Together, student-led support groups could be established. Formed 

by students with similar backgrounds or interests, offering spaces to connect and 

share their experiences. For example, Schwartz Rounds, typically used in 

healthcare, could be applied to the student context. This involves monthly meetings 

where individuals can freely and safely express and understand their feelings about 

their care of a patient (Pepper et al., 2012). For the student context however, this 
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could be applied to ‘problematic’ transitions of university life. The rounds aim to 

nurture connections between patients, staff, and the institution, and could be 

similarly beneficial for students, staff, and the institution. It could further support 

students in Growing and Adapting to the Changing Winds, through practical and 

problem-solving discussions. Furthermore, career development discussions may be 

beneficial for future trajectories, helping students to explore their interests, set 

goals, and plan for their future. Providing mentorship or advising programs focused 

on academic and career guidance, could also help students navigate their academic 

journey, and make informed decisions about their future path. Consequently, the 

thematic outcomes of this research provide areas to target intervention 

development, to support the transitions to and across university. 

10.2.5. Concluding remarks 

By adopting the proposed strategies, universities can transform into compassionate 

institutions that prioritises the development, well-being, and success of their 

community. Fostering connection, success, and competency among students and 

HE staff. These strategies could further support student transitions to and across 

university. Firstly, by engaging with student partnership and empowering student 

voice. This can help manage student expectations and improve engagement and 

satisfaction, and their self-perceived competency in their educational learning. 

Student partnerships also challenge traditional power dynamics in education, 

promoting dialogue and collaboration between students and academic staff. Thus, 

promoting a community of connection and providing students with their desire for a 

collaborative and responsive community.  

Secondly, integrating mental health and well-being programs into university 

curricula to support students comprehensively is suggested. Alongside staff training 

to enhance their ability to provide emotional support alongside academic guidance. 

However, there is a gap between the provision of training and staff perceptions of 

how effective this is, indicating the need for improvement in this area to better 

prepare staff and consequently support students.  

Thirdly, support practices and services should focus on fostering autonomy, agency, 

and competency in students. By empowering students through providing autonomy 

support, constructive feedback, and facilitating emotional regulation, students can 

feel confident to the lead in their academic and well-being journeys. Tailored 

support initiatives, such as flexible and inclusive teaching are also essential to 
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address the diverse needs of students. Fostering the competency and subsequent 

agency for them to engage and improve their experience and outcomes.  

Collectively, such improvements would likely enhance satisfaction in students’ 

university experience and would likely have subsequent advances in NSS and TEF 

rankings. As when students feel supported, understood, and valued, they may be 

more likely to remain engaged and committed to their academic journey and 

institution. By positioning itself as an institution that goes beyond academic 

excellence, to an inclusive, adaptable, and responsive institution, it will contribute to 

its long-term success and recognition across HE.  

10.4. Assessing the Quality of this Research 

This section offers the quality of this research, following the criteria laid out by 

Lincoln and Guba (1985). It demonstrates the trustworthiness of this work, through 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Of which has been 

embedded throughout this thesis and will be further summarised here. Lincoln and 

Guba (1989) offer credibility as a concept of whether the findings can be trusted. 

Broadly, it is the ‘fit’ between respondent’s views and interpretations of them (Tobin 

& Begley, 2004), and how comprehensive, and reasonable explanations are, based 

on the data (Nowell et al. 2017). One way to ensure this credibility, was through 

creating time for debriefing with my supervisors during the coding and analysis 

stages. This provided space and time for exploring how my thoughts and ideas were 

developing as I engaged more deeply with the data. I have also suggested 

strategies for maximising credibility, such as the use of appropriate questions that 

encourage in-depth responses (Appendix G1; G2) and describing the context and 

details of data and my interpretations within my analysis in Part III (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985; Nowell et al., 2017). I also demonstrate credibility in my ethical thinking 

discussed in Section 4.6.4.: particularly relating to representational ethics of student 

perspectives. I endeavoured to avoid perpetuating stereotypes associated with 

generational narratives. For example, care was taken to explain where students’ 

diffusion and displacement of responsibility originate, to avoid the perpetuation of 

generational critiques such as Millennials and Gen Z being ‘snowflakes’ and lazy 

(De Witte, 2022). 

Transferability refers to the case-by-case transfer of research (Tobin & Begley, 

2004), where thick descriptions should be provided, for another researcher to be 

able to transfer findings across to their own research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Nowell 
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et al. 2017). I have provided thick description in both my method (Chapter 4) and 

analysis (Chapters 5-7) to meet this criterion. In Chapter 4 I provide thick 

descriptions of each stage of my research, including the coding and application of 

the codebook to my data. Supplemented with my appendices, offering a thorough 

audit trail of my process using images and additional descriptions. My analysis was 

thick in description through the detailed analytical comments and interpretations 

made in reference to specific sections of data. Often referring to specific wordings 

and phrases which demonstrated my thinking process supporting my 

interpretations. This depth of description was also provided through the 

explanations of interconnections between thematic outcomes. Thus, providing 

detailed accounts of the overarching meanings of the analysis and the entire 

dataset. Consequently, thick description is strongly achieved, for the construction of 

outcomes and the outcomes themselves, providing enough detail that a future 

researcher could judge the usability and transferability of this work.  

The use of thick descriptions also connects to the concept of dependability, where 

for this to be achieved, the researcher must “ensure the process is logical, 

traceable, and clearly documented” (Nowell, 2017; p. 3). Additionally, I offer 

theoretical and methodological rationales for my decisions within my methodology 

(Chapter 4). Such as the methodological fit with the aims of the research. The 

analysis software NVivo was used to easily document the process throughout 

coding and thematic development. The codebook in Excel also provides a clear 

structured format, including theme descriptions, codes within the themes and 

example data, providing an evidence trail of how the advisor data was coded. The 

decision trail has been provided at each stage of the research along with detailed 

description of the process undertaken. It is therefore argued that another researcher 

with the same data, could carry out a similar process; potentially reaching a similar 

rather than contradictory conclusion of the data (Koch, 1994; Novell, 2017). I also 

kept a log of memos, decisions, and thoughts throughout the process, offering 

evidence of the reflexive practice during planning, data collection, analysis and 

writing stages (Appendix O). A reflexive account is also central to the audit trail 

(Novell, 2017), and provided in section 4.5; to offer my internal dialogues through 

the data collection and analytical process. It offers reflections on myself, my values, 

my world view, and the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Tobin & Begley, 2004). 

Consequently, dependability is evidenced through the in-depth descriptions, 

reflections, provision of rationales and supplementary material provided. 
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Confirmability is argued to be met, as confirmability is established through the 

meeting of all other criterions (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). 

10.5. Limitations of the Current Study 

It is necessary to identify the limitations of this study, to add further to the quality to 

this work. Addressing the limitations will add further ability to consider its 

transferability and credibility, as limitations can be considered critically in relation to 

how the findings are understood and applied. The lack of diversity in the sample for 

example, will be in part due to the difficulties faced with in house recruitment 

access. Whilst I undertook to recruit a sample that was representative of the 

diversity within the student population, it is difficult to recruit a sample that draws 

perspectives from all student groups using a volunteer sampling method using 

online advertisements. Particularly within the context of recruiting in a global health 

pandemic. Consequently, some student groups have not been represented in this 

work, such as those with long term health conditions and wider international student 

groups. Such inclusion may have provided nuanced experiences related to their 

contexts. It is not however, an aim of this research, to be generalisable to all 

students. Therefore, this limitation can be addressed through future work exploring 

the value and transferability of these findings, to other student groups. 

For the data collection and analysis, ideally, I would have transcribed the interviews 

myself rather than using a transcription service, as part of further embedding myself 

within the familiarisation to data stage of my analysis. However, the thorough 

process of listening to the interviews, checking, and adapting for accuracy; provided 

a similarly immersive experience in data familiarisation. I was confident in the 

accuracy of the transcripts at the end of this process and do not feel that my 

understanding of the data was impacted in any way. Regarding online recruitment 

and interview methods, whilst this approach yielded good responses and in-depth 

data, there are also limitations associated with the online methods adopted. Such 

limitations include the inability to accurately perceive or control the environment in 

which the participant takes part within, thus offering potential issues of privacy and 

thus reduced honesty in responses. However, considerable actions were made to 

minimise these risks, as noted in section 4.6.4.  

 

On reflection, the interview schedule could have been further reviewed. For 

instance, the question “What support do you feel you need, that you aren’t 

receiving?” feels relatively directed. The phrasing assumes there is something 
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missing from their support, rather than openly phrasing this to “How well do you feel 

you are supported at university”. This would have allowed them to bring in where 

they feel supported and where they don’t, in the ways which were salient to them. 

However, it is not thought to have impacted heavily on theme developments, as 

underlying patterns were created across questions. With the in depth and iterative 

approach taken in the coding and theme development process, it is unlikely that one 

question has deeply shaped the development of an individual theme. Thus, the 

question is not deemed problematic, but rather highlights an aspect where quality 

could have been improved within the planning stages. 

 

Considering my positionality to this work, as described in section 4.4, I hold insider 

and outsider positionalities, both as a current student and a member of staff. There 

is research to suggest that being an insider provides you with a starting point of 

commonality, that gains you access to groups that might be closed to outsiders 

(Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). As such, this positionality as a student has provided me 

with the ability to build rapport with my participants from an initial point of 

commonality, and arguably gain a level of trust from the outset. This is interesting to 

reflect on post analysis, where students spoke of their voice going into a void if they 

communicate to the university; because I was an insider at the time of interviewing, 

yet ‘outsider’ towards the end of the study, offering me a positionality that builds 

insider perspectives into an outsider sphere. If this outsider positionality had been 

present at the time of data collection, and communicated to my participants, it is 

possible that their responses and interactions with me would have been different 

and potentially less forthcoming. 

10.6. Avenues for Future Research 

Key insights from this research highlight the central theme of Steering the Ship, 

accentuating the significance of students taking control of their university journey to 

adapt, grow, and succeed. It also highlighted how basic psychological needs (Deci 

& Ryan, 2017) filter through the themes presented within this work. Consequently, a 

focus on exploring needs-based approaches to teaching is suggested, to encourage 

the embedding of an agentic and development focus across all stages of learning, 

teaching, and assessment. Future research should therefore prioritise exploring the 

specific teaching behaviours that cultivate the meeting of students’ psychological 

needs. To build a ‘needs supporting’ framework that fosters student engagement, 

wellness, and development. For example, Ahmadi et al. (2023) created a 
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classification of teaching behaviours that aligned with Self Determination Theory 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000; 2017), recommending a multitude of ways to nurture student 

psychological needs. These included providing students with rationales, allowing for 

input or choice, helping students find ways of monitoring their own progress, and 

showing empathy for students’ point of view. Some of these are articulated across 

this thesis such as choice, empathy and monitoring progress, offering these 

teaching behaviours as potential routes for fostering the psychological needs 

presented within the themes of this work. However, the behaviours classified by 

Ahmadi et al., (2023) are based on expert opinions rather than student 

perspectives. Hence, student perspectives around how these teaching behaviours 

connect to their experiences of the present themes and autonomy, relatedness and 

competency, could further inform strategy developments for teaching that 

encourages student motivational behaviours and development.  

As seen in Chapter 9, I have argued for future empirical research to investigate how 

the phenomena demonstrated in the presented themes, are interrelated or 

independent, and how each might differentially contribute to the psychological 

needs’ satisfaction and wellness of undergraduate students. Through the findings, I 

have presented processes and interconnectivities between and within the themes, 

describing occasionally, how they are constructed. However, whilst this is the case, 

there are many interconnectivities that are difficult to comprehensively cover. 

Therefore, there is a need to further explore what processes are happening within 

and between each theme and to fully understand the interconnective complexities. 

For example, there seem to be contextual and individual aspects of their experience 

that ‘trigger’ or ‘contribute’ to another aspect occurring both within and between 

themes. Therefore, a systems approach could be used to explore a deeper holistic 

understanding of these processes. Systems science approaches consist of a variety 

of methods such as concept mapping, causal loop diagramming, and network 

analysis (Barbrook-Johnson & Penn, 2022). Each method offers insight into a 

unique layer of the complex system you are trying to understand. A system is made 

up of ‘factors’ or ‘elements’ and links between those elements. These links can be 

processes or interrelationships (Barbrook-Johnson & Penn, 2022). In the context of 

student experience, it is suggested here that a study using Causal Loop Diagrams 

could further explore the potential ‘causal’ (whether direct or more abstract) links 

between and within the themes presented in this study. It offers a direction for 

exploring how themes influence one another, based on the data already provided 

here in this study. It focuses on a central system engine (which could be the themes 
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presented in this study), and feedback loops. Feedback loops refer to recurring 

interactions or processes where the output of a system influences its own 

behaviour. These can be positive or negative, whereby positive feedback loops 

occur when an element amplifies or reinforces the initial element (Barbrook-Johnson 

& Penn, 2022). For example, being given more opportunities for autonomy, may 

amplify students’ perceived ability to act with agency, which further reinforces 

autonomy by creating more opportunities. These feedback loops can however lead 

to growth or instability within the system. A negative feedback loop occurs when the 

system's output acts to counteract or dampen the initial element. For example, more 

autonomy opportunities could perpetuate the displacement of responsibility onto 

others. Thus, this mapping could help in further understanding the interconnections 

within and between themes. With this understanding, universities could then 

understand how student experience trajectories, and input initiatives to prevent 

unhelpful feedback loops at points when they are likely to occur.  

Alternatively, the use of Participatory Systems Mapping (Barbrook-Johnson & Penn, 

2022) could further this endeavour. While like Causal Loop Diagrams, whereby they 

are both a mapping of causal links between core “elements” of the system; 

Participatory Systems Mapping is strictly a ‘participatory action research’ method 

that foregrounds the participation and co-production of the map with communities 

and stakeholder groups. This would involve workshop and focus group methods and 

techniques, taking a Qualitative focus. Which may be more appropriate in producing 

a new systems map of the student experience, as it provides newly produced data, 

from collaboration with students and stakeholders, rather than based on pre-existing 

data. Systems mapping is a remarkably practical and reasonably straightforward 

approach to engage with intricate real-world systems (Barbrook-Johnson & Penn, 

2022). Conducting such a study would help to further solidify, expand, or further 

explain the findings of the present study. It would enhance the holistic view of the 

student experience and how this is constructed and experienced. By understanding 

the layers of the complex system of student experience, systems theory could have 

the potential to provide evidence-based support for HEI decision making around 

initiatives and policies to support positive student trajectories and experience. It is to 

my knowledge, that no such research has yet taken place, despite the 

understanding that how students experience university is multi-dimensional and 

intricately complex. However, this approach has been used for understanding 

faculty morale in HE (Kim & Regh, 2018), determinants of children’s social and 

emotional wellbeing (Poon et al., 2022), obesity (Allender et al., 2015), depression 
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(Wittenborn et al., 2016) and how to reduce youth suicide (Occhipinti et al., 2021). 

Thus, considering the context of mental health and wellbeing difficulties within the 

student population, and the emotion regulation needs for this demographic, a 

systems approach could also be an appropriate method for understanding how 

student wellbeing issues develop through university journeys. It has also been used 

to model the impacts of COVID-19 on students learning (Arantes do Amaral et al., 

2023). Thus, more specific implications based on the findings of the present study 

would be that if it can be understood what ‘causes’ student perceptions and 

responses to their academic or independent experience, strategies could be 

formulated to support students with the common patterns they express. It would 

allow HEIs to implement ways to address these patterns and prepare and support 

students at each stage and transition of their university journey.  

Alternatively, within the research there has been some gaps in knowledge identified 

that could benefit from further exploration. There were aspects of the data that have 

not been fully developed, as they did not have enough supporting data to address 

this in depth. Nonetheless, they raised interesting considerations for future 

explorations. For example, students reported the positive aspects of their 

experience being a result of ‘Luck’. Previous research has investigated this aspect 

with Nelson (2018) proclaiming that chance and luck are perceived to play a role in 

a student’s success. This seems related to self-efficacy; however, it would be 

interesting to consider more deeply, how students ascribe their experience to luck, 

and in what circumstances. This could allow for the potential to develop strategies to 

improve students’ internal locus of control (the belief their actions have an impact) 

and encourage their sense of competency and consequent agency. 

Similarly, there is a notable expression of feeling, such as feeling like they have 

support, feeling like an adult, or feeling connected to their community, regardless of 

what interventions, actions and policies are put in place by others. This idea of 

feeling that something is present or available as an underlying concept, however, 

was only touched on briefly within the analysis due to the lack of depth associated 

with these comments. Consequently, it poses an interesting underpinning worth 

exploring as there is undoubtedly going to be individual variability in how this feeling 

is constructed, and how one knows when they reach this feeling, and what 

meanings are attached to this. It would therefore be interesting to conduct research 

exploring the meaning and construction of this concept, to further understand the 

relevance and ways to foster the feelings needed to experience university positively.  
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10.7. Conclusion 

In conclusion, this thesis adopts a student-centred approach to understanding the 

psychological underpinnings of the university experience. The themes of We're all 

on this Ship Together, A Safe Harbour, Navigating the Storms, Mists of Mismatch, 

Growing and Adapting to Change, and Adjusting the Sails for Me, interconnect to 

produce a student’s sense of stability (Steadying the Ship) and perceived 

competency to Steer their Ship. Collectively, they emphasise the need to support 

student autonomy, relatedness, and competency, to encourage students to become 

agentic (i.e., the captain). In moving forward, the study recommends exploring 

support initiatives and services from the perspectives of students and their basic 

psychological needs of relatedness, autonomy, and competency. With the 

endeavour to empower students, promote students’ academic and personal growth, 

and foster positive psychological experiences across the university journey.  

Incorporating the voice of students into discussions about their role and that of the 

university is imperative for a comprehensive understanding of their experiences and 

managing student expectations. Recommended, is the inclusion of proactive 

measures, such as reflection tasks and repeat induction events to manage student 

expectations from the outset and across their experience. The thesis also stresses 

the significance of student partnership, advocating for collaboration and cohesion 

between students and the university. Balancing individual responsibility with 

collaborative university action, is emphasised as a route to reduce the perceived 

divide of "us" and "them”. In this way, the study suggests a holistic and student-

centric approach to HE is needed, emphasising collaboration, compassion, and a 

shared responsibility between students and the university. Thus, helping to promote 

students self-perceived competency, and confidence to become the Captain 

Steering the Ship.  

The ‘compassionate university’ arises as a key aspect in promoting autonomy and 

agency, whilst being sensitive to student realities. This is essential for creating a 

positive organisational culture, with moralised compassion fostering trust and 

relatedness between students and staff. Adopting a flexible and personalised 

approach to support offers accessibility for all students. With tailored support 

initiatives, such as flexible teaching, being vital to foster students self-perceived 

competency and subsequent agency in learning. Feedback on process and 

development and reflective opportunities are suggested, to encourage a 

developmental focus for student motivation and the reduction of academic 
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contingent self-worth. Collectively, this is argued to reinforce students' sense of 

competency and consequent agentic behaviour. Additionally, mental health and 

well-being programs should be integrated into curricula, accompanied by staff 

training to provide effective emotional support alongside academic guidance. 

Alongside strategies to foster emotion regulation, to enhance student confidence 

and ability to lead in their academic and wellbeing pursuits.  

In summary, this research emphasises the importance of collaborative efforts, 

openness to student perspectives, and the adoption of needs-based practices; to 

empower students, enhance their self-perceived competency and foster their 

motivation and confidence to become captains of their ship. The thesis contributes 

towards understand how to create a positive and supportive university environment, 

that values students’ strengths and needs, ultimately promoting student satisfaction, 

success, retention, and well-being.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Ontology and epistemology break down 

 

Moon and Blackman (2009).  
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Appendix B: Subjective Social Status of Students 

Students rated their social status using Macarthur’s subjective social status rating 

scale, which asked students to rate their position in society on a ladder of 1-10. At 

the top of the ladder (10) are people who are the best off. I.e., those who have the 

most money, the most education and the most respected jobs. At the bottom (1) are 

the people who are the worst off, who have the least money, the least education 

and the least respected jobs or no job. Students were also given the option of 

‘prefer not to say’. 

 

Self-reported status 
level 

Number of Students (N) Percent % 

8 1 6.7 

7 4 26.7 

6 3 20.0 

5 4 26.7 

4 3 

 
20.0 
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Appendix C: Recruitment Materials. 

Appendix C1: Recruitment email example 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

My name is Megan Jones and I'm a PhD student at the University of East Anglia 

looking to recruit student advisors to take part in an interview study with myself, the 

lead researcher of this project. The project is looking to improve the understanding 

of undergraduate student experience with both student and supporting advisor 

perspectives and inform developments for student wellbeing. The information sheet 

provided gives more detail if required. Ethical approval Code: 2020-0148-001978 

 

I was just wondering if this is something that would be of interest to anyone in your 

department and if a recruitment survey link and advertisement would be able to be 

circulated to colleagues in the hope to recruit some volunteers to take part? 

 

Additionally, if you believe colleagues may be interested, but there are other 

avenues in which I would need to get this approval other than through yourselves, 

please do let me know. 

 

Thanks for taking the time to read my e-mail, and my apologies for any 

inconvenience caused. 

I hope to hear from you soon. 

 

Best wishes, 

 

Megan Jones 

Postgraduate Research Student 

Associate Tutor 

 

School of Psychology 

Science Building (Room SCI 0.03) *please note, due to COVID-19 I am working 

remotely 

University of East Anglia 

Norwich, NR4 7TJ 

Meg.jones@uea.ac.uk 

mailto:Meg.jones@uea.ac.uk
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Appendix C2: Recruitment Adverts 

 

 

 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
UEA School of Psychology, University of East Anglia, Norwich, Norfolk.  

Have you got a plethora of experiences that have impacted on your time here at 
university (the good and the bad!)? Then sign up for our online interview study 
looking into what university is like for you!

You Qualify If You 

 Are aged 18 and above 
 Are an undergraduate student 
 Would like to help improve your university’s 

understanding of student experience and 
where you best need support 

 
Potential Benefits 
Each participant will receive a £10 voucher to say 
thank you! 
 

Participation Involves 

 Attending an online interview with the 
researcher (Meg Jones) that will last 
between 45 mins – 1 hour. 

 You will be asked a series of questions 
about your time at university and you can 
talk about your experiences in as much 
detail as you would like. 

 You will be required to fill in and return a 
consent form to the researcher no later than 
24 hours before the session is due to start.  

 That’s it! 

FOR MORE INFORMATION 
Please contact Megan Jones (meg.jones@uea.ac.uk) 

Or sign up here! https://ueapsych.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_9SKnh2Yot4MJfuK  

Undergraduate Volunteers 
Needed for Research Study 
on Student Experience. 
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Appendix D: Information Sheets 

Appendix D1: Student Information Sheet 

  

  
School of Psychology  
   
                     
 

‘‘What is the Student Experience like for a University Student?’ 

 
Participant Information Sheet  
  
Thank you for your interest in this study. Before you decide whether to take part, 

please read the following information carefully (this sheet is for you to keep). You 

may ask the researcher any questions if you would like more information.  

  
What is this research looking at?  

This study is aiming to explore student perspectives on the university experience 

and how your time at university has been to date. The purpose of this study is to 

find out what positively and negatively impacts upon your experience as a student 

throughout your time at university.  

  

Do I have to take part?  

It is up to you to decide to join the study. We will describe the study and go through 

this information sheet. If you agree to take part, we will then ask you to sign a 

consent form. You are free to withdraw at any point until the time your Interview is 

due to start, and you may withdraw at any point during your Interview. You do not 

have to give a reason, and this will not affect you in any way. You can also withdraw 

your data within 14 days of your Interview completing. After this point your data will 

be completely anonymised and deleted and will not be able to be removed from the 

study.  

  

What will happen if I agree to take part?    
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You will be required to attend an online Interview with the researcher to discuss 

your university experience. You will be asked a series of questions related to your 

experience of university and given the opportunity to discuss these in as much 

depth as you would like to.    

  

Interviews will take place via an Online Video platform (i.e. Zoom or MS Teams) or 

via phone. If you have a preference on platform or online vs phone interview, you 

will be given the chance to make this known to the researcher. On receiving your 

consent to take part, you will be sent a link with information on how to access your 

interview session. Prior to the interview, you will be asked to fill in a recruitment 

survey and sent a consent form to fill in and return to the researcher. On retrieval of 

your consent form, this should be filled in and returned to the researcher no later 
than 24 hours before your interview is scheduled to commence. If these are not 

returned, and you turn up to the interview, you will be removed from the study and 

given the opportunity to arrange a future scheduled session where possible – 

however this is not guaranteed.  

  

On arrival to the interview this information sheet will be explained to you in detail 

and you will be asked to give verbal consent that you agree to take part, and 

confirm that you have sent your written consent to the researcher. You  

will then be asked a series of questions regarding your university experience. The 

interview is expected to last between 45 minutes to 1 hour and will be audio and 

video recorded.  

  

Are there any problems with taking part?  

There are no obvious problems with taking part in the study, other than potential for 

changes in COVID restrictions impacting on personal circumstances making it 

difficult to attend a session. In the event of this happening, please contact the 

researcher Megan Jones  

(meg.jones@uea.ac.uk). It is also advised that participants check their internet 

connection prior to attending the interview in order to ensure connectivity will not be 

an issue. If you do experience any connectivity issues prior to the session, please 

inform the researcher. If you experience connectivity issues during the session, 
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please attempt to re-join the interview through the links provided to you. If this is 

unsuccessful, please e-mail the researcher to let them know.  

  

Will it help me if I take part?  

The research may not directly benefit you in any immediate way, but it will benefit 

the programme of research and help to provide universities with a better 

understanding of how to support their students.  

  

However, each participant will receive a £10 amazon voucher to thank you for your 

time.  

  

How will you store the information that I give you?  

All information which you provide during the study will be stored in accordance with 

the 2018 General Data Protection Regulation and kept strictly confidential. The chief 

investigator will be the custodian of the anonymous research data. Any identifiable 

data will be stored separately in a password protected file and will be securely 

disposed of as soon as it is no longer necessary, and within 5 years. All anonymized 

results will be stored indefinitely in order to comply with open practice standards.   

  

All electronic copies of interview and survey data will be anonymised and kept on a 

password protected computer, in a password protected folder that only the 

researcher will have access to. This will then be destroyed after analysis is 

complete. The data will not be linked to your name or any identifying information. 

Only the researcher and the research team will have access to this data, and all 

involved are required to adhere to the ethics committee’s protocols on data storage.  

  

  

Video and audio recording   

Due to the nature of the research, phone call and video call interviews will be 

recorded. For online video call interviews (i.e. via MS Teams and Zoom), these 

sessions will be audio and video recorded. You can however opt not to use your 

video. Recordings will be kept in a password protected folder on a password 
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protected computer that only the researcher will have access to. After transcription, 

the files will be destroyed.   

  

How will the data be used?  

The data analysis will be reported in my final PhD thesis and this might be 

presented in journals and conferences. However, your data will never be linked to 

you individually, and data will always be presented in a way that individual 

participants will never be identified.    

Please be aware, that if you disclose anything to the researcher that portrays that 

you are at risk to yourself or others, the researcher will take advice from their 

supervisor and contact relevant support if necessary.  

  

What happens if I agree to take part, but change my mind later?  

You can withdraw your data within 14 days after your interview is complete.  

All you need to do is inform the researcher Meg Jones  

(meg.jones@uea.ac.uk) of your withdrawal, stating your participant code. This 

would not affect you in any way.   

  
How do I know that this research is safe for me to take part in? All research in 

the University is looked at by an independent group of people, called a Research 

Ethics Committee, to protect your safety, rights, wellbeing and dignity. This 

research was approved by the Psychology Research Ethics Committee at the 

University of East Anglia on 01/12/2020.    

  

You are under no obligation to agree to take part in this research.  

If you do agree you can withdraw at any time without giving a reason.  

If during the session you disclose anything that the researcher deems a risk of harm 

or concern for your own or others safety, they may approach your university’s 

student support services to raise their concerns.   

  

  
Contact details: Megan Jones (meg.jones@uea.ac.uk)  

Dr. Laura Biggart (l.biggart@uea.ac.uk)   
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Do also contact us if you have any worries or concerns about this research.  

 School of Psychology Ethics Committee:  

ethics.psychology@uea.ac.uk;  Phone 01603 597146  

Head of School Professor Kenny Coventry:  

k.coventry@uea.ac.uk; Phone 01603 597145   

 

Appendix D2: Advisor Information Sheet 

 

  

  

School of Psychology  

 

‘‘What is the Student Experience like for a University Student?’ 

 

Participant Information Sheet  

Thank you for your interest in this study. Before you decide whether to take part, 

please read the following information carefully (this sheet is for you to keep). You 

may ask me any questions if you would like more information.  

  

What is this research looking at?  

This study is aiming to explore student and wellbeing advisor perspectives on the 

university experience. The purpose of this study is to find out what positively and 

negatively impacts upon a student’s experience at university.  

  

Do I have to take part?  

It is up to you to decide to join the study. We will describe the study and go through 

this information sheet. If you agree to take part, we will then ask you to sign a 

consent form. You are free to withdraw at any point until the time your interview is 
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due to start, and you may withdraw at any point during your interview. You do not 

have to give a reason, and this will not affect you in any way. If you wish to 

withdraw your data, you can do this up to 14 days after your interview is complete. 

After this point, we will not be able to remove your data from the study, as this will 

be completely anonymised, and all recorded data will be deleted.  

  

What will happen if I agree to take part?    

You will be required to attend an online interview with the researcher to give your 

perspective on the common factors that influence the student experience. You will 

be asked a series of questions related to your experience as a student advisor and 

given the opportunity to discuss the questions in as much or as little depth as you 

would like to.    

  

Interviews will take place via online video platform (i.e. MS Teams or Zoom) or via 

phone. You will be given the chance to express your preference. On receiving your 

consent to take part, you will be sent a recruitment survey to fill in, and on 

expressing your interest, you will receive a consent form you must return to the 

researcher no later than 24 hours before your session is scheduled to 
commence. In the event that this is not returned, you will be given the opportunity 

to join an alternative scheduled session where possible – however this is not 

guaranteed.  

  

On arrival to the session this information sheet will be explained to you in detail and 

you will be asked to give verbal consent that you agree to take part, and confirm 

that you have sent your written consent to the researcher. You will then be asked a 

series of questions regarding the student university experience. The interview is 

expected to last between 45 minutes to 1 hour and will be audio and video 

recorded via the online video platform used, or audio recorded remotely via 

Dictaphone in the event of a phone interview. You will be given the option to opt out 

of using video during an online video interview if you wish.  

  

Are there any problems with taking part?  
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There are no obvious problems with taking part in the study, other than potential for 

changes in COVID restrictions impacting on personal circumstances making it 

difficult to attend a session. In the event of this happening, please contact the 

researcher Megan Jones  

(meg.jones@uea.ac.uk). It is also advised that participants check their internet 

connection prior to attending the interview in order to ensure connectivity will not be 

an issue. If you do experience any connectivity issues during prior to the session, 

please inform the researchers. If you experience connectivity issues during the 

session, please attempt to re-join the session through the links provided to you.  

  

Will it help me if I take part?  

The research may not directly benefit you in any immediate way, but it will benefit 

the programme of research and help to provide universities with a better 

understanding of how to support their students.  

  

How will you store the information that I give you?  

All information which you provide during the study will be stored in accordance with 

the 2018 General Data Protection Regulation and kept strictly confidential. The 

chief investigator will be the custodian of the anonymous research data. Any 

identifiable data will be stored separately in a password protected file and will be 

securely disposed of as soon as it is no longer necessary, and within 5 years. All 

anonymized results will be stored indefinitely in order to comply with open practice 

standards.   

  

All electronic copies of interview data will be anonymised and kept on a password 

protected computer, in a password protected folder that only the researcher will 

have access to. This will then be destroyed after analysis is complete. The data will 

not be linked to your name or any identifying information. Only the researcher and 

the research team will have access to this data, and all involved are required to 

adhere to the ethics committee’s protocols on data storage.  

  

Video and audio recording in the event of Online Interviews  
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Due to the recording facilities available on MS Teams, the sessions will be audio 

and video recorded. You will be given the choice as to whether you would like to 

use your video camera or not during the online interview, and these recordings will 

be kept in a password protected folder on a password protected computer that only 

the researcher will have access to. After transcription, the files will be destroyed.   

  

How will the data be used?  

The data analysis will be reported in my final PhD thesis and this might be 

presented in journals and conferences. However, your data will never be linked to 

you individually, and data will always be presented in a way that individual 

participants will never be identified.    

What happens if I agree to take part, but change my mind later? You can 

withdraw your data at any point up until the time your interview is due to start. All 

you need to do is inform the researcher Meg Jones (meg.jones@uea.ac.uk) of your 

withdrawal. If you decide you do not want to take part after your interview has 

finished, and you wish to withdraw your data, you can do this up to 14 days after 
your interview is complete. After this point, we will not be able to remove your 

data from the study, as this will be completely anonymised and all recorded data 

will be deleted  

How do I know that this research is safe for me to take part in? All research 

in the University is looked at by an independent group of people, called a 

Research Ethics Committee, to protect your safety, rights, wellbeing and dignity. 

This research was approved by the Psychology Research Ethics Committee at 

the University of East Anglia on 17th November 2020.  

  

  

You are under no obligation to agree to take part in this research.  

If you do agree you can withdraw at any time without giving a reason.  
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If during the session you disclose anything that the researcher deems a risk of 

harm or concern for your own or others safety, they may approach your university’s 

student support services to raise their concerns.   

   

Contact details: Megan Jones (meg.jones@uea.ac.uk)  

Dr. Laura Biggart (l.biggart@uea.ac.uk)   

  

Do also contact us if you have any worries or concerns about this research.  

 School of Psychology Ethics Committee:  

ethics.psychology@uea.ac.uk;  Phone 01603 597146  

Head of School Professor Kenny Coventry:  

k.coventry@uea.ac.uk; Phone 01603 597145   



Appendix E: Qualtrics Forms 

E1: Student Interest Form 

Student Interview Study 

Q1  

    

Please share your student experience to help future students   

 

 This study aims to recruit undergraduate students to talk to us about their university 

experience, with the overall aim of helping universities to better understand and 

support their students. This study consists of an interview with the lead researcher 

and current PhD student, Megan Jones:   

 

 "Hi there! I'm Meg, a current PhD student at the University of East Anglia! Since 

embarking on my undergraduate, and postgraduate degrees, I have been 

consistently interested in researching Student Wellbeing and working to build 

effective strategies to support students during their time studying at university. I 

have a passion for student mental health, and making university life enjoyable for 

all."  

     

Have you got a wealth of experiences that have impacted on your time here at 

university (good and bad)?. Then please express interest in taking part in one of 

our online interviews, exploring what university is like for you!   

    

Please take part if you:   

- are aged 18 and above   

- are an undergraduate student   

- would like to help improve your university's understanding of student experience 

and where students best need support.   

    

Benefits to taking part:   

- Each participant that is selected to take part will receive a £10 amazon voucher.   

- You will be helping your university to better understand the student experience, 

and what they can do to provide support, and so hopefully contribute to building a 

better understanding of what you as university students need!   
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Participation involves:   

- Attending one online interview with the researcher which will last between 45mins 

to 1 hour.   

- You will be asked a series of questions about your time at university and you can 

talk about your experiences in as much detail as you would like.   

- You will be required to fill in and return a consent form to the researcher no later 

than 24 hours before the interview is due to start.    

- That's it!   

   

If you are interested in taking part, please answer the following questions and 

provide your e-mail address to be contacted by the researcher. This should only 

take two minutes.   

For more information, please contact the researcher: meg.jones@uea.ac.uk 

 

Q2 Are you aged 18 or over? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (3)  

 

Q3 Are you an undergraduate student at university? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (3)  

 

Q4 Would you like to take part in this interview study? 

o Yes  (2)  

o No  (3)  

o I'm not sure - i would like more details  (1)  
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Q5 Please provide your e-mail address here: 
(this is so the researcher can contact you with more information) 

 

 

E2: Student Demographics Form 

Student Demographics 

Q1    

    

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this research study. 
 
 

In this survey, we need to ask a few questions about you - but please note that this 

will not be linked to you directly in any way and will remain completely anonymous.  

 

 

This data will not be used in any way within the research, other than to provide 

understanding of the demographics of our sample.  

 

 

Q7 Please tell us your: 

 

 

Age 

_______________________________________________________________

_ 
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Q8 Gender: 

o Male  (1)  

o Female  (2)  

o Non-Binary  (5)  

o Other  (4) ________________________________________________ 

o Prefer not to say  (3)  

 

Q9 What best describes your ethnicity? 

o White  (1)  

o Black/African/Caribbean/Black British  (2)  

o Mixed/Multiple ethnic groups  (3)  

o Asian/Asian British  (4)  

o Other  (5) ________________________________________________ 

o Prefer not to say  (6)  

 

Q10 Do you consider yourself to have a disability? 

o Yes  (3)  

o No  (5)  

o Prefer not to say  (4)  
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Q11 What is the nature of your disability? 

▢ Deafness or severe hearing impairment  (1)  

▢ Blindness or severe visual impairment  (2)  

▢ A condition that substantially limits physical activity such as walking, 

  climbing stairs, lifting or carrying  (3)  

▢ A learning difficulty  (4)  

▢ A long-standing psychological or mental health condition  (5)  

▢ Other (including any long-standing illness such cancer or HIV)  (6) 

________________________________________________ 

▢ prefer not to say  (7)  

 

Q12 Think of this ladder as representing where people stand in Britain  

    

At the top of the ladder are people who are the best off - those who have the most 

money, the most education and the most respected jobs.  At the bottom are the 

people who are the worst off - who have the least money, the least education and 

the least respected jobs or no job.  The higher you place yourself on this ladder, the 

closer you are to people at the very top; the lower you are, the closer you are to 

people at the very bottom.   

    

Where would you place yourself on this ladder?   
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o 10 (best off)  (1)  

o 9  (2)  

o 8  (3)  

o 7  (4)  

o 6  (5)  

o 5  (6)  

o 4  (7)  

o 3  (8)  

o 2  (9)  

o 1 (worst off)  (10)  

o Prefer not to say  (11)  

 

Q13 Are you the first generation in your family to go to university? 



315 
 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

o Prefer not to say  (3)  

 

Q14 Are you a Home, EU or International Student? 

o HOME  (1)  

o EU  (2)  

o International  (3)  

o Other  (4) ________________________________________________ 

 

Q25 Which University are you studying at? 

_______________________________________________________________
_ 

 

Q15 Which year of your undergraduate degree are you in? 

o 1st year  (1)  

o 2nd year  (2)  

o 3rd year  (3)  

o Other  (4) ________________________________________________ 
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Q16 What subject is your degree in? 

_______________________________________________________________

_ 

 

Q17 In which discipline do you consider your degree to be situated? (e.g. social 

sciences, applied science etc.) 

_______________________________________________________________

_ 

 

Q18 Will you qualify with: 

o BA  (1)  

o BSc  (2)  

o Other (please state)  (3) 

________________________________________________ 

 

Q5 Please create a Participant ID - this is created in case you decide to leave the 

study and request your data to be removed. 

 

 

(Your participant ID is the first two letters of the street you live on, and the last four 

digits of your phone number in a four digit format e.g. LL0000 so for example, if you 

lived on surrey street and you your phone number was 07123451234, your 

participant ID would be SU5123). 

_______________________________________________________________ 
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E3: Advisor Qualtrics Interest and Demographics Form 

Student Support Advisor Interview Study 

Q1   

  ‘‘What is the Student Experience like for a University Student?’ 
  

 Have you got a wealth of experiences that could provide insight into how best to 

support our students? Then please express interest in taking part in one of 

our online interviews!    

    

The aim of this research is to explore student and wellbeing advisor perspectives on 

the university experience. The purpose of this study is to find out what positively and 

negatively impacts upon a student’s experience at university and your perspective 

on what best supports our university students.   

     

My name is Megan Jones and I am a PhD student at the University of East Anglia, 

and I am interested in researching Student Wellbeing and working to build effective 

strategies to support students during their time studying at university.  

     

 

Please take part if you: 
 - are a student wellbeing advisor 

 - are in a student support role at your university 

 - support undergraduate students during their time at university.   

  

  

Benefits of taking part:   
- The research may not directly benefit you in any immediate way, but it will benefit 

the programme of research and help to provide universities with a better 

understanding of how to support their students.    

   

 Interview participation involves: 
 - Completing and returning a consent form to the researcher before your interview. 

 - Attending an online interview with the researcher Megan Jones expected to last 

between 30 minutes to 1 hour. 

 - Completing this survey to express your interest 
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 That's it! 
    

If you'd like more information before filling out this survey, please contact me 
on meg.jones@uea.ac.uk    

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

Q2 Are you currently in a role where you regularly support undergraduate students? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

Q3 Would you like to take part in the Interview study advertised? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

Q4 Please create and enter your participant ID: 
 

 

(Your participant ID is the first two letters of the street you live on, and the last four 

letters of your phone number in a four digit format as follows: Letters0000 so for 

example, if you lived on surrey street and you your phone number was 

07954678324, your participant ID would be SU8324). 

 

 

this code will only be used to identify this information if you wish to remove your 

data from the study at a later date. Remember you can only remove your data 
within 14 days of your Interview being completed whereby all data will be 

anonymously transcribed and deleted.  

_______________________________________________________________ 
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Q5 What is the title of your support role? 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q19 At which University do you currently hold this role? 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q6 How long have you worked in this role? 

o Less than one month  (4)  

o 1-6 months  (5)  

o 6 months - 1 year  (6)  

o 1 year - 2 years  (7)  

o 2 years - 3 years  (8)  

o 3 years +  (9)  

 

Q7. Please tell us 

 

Your age: 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Q8 What best describes your gender? 

o Male  (1)  

o Female  (2)  

o Non-binary  (3)  

o Prefer not to say  (4)  

o Other  (5) __________________________________________________ 

 

Q9 What best describes your ethnicity? 

o White  (1)  

o Black/African/Caribbean/Black British  (2)  

o Mixed/Multiple ethnic groups  (3)  

o Asian/Asian British  (4)  

o Other (please state)  (5) 

__________________________________________________ 

o Prefer not to say  (6)  

 

*Here advisors are redirected to a separate Qualtrics survey to enter their email 

address.  
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Appendix F: Consent Form (Student and Advisor) 

 

 

 

Consent Form  

‘What is the Student Experience like for a University Student?’ 

Name of Researcher: Megan Jones 

 

Please provide your Participant ID code: _________________________ 

(Your participant ID is the first two letters of the street you live on, and the last four 

digits of your phone number in a four digit format e.g. LL0000 so for example, if you 

lived on surrey street and you your phone number was 07123451234, your 

participant ID would be SU5123). 

 

 

1. I have read and understand the information sheet ‘What is the 

Student Experience like for a University Student?’ and have had 

the opportunity to ask questions and have had these answered 

satisfactorily.                                             

 

2. My participation is voluntary, and I know that I am free to withdraw 

at any time up until the commencement of the interview or during, 

without giving any reason and without it affecting me at all. 

 

3. I understand that due to the nature of the interview and the 
anonymity of data collection, I am only able to withdraw my data 

within 14 days of my interview completing. 

School of Psychology 

 

 

 

Please initial all boxes 
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4. I know that no personal information (such as my name) will be 

shared outside of the research team or published in the final 

report(s) from this research 

 

 

5. I agree to being video/audio recorded for the purposes of 
transcription and analysis and understand that my identity and 

data will be kept anonymous and safely in a password protected 

file until transcription is complete and audio files are subsequently 

deleted.  

 

6. I understand that if I disclose anything that is deemed a concern 

for my own or others safety, or indicates risk of harm, the 

researcher may contact my universities student support services 

to raise their concern. 

 

  

7. I agree to take part in the above study 

 

Participant’s signature………………………………………… 

Date:  

 

Researcher Contact details: 

Primary researcher: Megan Jones 

Meg.jones@uea.ac.uk 

Supervisory researcher: Dr. Laura Biggart 

l.biggart@uea.ac.uk  

 

 

 

mailto:Meg.jones@uea.ac.uk
mailto:l.biggart@uea.ac.uk
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Do also contact us if you have any worries or concerns about this research. 

 School of Psychology Ethics Committee: 

ethics.psychology@uea.ac.uk;  Phone 01603 597146 

Head of School Professor Kenny Coventry: 

k.coventry@uea.ac.uk; Phone 01603 597145  

  

mailto:ethics.psychology@uea.ac.uk
mailto:k.coventry@uea.ac.uk
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Appendix G: Interview Schedules 

G1: Student Interview Schedule 

*Red indicates questions removed from the schedule, and blue indicates questions 

added to the schedule.  

 

Undergraduate student Interview Schedule: 

Warm up Q’s: 

- Can you tell me why you chose to study at [University name]? 

- How was your experience of settling into university? 

Semi-structured Q’s 

- Can you tell me what your experience of university has been like so far? 

- Can you reflect on your experience over the past year?  

- What has affected your experience most whilst being at university?  

o P: uni related or other life aspects. 

P: what went well what didn’t go well.  

P: What did you enjoy what didn’t you enjoy 

 

- What would you do differently if you were starting university again?  

- What have been the most enjoyable things you have experienced at 

university? 

- What makes your time at university positive? 
P: what about at the moment? 

- What makes your time at university negative? 

P: what about at the moment? 

- How has your experience changed since the COVID-19 Pandemic? (if 

relevant) 

P: positively and negatively. 

 

- Can you tell me what would improve your experience at university? 

- Can you tell me what things hinder your experience at university? 
 

- What forms of support do you draw upon during your time as a student? 
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P: Can you tell me anything about how this support helped or 

hindered your experience?  

P: This could be socially, academically, support based services – and 

can relate to anything inside or outside of the university that has 

supported you in your time at university. 

P: have you received any formal support at university and how did 

this help or hinder your experience? 

 

- What support do you feel you need, that you aren’t receiving?  

P: this can be university specific or outside of the university 

 

- What advice would you give to a new student starting university to guide 

them to having their best experience? 

Exit Question: 

- Is there anything else you’d like to say about anything we have been discussing or 

anything you feel you would like to say that you haven’t already? 

 

G2: Advisor Interview Schedule 

Red signifies questions removed from the schedule. Blue signifies where questions 

were added from the pilot.  

 

Student and Advisor Perspectives on the construction of Undergraduate 
Quality of Life. 

 

Student Advisors: 

Intro Q’s 

- Tell me, what made you want to become a student advisor/peer supporter..  

- Tell me about your role.  

So, I’d like you to think specifically about undergraduate students when I ask 
you these questions: 
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- From your own experience in your role, what have been the most commonly 

arising issues amongst students you support?  

- What do you think students need to have a good experience at university? 

• Outside or university specific 

• Why do you think that is? 

• What makes you say that? 

• Can you expand on that? 

• How do these things differ between year groups? 

 

- What do you think contributes to a negative experience at university? 

• Outside or university specific 

• Why do you think that is? 

• Can you expand on that? 

• What makes you say that? 

• How do these things differ between year groups? 

 

- What do students report enjoying about the university experience? 

• If nothing: what do you think they enjoy? 

• Why do you think that? 

• What makes you say that? 

 

 

- PROMPT FOR POSITIVE if focusing on negative only – Can you tell me 

more about positive contributors  

 

- Tell me what you observe in terms of the demographics of students 
accessing support from your university services/you/academic tutors 

 

- Tell me what you observe in terms of the struggles across different 
demographics of students 

 

o (this might be across genders, disciplines, age groups, ethnicities 

etc.) 

 

- Why do you think the number of students accessing support has increased 
over the past few years? 
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- What support do you think helps students to have a positive experience at 

university? 

• Why do you say that? 

• What makes you think that? 

• How do these things differ across students? 

• How do these things differ across demographics? 

 

- What support do students tend to navigate towards when they are facing 

issues? 

• Why do you think that is? 

 

- What support do students lack outside of university that seems to impact on 

their university life? 

 

- What things do students typically lack in their support systems? 

 

- What is the feedback from students regarding the support they receive at 
university? 

 

- Tell me what you think is needed for students to experience positive 
wellbeing at university. 

 

- What would you change at the university to help students have a positive 

experience? 

 

o Why would you change those things? 

o What makes you say that? 

o How do you think this could be done? 

If peer supporter: 

- Can you reflect on your own experience as a student? 

o What has gone well for you? 

o What hasn’t gone so well? 

o What would you have wanted to be different if you could start again? 
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- Is there anything else you’d like to add that you haven’t spoken about 

already?  

 

- Can you tell me more about that? 

- That’s interesting… can you expand on that? 

- Why do you think that is? 



Appendix H: Debrief Sheets 

H1: Student Debrief 

University of East Anglia  

  

Debrief   
  

‘What is the Student Experience like for a University  
Student?’  

  
Thank you for participating in this study. Your time and efforts are much 

appreciated.   

  

The purpose of this study was to explore student and student advisor perspectives 

on the university student experience and what positively and negatively impacts 

upon their experience throughout their time at university. The researchers are 

particularly interested in the underlying psychological concepts of the university 

experience and how these govern the student’s lived experiences. Additionally, the 

researchers are interested in using the findings from this study to explore in the 

future whether these aspects of student experience predict wellbeing outcomes. 

  

The researchers anticipated that there would be both university specific factors and 

individual circumstances that would be discussed in the interviews, with varying 

degrees of impact upon student university experience. Data collected will be 

analysed and collated to develop categories of student experience that may 

potentially be used to develop a questionnaire of student experience. This will then 

be tested as a tool for measuring predictors of student wellbeing.    

  

Although participants have not been deceived about the topic of interest, the full 

purpose of the study was not disclosed at the beginning of the study in order to 

avoid coercion and preconceptions of the researcher’s intentions influencing topics 

of discussion. We wanted to establish genuine data regarding student’s experiences 

and allow for discussion of any potential impacting factors.  
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If you have any questions regarding this study, please feel free to ask or contact the 

researcher or supervisor of this study now, or at a later date.   

  

If you wish to withdraw your data please contact Meg Jones at 

meg.jones@uea.ac.uk within 14 days of completing your interview, stating your 

participant ID. The researchers are unable to remove any data after this point due to 

the deletion of individual data, where the analysis will be completely anonymised 

and unidentifiable.   

You can be assured that your responses remain completely anonymous and 

unidentifiable and can in no way be linked to you individually. All interview 

recordings and transcripts will be kept safely in a password protected folder on a 

password protected computer and destroyed after analysis.   

  

  

If any issues have arisen through taking part in this study that you would like 

support with, please refer to the contacts below.   

  

UEA Med Centre (or university equivalent)   

Tel: 01603 251600    

  

NHS  

Website: www.nhs.uk    

  

  

Citizens Advice  

 Tel: 03444 111444  

 Website: www.nofolkcab.org.uk  

  

MIND  

 Tel: 01603 433457  

 Email: headoffice@norwichmind.org.uk   

 Website: www.norwichmind.org.uk   

  

  

http://www.nhs.uk/
http://www.nhs.uk/
http://www.nofolkcab.org.uk/
http://www.nofolkcab.org.uk/
http://www.norwichmind.org.uk/
http://www.norwichmind.org.uk/
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If you would like to receive a report of the main findings of the study (or a summary 

of the findings) when it is completed please contact the researcher.  

  

- Researcher: Megan Jones (meg.jones@uea.ac.uk)  

- Supervisor:  Dr. Laura Biggart (l.biggart@uea.ac.uk)  

  

Do also contact us if you have any worries or concerns about this research.  

School of Psychology Ethics Committee:  

ethics.psychology@uea.ac.uk;  Phone 01603 597146  

Head of School Professor Kenny Coventry:  

k.coventry@uea.ac.uk; Phone 01603 597145   

  

Thank you again for your participation.  
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H2: Advisor Debrief 

University of East Anglia   

   

Debrief   

   

‘What is the Student Experience like for a University   
Student?’   

   

Thank you for participating in this study. Your time and efforts are much 

appreciated.    

   

The purpose of this study was to explore student and student advisor perspectives 

on the university student experience and what positively and negatively impacts 

upon their experience throughout their time at university. The researchers are 

particularly interested in the underlying psychological concepts of the university 

experience and how these govern the student’s lived experiences. Additionally, the 

researchers are interested in using the findings from this study to explore in the 

future whether these aspects of student experience predict wellbeing outcomes.   

The researchers anticipated that there would be both university specific factors and 

individual circumstances that would be discussed in the interviews, with varying 

degrees of impact upon student university experience. Data collected will be 

analysed and collated to develop categories of student experience that will be 

potentially used to develop a questionnaire of student experience. This will then be 

tested as a tool for measuring predictors of student wellbeing.    

   

Although participants have not been deceived about the topic of interest, the full 

purpose of the study was not disclosed at the beginning of the study in order to 

avoid coercion and preconceptions of the researcher’s intentions influencing topics 

of discussion. We wanted to establish genuine data regarding student’s experiences 

and allow for discussion of any potential impacting factors.   
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If you have any questions regarding this study please feel free to ask or contact the 

researcher or supervisor of this study now, or at a later date.    

 

If you wish to withdraw your data please contact Meg Jones at 

meg.jones@uea.ac.uk within 14 days of completing your interview, stating your 

participant ID. The researchers are unable to remove any data after this point due to 

the deletion of individual data, where the analysis will be completely anonymised 

and unidentifiable.   

 

If any issues have arisen through taking part in this study that you would like 

support with, please refer to the contacts below.    

UEA Med Centre (or university equivalent)   

Tel: 01603 251600    

NHS  

Website: www.nhs.uk    

 

Citizens Advice  

 Tel: 03444 111444  

 Website: www.nofolkcab.org.uk  

   

MIND   

 Tel: 01603 433457   

 Email: headoffice@norwichmind.org.uk    

 Website: www.norwichmind.org.uk    

     

If you would like to receive a report of the main findings of the study (or a summary 

of the findings) when it is completed please contact the researcher.   

Researcher: Megan Jones (meg.jones@uea.ac.uk)   

Supervisor:  Dr. Laura Biggar (l.biggart@uea.ac.uk)     

http://www.nhs.uk/
http://www.nhs.uk/
http://www.nofolkcab.org.uk/
http://www.nofolkcab.org.uk/
http://www.norwichmind.org.uk/
http://www.norwichmind.org.uk/
http://www.norwichmind.org.uk/
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Do also contact us if you have any worries or concerns about this research.   

School of Psychology Ethics Committee:  

ethics.psychology@uea.ac.uk;  Phone 01603 597146   

Head of School Professor Kenny Coventry:   

k.coventry@uea.ac.uk; Phone 01603 597145    

   

Thank you again for your participation.   
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Appendix I: Ethical Thinking Reflection examples 

Memo 1: 

It’s been interesting to consider the ethical considerations of online interviews, 

compared to face-to-face interviews. I felt that I understood this process but on 

conducting a few student interviews now, I can sense that my experience has led 

me to a false sense of security! Whilst I requested students to conduct their 

interviews in a private space, I had one student welcome their partner into the room 

as we were talking, and subsequently informed me that they were comfortable with 

them being there as they tell them everything, and anything they say to me would 

be said to them. Therefore, even though it made me slightly uncomfortable, I chose 

to accept this environment due to retaining the comfort of the participant. This was 

more crucial to me than my own comfort, and I didn’t want to jeopardise the rapport 

I built, by asking them to ask their partner to leave! After a while I also kind of forgot 

they were there – so I felt this didn’t impact my process as an interviewer that much.  

Memo 2: 

The interview today involved a lot of discussion around drugs, which somehow, I 

was not expecting to come up in this much detail. It required me to think on my feet 

a little surrounding ethical thinking, and whether this was appropriate to explore for 

the participant, as well as its relevance for my RQ. Ethically, I was very aware of the 

element of risk involved for the student, and ensured to check with them that they 

were no longer at risk now that they were out of that ‘scene’, and what was 

problematic for me, was whether the disclosure that you’re always ‘known’ by the 

‘gangs’ they have been part of, and that they check in with the participants friends to 

find out what they’re up to, meant I should be raising this with anyone. To mitigate it, 

I felt I needed to expand this knowledge to check their own feelings about this 

situation to see if they felt at risk – and whilst the participant discussed that its 

uncomfortable, they did say they that she is very much removed from that group 

and feels no obvious risk.  

Memo 3: 
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Appendix J: Coding Process Examples 

J1: Semantic to Latent Coding Process 

  

Semantic

• 'Tag' words, phrases, chunks of data with labels of meaning
• Conducted quickly, little reasoning thought
• Memo thoughts, feelings and interpretations 

Step 2

• Revise 'tags' of meaning and develop initial codes with reasoning thought.
• Use memos to develop meaningful codes and note any 'latent' ideas forming
• Remain open to new meanings during this second coding round.
• Make use of participant wordings/phrases

Latent
Coding

• Revisit and question data meanings whilst developing interpretative and implcit meanings of the data
• Use semantic codes as a springboard for ideas, when meaning is unclear
• Mapping function in NVivo used to group together codes with similar underlying meanings

Step 4

• Revisit and revise semantic and latent codes with deeper reasoning thought
• Checking, editing and re-developing codes
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J2: Initial coding example 
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J3: Developing initial coding  

 Interview data First initial code Changed to: reason Memo 

1. Julia Because 

without the 

knowledge of 

what I’ve 

previously done 

I would have 

completely like 

failed and 

flopped 

Belief that 

unfamiliarity 

leads to failure 

lack of prior 

knowledge will 

cause me to fail 

Unfamiliarity seemed 

too broad – as this 

could be related to 

‘anything’ whereas 

‘lack of prior 

knowledge’ seems 

more specific to 

learning. 

links to this idea of preparedness 

as well. – prior knowledge makes 

them feel prepared for the jump 

academically.  

2. Julia Obviously we 

got out, we 

were like, 

what’s going 

on? Is there a 

fire? 

Concerns 

regarding fire in 

the flat 

Unsure of own 

safety 

This seemed too 

surface level and 

doesn’t explain what 

the meaning is 

behind it – and 

rather a description 

of the event 

This puts them at the centre of the 

behaviour/what leads them to think 

‘what is going on’ – why are they 

concerned? It’s the safety of them 

and their flatmates – is there a fire, 

do we need to do something – its 

risk assessing 



339 
 

3. Julia You want to be 

like oh, the uni 

student, you 

know, live the 

party life, but 

then you’re also 

like I’m actually 

well tired 

 

Conflict of 

expectation of 

student life and 

physical needs 

 

 

Physically I cannot 

keep up with 

‘student life’ desires 

AND 
party life 

personifies the uni 

student 

There are two things 

going on in the full 

quote – so I needed 

to break it down – 

i.e. what makes up a 

uni student to them – 

and what is their 

experience of that.  

I’m memoing this as a potential 

focus code/theme – i.e. conflict of 

student life expectations and reality 

+ the student identity is a party 

person of a student is depicted as 

a party person. 

 

The conflict of expectations and 

reality may underlie this too. 

4. Julia they just repeat 

what you 

already know or 

don’t actually 

add anything to 

it 

Accessibility of 

information 

I want more 

information 

It’s not actually 

about accessibility, 

it’s about them 

wanting something 

more than what they 

are getting. ‘they just 

repeat’ suggests 

dissatisfaction. 

Still feels too semantic – I think this 

is about them feeling like their 

experience is not enough. It’s them 

feeling cheated and hard done by 

underneath it all.  

5. Meera So, for me it 

was a 

necessity, it 

was a routine to 

Fear of 

Judgement 

Can I be myself? This suggests that it 

is a desire to be 

themselves without 

judgement – it’s 

I feel that this may be a latent code 

around fear. Because judgement is 

essentially scary to her, and she is 

feeling unsafe to be herself, and 
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go for mass, to 

attend Choir, to 

do this, to do 

that. And 

obviously, 

when you leave 

the flat for, like, 

an hour, people 

notice and 

obviously ask 

you about it. 

And I’d seen a 

lot of atheists in 

the flat already 

about seeing others 

that are not like her, 

and fearing their 

judgement 

surrounding their 

differences. 

exposed when it is obvious, she is 

leaving the flat.  
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Explanation of example 4. semantic to latent development: 

For the data “they just repeat what you already know or don’t actually add anything 

to it.” (Julia). I initially had a semantic code of ‘accessibility of information’, which 

was then re-visited and edited to ‘I want more information’. This however still felt too 

semantic, and I asked myself “what does this actually mean psychologically? What 

are they experiencing psychologically?” and I developed the latent code of ‘it wasn’t 

enough’. Later in the process, this then formed a higher-level latent focus code of 

‘hard done by’ with additional pieces of data that mirrored this same meaning. For 

example, an initial code of ‘accessing information is not easy’ which became ‘make 

it easier’ as a latent code, and thus, added to this concept of feeling ‘Hard done by’.  

 

Explanation of Example 3: multiple things happening 

For the data: “You want to be like oh, the uni student, you know, live the party life, 

but then you’re also like I’m actually well tired” I felt that conflict of expectations was 

a bit too broad. Yes, it is the underlying issue, but there are two things happening, 

not just one expectation that is being conflicted with reality. The idea of what a uni 

student is, and what kind of uni student they want to be is one thing. The next is 

what their experience of that actually is. And both need to be considered 

individually, as well as together. So, there are the two separate ideas of not being 

able to keep up with ‘student life’ desires and the party life being what personifies 

the uni student. However, there is also this underlying latent idea of conflict between 

expectations and reality.  

 

Explanation of Example 5: Semantic to Latent coding 

For the data: So, for me it was a necessity, it was a routine to go for mass, to attend 

Choir, to do this, to do that. And obviously, when you leave the flat for, like, an hour, 

people notice and obviously ask you about it. And I’d seen a lot of atheists in the flat 

already (Student Meera). This had an initial semantic code of “fear of judgement”, 

which then became “can I be myself?”. This idea of questioning whether they can be 

themselves, came from the sense that they desire to be able to be themselves 

without judgement. This felt more exploratory of the underlying meaning and was 

going to become a latent code. However, when looking at the data again on 

entering it into NVivo and taking a latent lens, the use of ‘people notice’ followed by 

‘I’d seen a lot of atheists in the flat already’ was then understood to be not just about 
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judgement, but through this judgement the student is “feeling exposed”. This 

became my latent code of this chunk of data, and I developed this to mean the 

student is thus feeling ‘unsafe’ as themselves and among their peers. This later 

became a latent code that fed into the construction of a theme around safety and 

security. The semantic code was therefore developed from a particular context, 

centred around ‘judgement’, however the latent underlying experience, is fear of 

exposure. It was understood that the semantic context of fear of judgement was 

experienced through a fear of exposure, and thus, built towards an overarching idea 

of feeling safe and secure within themselves and to be their authentic self with 

others. 
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J4: Initial underlying ideas forming 

*These are examples from the presentation I gave to my supervisors of initial 

underlying ideas that I was memoing during my data familiarisation and initial coding 

process.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Control

• Over what I learn
• Over how uni supports me
• Preparedness
• Having a choice

Expectations of the University Experience

• A Quick Fix
• Didn’t expect to struggle
• Didn’t get what I expected
• Exceeding Expectations of Self
• Expectations placed on Me
• Expecting the Worst of Self
• Mismatch between staff and student expectations
• Obligations of Others
• They know better than me
• What ‘Uni’ Is

A Together Culture

• We are one
• They have my back
• We are a Community
• Co-Creating Solitude
• Bonding
• Wanting to be Around Each Other
• Building a Community
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Appendix J5: Coding in NVivo 

J5a: Entering codes into NVivo 
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J5b: NVivo Mapping 

 Here is an image of the initial codes in the mapping function, identified by the 

circles, and more focused codes represented by the blue rectangles. A more 

detailed example follows, to represent how codes were grouped into the blue 

focused codes. 
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J5c: Mapping reflected in Nvivo List 

The list shows ‘higher level focused codes’ as a ‘>’ and drop downs ‘v’ indicate the 

initial codes that make up the ‘higher level focused codes’. The diagram represents 

what the list would then represent, with ‘knowing what you’re good at’, ‘disbelief at 

success’, ‘more capable than others’ and ‘enjoy the challenge’ being grouped under 

‘trust in own ability’ within the list, with the relevant codes listed within it. 
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J5d. Reviewing and editing codes  
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Appendix K: Theme Mapping Example 

Red = overarching theme. Green = sub-theme levels. Different colours indicate 

actions. Yellow indicates codes mean I needed to look at the codes again, blue 

codes were codes I was confident in. The lines demonstrate connections between 

codes/levels. Togethership can be seen both in the map, and on the left-hand side, 

where initial themes were organised. The list of codes demonstrated in white and 

listed 1, were ideas forming but not necessarily belonging to any of the major theme 

ideas yet.  
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Appendix L: Generating and Developing Themes 

L1. Generating Initial Themes 

This image demonstrates how themes were visually created, and the red arrows 

indicate where connections to other themes/focused codes were indicated. 
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L2: Editing Initial Theme Example 

This demonstrates where ‘Agency in Learning’ from ‘Conditions of learning’ was 

broken down into new latent ideas of autonomy. 
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L3: Developing and Reviewing Themes 
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The following images show how the development from conditions of learning in 

generating initial themes, to the underlying meanings representing agency and 

autonomy, and how this was further shaped into ‘Steering the Ship’. 
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Appendix M: Codebook development and Application 

M1: Codebook Development Process 

 

Initial coding

•Inductive approach to student data
•Semantic and latent coding
•Revision of codes

Theme 
development

•Mapping of analytical concepts in NVivo
•Reviewing codes and their meanings to establish confidence in central concepts.

Codebook 
development

•Themes labelled, described and defined in Excel
•Exclusions identified using focused codes and central concepts

Application of 
Codebook

•Application to small subset of advisor data to see if it works
•Application to entire dataset on paper
•Revision and refining through entry into NVivo mapping

Refining, Defining 
and Naming 

themes

•New ideas forming new codes and/or themes
•Applying to existing codes/themes where applicable
•Re-naming and re-organising of themes



355 
 

M2: Codebook representation in Excel 

This shows the initial representation of the codebook, with developed theme ideas. 

This was reviewed as I reviewed my themes though the student data analysis 

process. Links, comments and ideas for revisions were noted in the excel sheet. 

Changes made in the NVivo analysis were reflected in this codebook. 
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M3: Codebook Application 

Initial codebook applications were completed on paper. When new or different ideas 

formed, I would expand or code differently to the codebook. After this process, the 

arrows show where codes have developed over different readings of the data, and 

when added into NVivo where they were reviewed, refined, and adapted if needed, 

adding to the generation of the codebook seen in appendix J11b.  

M4: Codebook and theme refinement in NVivo 
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These are examples of the finalisation process of the mapping within NVivo.  
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M5: Final Codebook Themes 

These ideas were then represented in a final summary codebook of changes. 
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M6: Example Quotes 

Example advisor quotations were inputted into the codebook to demonstrate their 

relevance and to support codebook application. 
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Appendix O: Reflexivity and Memo Examples during Analysis 

O1: Reflecting on my own experiences, beliefs and position:  

  



365 
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O2: Initial coding memos 

O2a: paper coding memo examples 

Thursday 07/04/22 

Conversation with lisa 

- managing life skills is what seems to be represented in things like budgeting – but 

– not just a to do list, it can enable them to thrive.  

- this independence focus, and not relying on others and expectation to do things 

ourselves can also be linked to CULTURAL belief systems in the UK surrounding 

Stoicism – going right back to protestant church. Think about how the students are 

embedded in this context of stoicism beliefs within our culture, and how this may be 

embedded in universities as a consequence as well – we are all part of that bigger 

system of our culture. à other cultures will have other rules to live by and how they 

should do things, but as a culture, we in the uk have more of a ‘life is up and down 

and you must survive it’ attitude – stoicism!  

 

Conversation with Lisa 13/04/22 

SOCIAL CAPITAL – the idea of building community and togetherness 

- googling social capital “a set of shared values that allows individuals to work 
together in a group to effectively achieve a common purpose. The idea is 

generally used to describe how members are able to band together in society to live 

harmoniously.” 

- students try to live harmoniously by co-living respectfully, building community 

based, having shared experiences and values and being surrounded by people like 

me, feeling secure. etc could be that this is what allows them to band together to 

have a harmonious experience at university.  

It involves the effective functioning of social groups through interpersonal 

relationships, a shared sense of identity, a shared understanding, shared norms, 

shared values, trust, cooperation, and reciprocity.  

Social capital facilitates cooperation, individual and group well-being, collective 

action for mutual benefits, innovative ideas, possible opportunities, and access to 

information. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_group
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interpersonal_relationship
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interpersonal_relationship
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Identity_(social_science)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_norm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Value_(ethics)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trust_(social_sciences)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cooperation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reciprocity_(social_psychology)
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O2b: Nvivo Initial Coding Memo 

 

O3: Initial theme memos: 

Memo 1:  

Togetherness 

Anchor/foundation – we depend on friendship (seeking peer support, lost without 

friends, friendship as a life buoy, QoL comes with social contact), Friends make Uni, 

People give my day purpose, I made friends.  

People like me 

Pseudo family –  they’re looking out for me, friends as family (friends as a 

foundation, friends as a partner, friends provide protection), Uni as a parent (theyre 

the adults, look after me, there when I need you, guide the way, a problem solver 

and fix it for me, someone to do it for me)  

Security – threat to safety, comfort of disclosure, to be myself 

The data around anchoring and foundations with friendship, links in with a lot of the 

data within pseudo family around friends providing protection, uni as a parent – 

theyre the adults, there when I need them, a problem solver) à all representing a 

foundation/security à could link to secure base work of lauras – i.e. I was just 

thinking about this ‘pseudo family’ theme.. (and some of the others: e.g. 

expectations of what the uni should provide to students – e.g. personalised support, 

and the data around ‘do they understand’) and it’s a lot about being looked after, 

people being there when they need them, friends providing protection, seeking 

support from them as opposed to family, people to be a problem solver for them, 

guide them, look after them… etc. 
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and I was thinking.. this kind of relates to the ideas in lauras work around the 

‘secure base’… i.e. students are more resilient when student life is stressful if this 

secure base of the ‘pseudo family’ is there – we make pseudo families in the 

workplace, in friendship groups, and try to find this ‘secure base’ wherever we are 

situated in our lives… as this provides us with the foundation to explore where we 

are with the safety net of our pseudo family to return to if things go wrong or we 

struggle… 

 

Memo 2: 

 

O4: Developing and reviewing theme memos: 
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Q5: Naming of Theme’s Memos 

 

 

O6: Covid Context Reflection 

Students already held high expectations in terms of access to resources, activities, 

and support, but these expectations are exaggerated through their removal during 

the pandemic. Charlotte supports this by saying “I know COVID will have an impact 

but there’s a certain amount that obviously COVID hasn’t” and “there’s always going 

to be tiny problems in teaching, but COVID has amplified them, both technological 

issues and more motivational, psychological aspects” (Eric). Thus, themes are built 

from perspectives that cut across both pre and during the COVID-19 pandemic 

context, with the analysis giving attention to nuances of the COVID-19 context 

where relevant. The ship analogy used in the analysis also resonates with both the 

university and COVID-19 context. COVID-19 and the university experience are 
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much like sailing through the Bermuda triangle, with no idea if or where you will 

come out the other side of it. Much like navigating unknown waters, COVID-19 

caught people off guard where communities needed to band together, people 

needed to adapt, and navigate rapidly changing circumstances.  


