
This is a repository copy of Inclusion or isolation? Differential student experiences of 
independent learning and wellbeing in higher education.

White Rose Research Online URL for this paper:
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/211275/

Version: Published Version

Article:

Wilbraham, S.J. orcid.org/0000-0001-8512-0041, Jones, E., Brewster, L. orcid.org/0000-
0003-3604-2897 et al. (4 more authors) (2024) Inclusion or isolation? Differential student 
experiences of independent learning and wellbeing in higher education. Education 
Sciences, 14 (3). 285. ISSN 2227-7102 

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci14030285

eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/

Reuse 

This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) licence. This licence 
allows you to distribute, remix, tweak, and build upon the work, even commercially, as long as you credit the 
authors for the original work. More information and the full terms of the licence here: 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/ 

Takedown 

If you consider content in White Rose Research Online to be in breach of UK law, please notify us by 
emailing eprints@whiterose.ac.uk including the URL of the record and the reason for the withdrawal request. 



Citation: Wilbraham, S.J.; Jones, E.;

Brewster, L.; Priestley, M.; Broglia, E.;

Hughes, G.; Spanner, L. Inclusion or

Isolation? Differential Student

Experiences of Independent Learning

and Wellbeing in Higher Education.

Educ. Sci. 2024, 14, 285. https://

doi.org/10.3390/educsci14030285

Academic Editor: Helen Payne

Received: 7 February 2024

Revised: 1 March 2024

Accepted: 6 March 2024

Published: 7 March 2024

Copyright: © 2024 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

education 
sciences

Article

Inclusion or Isolation? Differential Student Experiences of
Independent Learning and Wellbeing in Higher Education

Susan J. Wilbraham 1 , Emma Jones 2, Liz Brewster 3,* , Michael Priestley 4, Emma Broglia 5 , Gareth Hughes 6

and Leigh Spanner 7

1 Institute of Health, University of Cumbria, Carlisle CA1 2HH, UK; susan.wilbraham@cumbria.ac.uk
2 School of Law, University of Sheffield, Sheffield S10 2TN, UK; emma.j.jones@sheffield.ac.uk
3 Lancaster Medical School, Lancaster University, Lancaster LA1 4YW, UK
4 Department of Psychology, Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology and Neuroscience, King’s College London,

London WC2R 2LS, UK; michael.1.priestley@kcl.ac.uk
5 Department of Psychology, University of Sheffield, Sheffield S10 2TN, UK; e.l.broglia@sheffield.ac.uk
6 Student Wellbeing, University of Derby, Derby DE22 1GB, UK; gareth@studentminds.org.uk
7 Student Minds, London OX1 3DH, UK; leigh@studentminds.org.uk

* Correspondence: e.brewster@lancaster.ac.uk

Abstract: Independent learning is frequently identified as instrumental to student success within

higher education. Although there is a significant body of literature demonstrating the importance of

independent learning for retention and progression, to date, the relationship between independent

learning and student wellbeing within higher education has been under-explored. This article

addresses the gap in the literature by interrogating this relationship, with a particular emphasis on

the barriers and enablers to independent learning and the implications for the wellbeing of university

students as part of a whole university approach. Drawing on data from a large national student

survey and nine focus groups with university staff conducted during the formulation of the University

Mental Health Charter, the findings demonstrate important intersectionalities between independent

learning and student wellbeing. In particular, they highlight that facilitating independent learning

has the potential to allow students to flourish in higher education but only when factors relating

to accessibility, inclusivity, expectations, and goals are explicitly addressed. Going forward, it is

imperative that these links are more widely acknowledged and addressed within higher education

research, policy, and practice to ensure that students are supported to develop as learners during

both their transition into university and their journey through and beyond their studies.

Keywords: wellbeing; independent learning; higher education; inclusion; isolation; students

1. Introduction

Existing evidence indicates that students in higher education institutions are reporting
elevated and increasing levels of psychological distress, with a corresponding increase
in demand for university mental health services [1–3]. It has been estimated that 29% of
students report clinical levels of distress [4], with mental wellbeing decreasing upon entry
to university and not returning to pre-university levels until after graduation [5]. Transition
into higher education has consistently been highlighted as a particular stressor, with stu-
dents often experiencing the unfamiliar academic demands and expectations of university
as challenging, stressful, and anxiety-inducing [6,7]. Another commonly identified stressor
is the requirement for students to undertake a significant level of independent learning [8],
a practice that has been described as ‘one of the cornerstones of UK higher education’ [9].
To date, there is little understanding of how different pedagogical styles and strategies can
impact student wellbeing, both positively and negatively, while at university [10,11].

Wellbeing has been defined as ‘encompass[ing] a wider framework, of which mental
health is an integral part, but which also includes physical and social wellbeing’ [12]. In the
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UK the growing interest in ‘a whole university approach’ to student mental health, ‘which
recognises that all aspects of university life can support and promote mental health and
wellbeing’ [12], underscores the imperative to investigate how student wellbeing can be
influenced by academic policies, processes, and pedagogy [13]. Developed by the charity
Student Minds, the University Mental Health Charter (‘the Charter’) seeks to inform and
incentivise UK universities to adopt a holistic and inclusive ‘whole university approach’
in practice, wherein ‘Learn’ constitutes one of four core domains with themes relating to
transition, teaching and learning, and progression [12]. The Charter’s principles underline
the need for teaching practice to support wellbeing by ‘enabling all students to develop
skills, confidence, academic self-efficacy and improve performance’ [12]. The operationali-
sation of an effective ‘whole university approach’ therefore demands an evidence-informed
conceptualisation of the barriers and enablers to independent learning and the relation-
ship with student wellbeing to proactively support the diverse experience of the whole
university community [14]. This paper draws on data collected as part of the Charter con-
sultations (see Design and Methodology) to explore the relationship between independent
learning and student wellbeing. It highlights key issues to consider in supporting stu-
dents’ development of independent learning skills as part of a whole university approach
to wellbeing.

1.1. Independent Learning

In the UK, independent learning is a key part of the expectations around educational
outcomes and educational systems [15]. Contemporary practitioner guidance and construc-
tivist educational philosophy advocate active, autonomous, and student-centred pedagogy
in higher education settings to promote independent learning over didactic passive instruc-
tional methods [16]. In particular, cognitive constructivist theories focus on the need for
students to ‘. . .construct knowledge by transforming, organizing, reorganizing previous
knowledge’ [17]. Independent learning is ‘a process during which learners develop the
values, attitudes, knowledge, and skills needed to make responsible decisions and take ap-
propriate actions in regard to their own learning’ [18]. Therefore, constructivist approaches
to higher education involve a focus on students as independent learners who will construct
and engage with their own meanings and interpretations. This focus positions educators as
facilitators of independent learning who retain an active role in scaffolding the students’
journey, providing sound foundations from which learning becomes increasingly indepen-
dent [19,20]. This includes fostering students’ metacognition, so they can understand and
regulate their own learning processes [18,21]. At its core, independent learning involves
taking active responsibility to self-direct one’s own learning practices, self-evaluating and
monitoring academic progress, and developing an ability for inquiry, exploration, and criti-
cal evaluation [18,22,23]. Independent work is also identified as a key graduate attribute
by employers [24] and has been found to improve academic performance, motivation, and
self-efficacy [18].

1.2. Independent Learning and Wellbeing

Despite the importance of independent learning in higher education, many students
find that the transition to independence can lead to increased levels of stress and anxiety [7].
Existing evidence suggests that unfamiliarity with academic demands and expectations of
independent learning and/or inadequate guidance from teaching staff can decrease self-
efficacy [25], and reduce both wellbeing and examination performance, with some students
describing uncertainty, anxiety, procrastination, and lack of motivation when engaging in
independent learning [9,26]. Where parallels with deep learning and learner autonomy [9]
suggest that fostering independent learning may support long-term wellbeing [27], the lack
of explicit explanation of what is expected, and the skills required to achieve this, has been
identified as a ‘significant student wellbeing issue’ [8]. There are implications for wider
issues of equality, diversity, and inclusion within higher education, given that students
from non-traditional backgrounds may lack the cultural capital to anticipate and adapt
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to the demands for increased levels of independent learning [28,29]. Indeed, evidence
suggests international students [30] and students from non-traditional backgrounds [26]
may particularly struggle to navigate academic expectations, expecting a didactic approach
with greater teacher input.

Against this backdrop, this study explores a subset of the data collected for the Charter
with the aim of investigating the barriers and enablers to independent learning in univer-
sity settings (as perceived by both staff and students) and the intersections with student
wellbeing. Using both qualitative and quantitative analysis of data with students and
staff, these findings can inform strategies to support independent learning and address the
consequences for student wellbeing in line with the Charter’s principles of good practice.

2. Materials and Methods

The dataset includes the results from transcripts of focus groups with university staff
held in six locations across the UK as well as a cross-sectional UK-wide student survey.
The authors were part of a wider research team involved in data collection on behalf of
Student Minds. Each data collection instrument was designed to inform the development
of the Charter [12]. These datasets are explored complementarily, providing an overview of
trends in the student population and rich perspectives from a range of staff. The paper’s
overall research question was ‘what is the relationship between independent learning and
student wellbeing within higher education?’. A data-driven approach was implemented
that first extracted key themes from the staff focus group data to inform the interrogation
of student survey data, using a qualitative approach with complementary quantitative
follow-up [31]. For example, as equality, diversity, and inclusion were key themes, the
authors then reviewed survey questions that covered the topic to understand whether these
themes were reflected in student experiences as captured in the survey data. This multi-
modal approach of beginning with qualitative data and then developing it via quantitative
insights has been recognised as assisting in capturing multi-dimensional experiences and
avoiding an artificial divide between macro- and micro-level factors [32]. The configuring
or meshing of both data types enabled the further extension of focus group themes via the
survey data [32,33].

These data were collected prior to the pandemic and so do not cover shifts to remote
or hybrid learning, which may have affected experiences of independent learning and
could be the subject of future research. Ethical approval for data collection was given by
the University of Derby Arts Humanities and Education research ethics committee.

2.1. Data Collection and Analysis: Staff

Participants from 181 different higher education institutions attended the Charter
consultation focus groups, but to maintain anonymity, we refer to data using the host
university name (Strathclyde; Staffordshire; Cardiff; Leeds; Ulster; University of the Arts,
London (UAL)). Participants had a diverse range of responsibilities within their university,
including some with direct responsibility for student mental health (e.g., counselling
services) and others with broader academic, professional, and/or leadership roles. Whilst
analysis is contextualised against the entire dataset of 93 focus groups, befitting a whole
university approach, data shared in this paper are taken from nine focus groups on student
mental health, learning, and the role of academics as the only groups focused specifically
upon learning. These focus groups, in which 33 university staff members contributed,
ranged in size from 2–9 participants per group and predominantly contained academic
staff at all levels of seniority and experience, with some professional services staff (e.g.,
learning developers).

Questions explored relationships between student learning, curriculum design, and
student mental health, including if any particular types of student learning activity were
more problematic in terms of student mental health (Table 1). All focus groups were
audio-recorded and fully transcribed for analysis; each lasted approximately 60 min, and
all were facilitated by an experienced member of the Charter’s research team. The focus
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group transcripts were thematically coded, using a reflexive, emergent structure [34,35],
which took ‘independent learning’ as an initial concept for analysis. Two researchers
independently coded the focus group transcripts, following detailed discussions to ensure
consistency, with all authors collaboratively reviewing the themes and contributing to the
analytical process.

Table 1. Focus group questions.

Do you see any relationship between student learning and
mental health? If so, what is the relationship?

Research suggests that deep learning is associated with better
wellbeing and higher achievement. How ready are your
students to engage in deep learning as opposed to surface
learning? Have you found any strategies that help or persuade
students to move from surface to deep learning?

Do you believe the way in which the curriculum is designed
and taught can have either positive or negative effects on
student mental wellbeing?

Can a strong focus on grades on the part of a student have any
impact on the student’s mental health?

Do you believe wellbeing support should be embedded in
the curriculum?

How able are your students to take confidently control of their
own learning? At what stage are they able to do this and how
do they get to this point?

2.2. Data Collection and Analysis: Students

Qualitative and quantitative student survey data were collected online in 2019 by
Student Minds to establish a cross-sectional comparative representation of diverse student
experiences in the UK. The survey formed part of national research and consultation
activities that were conducted to inform the development of the Charter [12]. The survey
opened with the following explanation “The Student Survey asks a range of questions
relating to your experience of mental wellbeing at university, and gives you space to
share your thoughts and ideas on what the Charter should look like”. The term “mental
wellbeing” was left open to the interpretation of respondents and were advised that the
survey was “investigating the experiences, perceptions and attitudes of staff and students
in relation to mental wellbeing”.

All undergraduate and postgraduate students at UK universities were eligible to
participate and were recruited via Student Minds’ communication networks. A total of
1032 students completed the survey, though not all students answered all the questions.
Incomplete responses were retained. For the purpose of the current paper, data relating to
equality, diversity, and inclusion were extracted from the student survey to further explore
the themes from staff focus group data. Students provided demographic information
relating to age, gender, disability, and LGBTQ identity; these data allowed for a cross-group
comparison of relevant quantitative data. Open-text questions provided qualitative data
from which relevant comments were taken. Demographic information was extracted along-
side key questions to contextualise the intersectionality between students’ characteristics,
wellbeing, and independent learning. Group means were explored across demographic
groups (e.g., gender, ethnicity, student status) for the following questions to explore the
potential differential experiences of different student groups:

− How much of an impact does your mental wellbeing have on your academic learning
and performance?
− How much of an impact does the quality of your learning and academic performance
have on your mental wellbeing?
− How confident are you that you will have the skills, resources, and knowledge to be
successful when you leave university?

Question responses were rated on a 5- or 7-point Likert scale from ‘not confident/disagree’
to ‘confident/agree’. For the purpose of this study, students’ responses were grouped into
‘disagree/low confidence’ and ‘agree/high confidence’ in order to identify specific student
groups that were positively or negatively affected by the experiences described. Students
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who responded in the middle of a Likert scale were removed to ensure that these responses
did not inflate either positive or negative experiences. The quantitative survey data was
analysed using SPSS statistics package (version 20).

Data from open-text responses were included where these data explored concerns
around independent learning, where students were asked ‘what aspect of your learning,
teaching, and assessment has the most negative and/or positive impact on your mental
wellbeing?’; 912 students provided a ‘negative’ and 866 provided a ‘positive’ example.
Free text responses were reviewed and thematically coded by one author, using the same
approach as for staff focus group data and taking ‘independent learning’ as an initial
concept for analysis. All authors collaboratively reviewed this coding and themes, ensuring
analytical rigour.

2.3. Limitations

The strengths of this research include the large sample size and a national dataset,
as well as the inclusion of both staff and student perspectives, although the self-selecting
method of recruitment may have encouraged those with stronger opinions on these topics
to participate. Future studies may wish to adopt purposeful sampling techniques to
engage staff and students with barriers to participation and to explore intersectionality
in experiences of independent learning in greater depth. It is also noteworthy that the
term “mental wellbeing” was left to the interpretation of the respondents, and, therefore,
individual understandings of mental wellbeing cannot be accounted for in our analysis.
More recent studies emphasise the importance of using clear language and definitions
for mental health, wellbeing, and mental wellbeing [36,37], and future research should
consider defining or even measuring these constructs to improve clarity and data integrity.

3. Results

Taken together, the findings demonstrate important intersectionalities between inde-
pendent learning and student wellbeing. In particular, links between independent learning
and wellbeing, and equality, diversity, and inclusion were identified in both the staff focus
group and student survey data. The findings from each dataset are presented in turn.

3.1. Staff

Three key themes were identified within the staff focus group data: namely, equality,
diversity, and inclusion; student mindset; and the scaffolding of development. Overall,
staff participants highlighted that particular student demographics encounter additional
challenges and barriers to independent learning, and subsequently experience additional
stress, distress, and anxiety. Moreover, student expectations of higher education as a
commodity can prevent engagement with independent learning, with the weighting placed
on academic outcomes increasing stress, distress, and desire for support. The findings
demonstrate that while independent learning has the potential to allow students to flourish
in higher education, without consideration of inclusivity, structure of teaching, and student
mindsets, it can negatively impact both academic performance and student wellbeing.

3.1.1. Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion

In recent years, universities have widened participation in higher education and have
recruited students from more diverse backgrounds [28]. Staff described how diversity
in student background was associated with different preparedness and familiarity with
the ‘rules’ of academia. Issues such as prior educational experience, age, socio-economic
status, disabilities (in particular mental health conditions), commuting students, and
international students were all highlighted as potentially impacting students’ readiness
to learn independently, as well as the levels and forms of support required. For example,
conflicting demands on time, such as childcare commitments, prevented some students
from accessing the full range of support available.
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‘We were talking about controlling their own learning, there are many things that are
outside of my students’ control, like the hours that they can work, the space that they
have to work, the money that they have to buy resources.’ (Strathclyde)

Individual differences were identified as impacting students’ ability and willingness
to undertake independent learning based on varying student approaches to learning and
personalities (Strathclyde) and specific personality traits (Cardiff, Leeds, UAL).

There were repeated references to previous educational experiences ‘not preparing’
students for university study, highlighting the widely-held view that higher education
requires a different way of studying with different aims.

‘They don’t know what the rules are anymore because the rules are different to how you do
education at school.’ (Strathclyde)

This lack of knowledge of ‘the rules’ could present a challenge to students’ wellbeing,
and their sense of self: While they had previously been successful learners, the change
in focus at university meant that the strategies they had used to establish this identity no
longer worked. In particular, the unstructured nature of the independent study meant
inexperienced or unskilled students were overwhelmed by expansive choice architecture
and often struggled to judge what to do, or how much to do; something that caused anxiety.

‘I think that it makes a lot of people very unwell, I think it makes people very isolated and
I think people do it and they are productive because they have to.’ (UAL)

‘There’s a greater onus on individuals being adults and acting in an adult way [. . .]
students, quite often, they’ll struggle. What you’ll see is an exponential increase in their
overall levels of stress, which then translates into distress and then we have problems.’
(Ulster)

3.1.2. Student Mindsets and Staff Expectations

Staff described the ways in which attitudes, expectations, and goal orientation could
impact independent learning. When discussing student approaches to learning, participants
emphasised an ‘unhealthy perfectionism’ (Cardiff) or ‘competitiveness’ (Leeds) among
students, particularly where students were used to a high standard of academic attainment.

‘If one thing goes wrong or if they fail an exam, because they’ve had a bump in the road in
their learning, that shatters their whole self-esteem.’ (Leeds)

It was suggested that the focus on academic outcomes could lead to students prioritis-
ing academic achievement over their wellbeing during independent learning, with a UAL
participant noting ‘some of my students who do best in our academic set-up at the moment are the
illest’ [UAL]. In the same focus group, it was noted that students may experience a sense of
shame if they find independent learning challenging.

Nevertheless, academics’ expectations around how students should work indepen-
dently, ask questions, and engage with content were described by participants as tacit
rather than clearly conveyed to students. For example, the purpose of ‘office hours’ was
evoked as an unfamiliar structure that students were unable to use effectively to support
their independent learning. Some participants emphasised how universities could respond
differently to the difficulties experienced by students during the transition to independent
learning, indicating that, rather than denigrate inadequate previous educational experience,
there was a need to explicate what had changed, to scaffold the path to independence,
and help students to make the most of university education. It was suggested that, while
university staff saw study as a process of growth, stretch, and change, the expectation that
university should be challenging was not clearly articulated to students, leading to a dis-
connect between the aims of university staff and the expectations of students. Participants
noted that some students perceived a lack of explicit guidance during independent learning
tasks as a lack of desire to help.
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‘We understand, as teachers, that learning is about struggle, and we try and sort of design
that almost. But we’re not very good at helping them [the students] understand that and
getting through that.’ (UAL1)

‘People don’t feel like tutors want to help and there’s this feeling of complete isolation and
you end up having these essay crises which are very avoidable if you just had a bit of
guidance.’ (UAL)

This idea that learning should contain a degree of difficulty or struggle to be worth-
while elicited a difference between staff and students’ expectations of the purpose of
university education, compounded by the commodification of education. The independent
learning process was mostly presented in staff focus groups as a positive opportunity for
growth but could be seen as in tension with other motives for attending university—a
tension infusing student emotional disengagement and dissatisfaction with independent
learning. Whilst staff saw university as a place that supported and encouraged learning for
its own sake, staff perceived student desire for a university education as related more to
the outcome: obtaining a degree. The ‘employability agenda’ was seen as a barrier to both
good wellbeing and independent learning.

‘There’s another pressure [. . .] they’ve been sold the—I don’t want to call it a myth
because it’s not quite a myth—but the idea that getting a degree is their passport to
earning squillions and getting an amazing job [. . .] I think that encourages a lot of surface
learning because ‘actually the point of me being here is to get a job or to get a better job.’
(Cardiff)

This expectation around outcomes affected students’ experiences of independent
learning, creating an unwillingness to be independent and dissatisfaction with independent
learning experience. Instead, students were seen as feeling ‘short changed’ when university
staff asked them to learn for themselves.

‘One of the things we’ve had quite a bit of as well is with the student fees and students
actually saying, ‘I’m paying x amount of money. Therefore, I should be getting such a
grade,’ as if one is linked to the other’. (Leeds)

A focus on the expected outcomes of education, rather than the process, was seen
to affect students’ motivation for learning and independent learning practices. Some
participants described students’ learning as ‘strategic’ or ‘assessment focused’ because
of this.

‘I think students want to know what they need to do to pass.’ (Ulster 1)

Participants identified this assessment or outcome-driven mindset as affecting at-
tempts to support increased independence for students, who did not seem to acknowledge
their need for agency in the learning process, preventing the wellbeing benefit associated
with academic growth.

‘The other thing is I think that students sometimes think that help is something that you
receive, whereas, actually, what you have to do is engage with that. Taking the help: it
means you have to work really hard, just like therapy is hard work. If you want to get
someone to support you with your study skills, that takes a lot of time and a lot of effort.’
(Leeds)

To address some of the issues with goal orientation and engagement, staff noted
the potential benefits of ‘experience-based learning’ to foster an alternative attitude to
independent learning. For some, this involved allowing students to contextualise their
academic work, for example, via field trips and placements.

‘I think those types of things are where students start to make connections, and it’s like,
‘Oh, that’s why we learnt about that and that’s why it’s important.’ (Leeds)

Focus groups discussed forms of problem- or situation-based learning more widely,
suggesting that this could inspire and engage students and encourage them to consider
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issues from different perspectives, resulting in enjoyment and satisfaction with independent
learning practices.

3.1.3. Scaffolding Student Development

Participants described some of the key issues that students experience as they acquire
independent learning skills; for example, managing time and judging how much work to
do, understanding what to do and where to begin, and coping with the pressures of project
management were identified as impacting perceived workload, academic anxiety, and
coping mechanisms. Participants underlined the need to scaffold students’ experience as
they dealt with these challenges. In particular, it was acknowledged that without structure,
students could struggle to plan their time, which could negatively impact wellbeing.

‘If you had no lectures one day, it’d be very tempting to not do much at all. . . Or overdo
it because nobody is telling you to stop. I think sometimes, knowing when you’ve done
enough is a big anxiety for students.’ (Strathclyde)

One repeated suggestion from staff was that the first year of university study was vital
in reframing these expectations, scaffolding how to structure independent learning, and
easing the transition between previous learning experiences and current opportunities.

‘Students need that level of input at the beginning because they don’t know what they
should be expected to do or how to manage that time when they’ve got quite a lot of their
own time.’ (UAL)

A key pedagogic issue referred to was the need for scaffolding, including scaffolding
assessment through the use of formative tasks.

‘It’s about recognising that there may be additional support required at the beginning but
the ambition would be to taper off that support.’ (Cardiff)

It was emphasised that to scaffold effectively, there was a need to set clear expectations
for students, particularly new students, with implications for wellbeing where students
were simply left to learn independently without sufficient support. One participant de-
scribed year one as an ‘adjustment phase’ and spoke of how the need for support changed
as students become more used to independent learning. However, there was acknowledge-
ment that scaffolding independent learning skills in year one would require significant
restructuring to degree programmes, with several references to the time required to de-
velop independent learning and wider skills that would support wellbeing as a ‘luxury’.
Providing students with what was referred to as ‘soft skills’ for learning at university (and
beyond) was not possible within current curricula.

‘Lots of things are seen as luxuries that are actually really fundamental if they’re going to
learn at the level that keeps their passion, keeps their head okay, keeps them in a space
where this is a good experience for them.’ (Ulster 1)

The value of these ‘soft skills’ was clearly recognised as part of improving student
wellbeing, establishing independent learning practices, and preparing students for future
careers.

‘It’s not to say it shouldn’t be challenging, but we need to be mindful that we need to
support people to develop strategies, which they can then take out into the workplace. You
know, you develop strategies to cope with stress or challenge, they’re with you for your
whole life.’ (Cardiff)

In this way, the role of the university in learning and its role in improving employability
were both acknowledged, and independent learning was positioned more as a facilitator in
the process.

‘When I speak to employers, they say one of the skills [students] lack the most is resilience.
‘We don’t care if they have a first-class degree. They can’t deal with anything. They can’t
turn up on time. They can’t manage things.’ The world, as you know, out there is so
competitive. Finding a job is so competitive.’ (Leeds)
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Participants saw the norms of individual different academic disciplines as affecting
student experiences of independent learning.

‘Humanities and science are very different. Humanities is very much like: ‘Here’s a
reading list, read it and write an essay.’ Science is, you’re in the lab all day and then
you’ve got more work after the lab. So I think humanities has got a massive issue [. . .]
especially if you’re a fresher, your first reading list and you’re just told to read and write
this essay. It’s super unstructured.’ (UAL)

Taken together, the findings demonstrate interrelations between independent learning
and wellbeing, mediated by individual and demographic factors, expectations and mindset,
and the scaffolding of support. The findings suggest that, while independent learning has
the potential to allow students to flourish in higher education, without consideration of
these factors, it can negatively impact on student wellbeing.

These three themes were then used as concepts to explore relevant links to student
survey results. Analysis focused on whether staff perceptions around student wellbeing and
independent learning being related to diversity and inclusion were mirrored in students’
self-reported data.

3.2. Students

Two quantitative survey questions explored the impact of students’ wellbeing on
their learning and vice versa (see Design and Methodology). Analysis of these questions
followed on from the focus group theme surrounding intersectionality, given that both
mental wellbeing and academic learning are differentially affected across specific student
groups and their unique situations.

Across the sample, most students (85–95%) reported a large reciprocal relationship
between their wellbeing and academic learning. There were marginal differences between
student characteristics; however, between-group comparisons revealed that the greatest
impact of learning on wellbeing was seen in students aged 30–34 years old, those identified
as non-binary, or transgender. By contrast, the greatest impact of wellbeing on learning was
seen in international students or those aged 25–29 years old. Mental health status was the
only factor that differentiated students’ views on this relationship. For instance, students
who reported mental health difficulties believed that their wellbeing had a large impact on
their learning, and the opposite was true for students with no mental health difficulties.

The final quantitative survey question concerned students’ outcomes (see Design and
Methodology). Figure 1 shows that students differed in terms of how confident they felt
that they would achieve these skills. For example, students with the lowest confidence,
in descending order, included those who were non-binary, transgender, disclosed a long-
term disability, had experienced mental health difficulties, had international status, were
16–24 years old, and were women. Students with the most confidence were those who had
not experienced mental health difficulties and students aged 30–34 years old, respectively.

Differences in experiences of university culture and wellbeing were apparent in the
quantitative survey data (Figure 2). Across all student characteristics, students who identi-
fied as transgender or non-binary believed that their university culture was not conducive
to maintaining good wellbeing. This was also true for students aged 30–34 years old or
those who disclosed a long-term disability. By contrast, students who had not experienced
mental health difficulties believed that their university culture positively contributed to
their wellbeing, followed by international students, students older than 35 years, students
that did not disclose a disability, and men.

Open-text responses from students showed that students identified the impact of
independent learning on their wellbeing. Students saw ‘the very independent way of working’,
and ‘how independent everything has to be’ as detrimental to wellbeing. They highlighted a
‘lack of support’ and ‘confusion’, with ‘lack of communication from lecturers’ and ‘being left to
figure things out alone without guidance’. Academic staff were described as assuming students
would understand independent learning expectations, meaning that ‘they tend to be vague on
what you actually have to do’, which ‘gives me anxiety because I don’t know what is expected of me’.
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As a result, students often described ‘feel[ing] quite lost’ and ‘having little sense of direction’.
Isolation from peers and academic staff was described as problematic, with one respondent
identifying ‘how isolated independent learning has to be, it does feel like a lonely path sometimes’
and another noting they felt ‘anonymous and that most tutors I’ve had haven’t learned my name
or made an effort to forge a relationship’.

Figure 1. Students’ confidence in having the necessary knowledge and skills after graduation, split 
by student characteristics (n = 759).
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Figure 2. Students’ views on whether their university culture was conducive to maintaining good 
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dents would understand independent learning expectations, meaning that ‘they tend to be 
vague on what you actually have to do’, which ‘gives me anxiety because I don’t know what is 
expected of me’. As a result, students often described ‘feel[ing] quite lost’ and ‘having little 
sense of direction’. Isolation from peers and academic staff was described as problematic, 
with one respondent identifying ‘how isolated independent learning has to be, it does feel like a 
lonely path sometimes’ and another noting they felt ‘anonymous and that most tutors I’ve had 
haven’t learned my name or made an effort to forge a relationship’.

Students were asked to identify positive impacts on wellbeing in the learning process. 
Whilst some described the intrinsic rewards of independent, transformative, and con-
structivist learning, others emphasised that this must be coupled with positive relation-
ships and supportive, inclusive pedagogy and assessment practices. The most commonly 
described benefit related to relationships where students identified personal, caring rela-
tionships with academic staff that were readily accessible for one-to-one academic sup-
port. Students noted ‘taking time outside of lecture time to help answer questions and provide 
extra help’ as the most supportive factor for wellbeing, whilst also ‘having such a great impact 
on my learning and performance’. This was not the same as being ‘spoon fed’; instead, lecturers 
were valued if they were able to ‘answer your questions and encourage you, and help point you 
in the right direction.’ Indeed, students identified the benefits of regular, timely, supportive, 
constructive, and clear feedback practices ‘with clear instructions on how to improve’.

Students identified the intrinsic benefits of learning content that was interesting, en-
joyable, relevant, and which they had autonomy over, highlighting the accompanying 
feelings of personal growth and accomplishment from achieving success. When students 
felt sufficiently supported, there was evidence that independent learning could be benefi-
cial to wellbeing. Specifically, although extrinsic rewards such as good grades and praise 
from others did emerge, the autonomy ‘to self-direct your project and choose what you do’, 
‘being allowed to organise my own time’ and ‘focus on the things that I am passionate about 
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Students were asked to identify positive impacts on wellbeing in the learning process.
Whilst some described the intrinsic rewards of independent, transformative, and construc-
tivist learning, others emphasised that this must be coupled with positive relationships and
supportive, inclusive pedagogy and assessment practices. The most commonly described
benefit related to relationships where students identified personal, caring relationships
with academic staff that were readily accessible for one-to-one academic support. Students
noted ‘taking time outside of lecture time to help answer questions and provide extra help’ as the
most supportive factor for wellbeing, whilst also ‘having such a great impact on my learning
and performance’. This was not the same as being ‘spoon fed’; instead, lecturers were valued
if they were able to ‘answer your questions and encourage you, and help point you in the right di-
rection’. Indeed, students identified the benefits of regular, timely, supportive, constructive,
and clear feedback practices ‘with clear instructions on how to improve’.

Students identified the intrinsic benefits of learning content that was interesting,
enjoyable, relevant, and which they had autonomy over, highlighting the accompanying
feelings of personal growth and accomplishment from achieving success. When students
felt sufficiently supported, there was evidence that independent learning could be beneficial
to wellbeing. Specifically, although extrinsic rewards such as good grades and praise from
others did emerge, the autonomy ‘to self-direct your project and choose what you do’, ‘being
allowed to organise my own time’ and ‘focus on the things that I am passionate about learning’
recurred as a component of ‘completing independent study that is very empowering and exciting’.

4. Discussion

This study has identified barriers and enablers to independent learning and its inter-
sections with student wellbeing. Findings from staff focus groups centred around three
themes: equality, diversity, and inclusion; student mindsets and staff expectations; and
the scaffolding of learning. First, staff noted the challenges and complexity of supporting
independent learning, given the differentiation in academic skills and experience across
the student body. Some students may be under-equipped and unable to adapt to newer
independent ways of working and subsequently experience stress and distress. Echoing
the existing literature, barriers to independent learning included inadequate educational
preparedness [8,14], conflicting demands such as part-time work or caregiving [38], and a
lack of understanding of the culture of learning in higher education [8]—all of which could
be detrimental to wellbeing.

Second, the mismatch between student mindsets and staff expectations demonstrates
that independent learning is impacted by resilience, perfectionism, goal orientation, and
a students-as-consumers culture [39]. Consistent with the prior literature, key barriers to
independent learning were described by staff as including passive engagement in study,
expectations of directive tutor support [28], a pragmatic focus on individual assessments
rather than broader development of personal and professional skills [40], and an inability to
judge how much work was required [41]. Student attitudes and expectations regarding the
intrinsic and/or extrinsic purpose of a degree programme and the role of challenge versus
consumption may explain the (lack of) willingness to engage in independent learning.
Staff explained that student mindsets had the potential to be detrimental to wellbeing; for
example, given the emphasis on academic outcomes, failed assessments had the potential
to be damaging to self-esteem [13], while perfectionism could drive students to work to
such an extent that they would become unwell [42]. To overcome some of these barriers to
independent learning, staff suggested that experiential learning and promoting reflection
could foster a mindset of personal growth and skill development [43].

Third, staff participants identified the importance of scaffolding, highlighting that the
unstructured nature of independent study meant inexperienced or unskilled students are
overwhelmed by expansive choice architecture and often struggled to judge what to do or
how much to do—something that caused anxiety [44]. Furthermore, independence could
be experienced as abandonment and could create feelings of isolation [45]. Participants
suggested that students needed to have their learning scaffolded with explicit instruction
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during their first year to help them adjust to higher education and form realistic expectations
about assessment support [8].

Open-text responses from the student survey complementarily outlined the potential
negative impact of independent learning on wellbeing, with students reporting feelings of
isolation, being ‘lost’ with no direction, stress, exhaustion, and loneliness. At the same time,
responses also highlight the potential for independent learning to promote a nurturing,
rewarding, developmental environment that enables students to shape their academic
identity. They demonstrated that, while undertaking independent work, students valued
peer support and appreciated skilled and inclusive teaching—aspects that highlight the
importance of social connectedness and belonging at university [46].

Overall, quantitative findings from the student survey indicate a bidirectional rela-
tionship between academic work and student wellbeing. Demographic data revealed that
for some student groups, these associations were more pronounced, underscoring the
importance of supporting international, transgender, non-binary, and mature students, as
well as those with mental health difficulties. It is noteworthy that marginalised student
groups were underrepresented in this survey sample, and this highlights the ongoing
challenges to achieving adequate representation of a diverse student population. Future
research should consider oversampling underrepresented student groups to increase par-
ticipation across the student body and ensure that all student groups are represented
in research and national consultations. Of the data that were available, it was apparent
that confidence in academic skill acquisition was the lowest in students from particular
socio-demographic backgrounds, again underlining the imperative to enhance support
for diverse students. These findings align with previous research on the importance of
relationships [46], culture [47], and inclusive support attuned to the diversity of the student
population [48]. However, they do not provide explanatory information about how or why
such associations exist.

5. Conclusions

This paper makes a significant contribution to the literature by exploring the im-
plications of independent learning for student wellbeing. These data were used in the
development of the Charter, and so the findings here help to contextualise the principles of
the best practice the Charter sets out. The findings demonstrate that, while independent
learning has the potential to allow students to flourish in higher education, without con-
sideration of inclusivity, the structure of teaching, and student mindsets, it can negatively
impact on both academic performance and student wellbeing.

The data presented here show that structurally and culturally addressing the facilita-
tors and barriers to independent learning has the potential to benefit student wellbeing and
learning as part of a whole university approach. Through independent work, students may
enhance aspects of their eudaimonic wellbeing such as meaning, purpose, fulfilment, and
accomplishment [49]. Scaffolding is needed to help students navigate the expansive range
of choices associated with independent learning and inclusively support the development
of independent learning skills across the diverse student population [50]. Independent
learning is an emotional as well as a cognitive and organisational process that needs to
be sufficiently acknowledged and supported [51]; therefore, scaffolding should structure
student expectations about assessment practice and tutor support. Diversity results in
differences in academic skills, experience, and familiarity with teaching methods; histori-
cally underserved student groups including international students, trans and non-binary
students, and students with mental health difficulties may need more explicit instruction
about how to engage with independent learning. Developing independent learning should
therefore be considered part of equality, diversity, and inclusion work at universities; strate-
gies must acknowledge the complexity of supporting diverse student populations [13]
and address the need for staff to be aided in doing so [47]. Finally, independent learning
skills should be supported and delivered through the curriculum, rather than being seen as
additional [8,51]. Barriers to engagement with independent learning include attitudinal
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and practical factors, which may mean that students lack either the motivation or capacity
to attend optional support sessions, leading to feelings of isolation.

Taken together, the findings above should inform a holistic and inclusive approach
to student wellbeing through teaching, learning, curriculum, and assessment in line with
the principles of good practice in the University Mental Health Charter. At a theoretical
level, this implies a (re-)examination of underpinning educational philosophies to ensure
independent learning remains fully aligned with its constructivist roots [52], including
being integrated into the curriculum in a scaffolded and supported way. In practice, it
also requires intentional and explicit acknowledgment and discussion of the implications
for equality, diversity, inclusion, and student wellbeing in a way that aligns with the
Charter principles.
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