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Editorial on the Research Topic

Editorial: Higher education and non-cognitive skill development: Why,
what and how?

Students will need more than knowledge in a society characterized by dynamism and
unpredictability. Preparing graduates for such an uncertain scenario remains a challenge
to higher education institutions. In this regard, the need to promote specific skills and
behaviors through educational models based on the development of competences is
highlighted (Garcia, 2016). It is argued that in addition to subject-specific knowledge,
students will need critical thinking, creativity, innovation, and resilience, as well as
empathy, sense of responsibility, and the ability to collaborate with others. Accordingly,
incorporating these non-cognitive skills into existing curricula and pedagogy is on the
agenda of higher education institutions across the world.

Nevertheless, most research on the student non-cognitive development has been
conducted at the elementary and secondary school level, and there is a need to promote
the development of non-cognitive skills at the higher education level (Schonert-Reichl,
2019). Although evidence seems to indicate that higher education has the potential to
promote key learning outcomes among students (Kassenboehmer et al., 2018), there
is scarce critical evidence on what these competence-based educational models entail
and little consensus on what should be measured and how. Furthermore, few studies
elaborate on which specific learning environments shape such skills.

As a common theme, this special issue focuses on analyzing and understanding
the university student experience and on identifying key themes for promoting student
integral development. Drawing on different theoretical backgrounds, these articles
present elements for reflection on how to improve the experience of university students
and prepare them for the future of work.
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In the first of the studies that make up this special issue,
Ahuja et al. presents a case study of a university in which student
non-cognitive development is an explicit objective reflected in
structures, programs, and curricula. Although this framework
may not be directly replicable in other higher education
institutions, it does offer an innovative approach to the
development of skills such as self-awareness or critical thinking,
central to the future development of coming generations.

Students commence university with different socioeconomic
and personal characteristics, and also unique life experiences.
Acknowledging this ought to be the first step to improve
the quality of the academic programs offered by higher
education institutions. In their study, Smith et al. analyze
the different factors that affect success among domestic and
international students. Psychological needs, social relationships
and connections to campus, and learning preferences and
behaviors are some of the factors to take into account when
analyzing the development of the different groups of students,
especially in relation to minorities, which according to the
literature, might have more trouble adjusting to the college
experience (Carter, 2006; Llamas et al., 2020).

According to Caballero-Garcia and Sanchez-Ruiz, analyzing
student adjustment is relevant as it can affect not only
student university experiences but also their future academic
performance, productivity, and excellence in the working
environment. Specifically, in their study they highlight the
importance of building learning environments in which
creativity and life satisfaction of students are encouraged.
Despite calls to the need to promote creativity in higher
education (Badger, 2019), there remains significant work to be
done (Grigorenko, 2019), particularly with regard to acquiring
empirical evidence on those learning contexts that might
promote creativity among coming generations (Marquis et al.,
2017).

If allocating resources to promoting the non-cognitive skills
of university students is still a challenge in higher education, it is
even more so at the postgraduate level (Le Roux, 2018). Despite
the evidence pointing to mental health issues and low levels of
retention among postgraduates (Hazell et al., 2020), strategies
aimed at improving postgraduate student integral development
are not prioritized in most university departments. The review
by Frantz et al. highlights that despite the low occurrence of
such strategies, the literature on non-cognitive skill development
among postgraduate students is auspiciously growing. In their
study, they also indicate the need to clarify the skills necessary to
thrive in the postgraduate context, as well as the need to improve
their conceptualization.
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The identification of key competencies required for the
success of PhD candidates is the objective of the study carried
out by Lasekan et al. The use of an innovative framework, based
on contemporary cultural references, allows the identification
of central competencies for the career of young researchers.
In addition, their study offers specific tools and strategies to
support these competencies at the tertiary level.
is reflective of the need to
rethink educational models. Progressing from traditional

Each of these articles

higher education outcomes, such as knowledge acquisition
or occupational success, requires empirical evidence and
collective discussion about those skills and educational strategies
that will allow the student to contribute to social progress.
Moreover, the pandemic has had a significant impact on
the wellbeing of university students (Marques et al., 2021;
Pinals, 2021), but it is also an opportunity to reflect on
the role that educational institutions can play in nurturing
student psychological, emotional, and wellbeing needs. It is
important to note that each of these studies have been
carried out in different international contexts, a call to the
importance of having a global perspective when analyzing
student development without overlooking student unique
cultural backgrounds.
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