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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 | 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-Gonzélez 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, iliness, 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 iliness. 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 iliness 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 (Mclntyre 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; Yildirim & 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.

e To understand the shared psychological underpinnings that shape the
student experience.

e 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 | 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 Il 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 lll 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 | 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



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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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



20

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, HEIls
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).



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 | 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; Ganga & 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 (Ganga & 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;



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-Gonzalez et al., 2023; Willcoxson
et al., 2011). First years are also suggested to be particularly vulnerable to drop
out (Mclnnis, 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



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
HEls, 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



34

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.
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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; Mclntyre 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.



39

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 (lves, 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 (Mclintyre 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 (lbrahim, 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; Schoéne 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, ilinesses, 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 iliness”
(Hughes et al., 2022, p.5), where good mental health is dynamic and encompasses
more than just the absence of iliness (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).
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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.



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;
Yildinm & 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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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, | 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, | aim to
foster understanding and support the readers interpretation of the research process.
By doing this, | 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 | 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.

e To understand the shared psychological underpinnings that shape the
student experience.

e 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, | 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 | 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). | primarily subscribe to the
ontological and epistemological positions of relativism and social constructionism
respectively but acknowledge contextually situated constructions. | 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, | 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 | 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
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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 | 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, | 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). | 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.

| 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. | 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. | 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. |
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 | 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 | 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). |
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, | 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). | 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 | conduct. It is important therefore, to identify and consider my own
beliefs, feelings and what | 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 | 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). | 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 | reflect
upon my position to the topic, as | am part of this complex world, with my own
experiences, understandings, beliefs, and values. | am ‘active’ in this process and in

partnership, the participants and | 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 | have pre-existing knowledge
of education, cognitive processes, emotion and behaviour to name a few. My dual
perspectives may therefore impact the attention | give to certain topics and shape
how | understand and interpret data. Particularly, | 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. | have my own experience of this and
feel this is something | have developed conversation around throughout my life
therefore | 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 | feel | understand and possess transferable skills. My
experiences as a student, psychologist, and skills learnt as a mental health worker,
therefore shape the way | contemplate what is being said and make sense of what
is going on in my data throughout the process of interviews and analysis. |
empathise, reminisce, wonder about, feel jealous of, and admire the students |
speak to and often find | am emotionally engaged with their stories (Appendix O). |
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 | am trying to achieve.

A core part of who | 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, | often
felt a desire to get under one’s experience, and find out how they really are, or how
they really experienced something. | not only understand this to contribute to why |
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 | 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. | 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, | 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, | could empathise with students' struggles around their
teaching sessions, further informing my follow up questions. However, | also found |
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, | 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 | approached my
research. Specifically, | 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 | intentionally considered theory when
initially reading my data; in fact, | 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 | 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 | had an idea about
theory. This is something | felt strongly about due to my inductive focus,
consequently | discussed these ideas with my supervisors and peers when | felt |
could have been directing my analysis. It was also important to consider that this
might change, through continued coding and interpretative thinking. Therefore, |
only labelled themes with psychological terms once | was confident in their

applicability. Otherwise, they were noted as memos to refer back to at a later date.

| 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 | experienced a lot of unrest, stress, and
anxiety in my personal relationships, which made me reflect on the data in a
different way. | 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. | 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. | then considered how | 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 ‘it
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 | 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 |
reject the assumptions associated with positivist coding reliability approaches. | 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). | 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

