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From school to university: staff
perspectives on supporting
student inclusion and wellbeing

Arnfrid Farbu Pinto®*, Odd Morten Mjgen and
Nina Petersen Reed

Department of Mental Health, Faculty of Medicine and Health Science, Norwegian University of
Science and Technology (NTNU), Trondheim, Norway

This study explores how university staff perceive students’ needs in the transition
from school to higher education, and how they reflect on their own role in
promoting students’ wellbeing. We conducted five focus group interviews with 27
staff members across five university campuses. The material was analyzed using
reflexive thematic analysis to identify shared reflections on transitions and support
for student wellbeing. Our findings show that staff perceive students’ expectations
to be shaped by their prior schooling, particularly the structured and closely guided
environment of high school. This may generate some challenges for students when
integrating into the more autonomous learning culture at university. University
staff perceive that students’ needs and expectations have changed over time,
alongside increased student diversity and a widened gap between resourceful
and vulnerable students. They discussed how these developments bring about
both academic and social challenges for students and university staff, requiring
greater efforts to support student wellbeing, inclusion and academic achievement.
Further, they highlighted the difficulty and tension of balancing tailored support
with the need to uphold academic standards. Drawing on these findings, we discuss
how university staff respond to shifting student expectations, how institutional
frameworks shape everyday practice, and whether current university models
adequately support inclusive and sustainable student wellbeing.

KEYWORDS

student transition, academic expectations, university staff, individual
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Introduction

Transitioning to university requires academic competence; but also involves adapting to
a new institutional culture and developing a sense of belonging, all of which are closely linked
to student wellbeing (Conley et al., 2020; Larcombe et al., 2016; Stallman, 2010). Many students
find this transition challenging as they navigate unfamiliar academic and social environments
(Thompson et al., 2021). Moving from smaller, structured classrooms with close guidance to
larger, more impersonal learning environments can contribute to a sense of lost identity
(Scanlon et al,, 2007). In these settings, students must navigate greater independence (Leese,
2010; Read et al., 2003; Scanlon et al., 2007), unfamiliar teaching practices (Christie et al., 2004;
Elander et al., 2010) and new modes of communication (Scanlon et al., 2007). The uncertainty
associated with the student role can be a source of stress (Young et al., 2020), and for some,
this uncertainty makes the early years of university particularly challenging, impacting both
overall wellbeing and academic performance (Conley et al., 2020; Larcombe et al., 2016;
Stallman, 2010). These challenges are especially pronounced for minority, first-generation, and
educationally disadvantaged students, who may struggle with expectations of academic
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independence and participation (Gale and Parker, 2014; Read et al,,
2003). As the student population becomes increasingly diverse, there
is a growing need for holistic strategies that integrate academic
support with initiatives that foster social inclusion (Christie et al.,
2004; Gale and Parker, 2014; Read et al., 2003).

Several studies show that students perceive university staft as
playing a key role in easing the transition from high school to
university by supporting them both academically and socially (Baik
etal., 2019; Cage et al., 2021; Leese, 2010; Pinto et al., 2024a; Tlalajoe-
Molkhatla, 2024; Wilcox et al., 2005). Moreover, research indicates that
this need for support extends beyond the first year, as students require
ongoing guidance to facilitate their inclusion throughout their
academic journey (Christie et al., 2004; Gale and Parker, 2014; Read
et al., 2003), employing a broad range of strategies to ensure support
is accessible to as many students as possible (Wilcox et al., 2005).
Studies shows that students emphasize the importance of lecturers
being accessible, engaged, and responsive to their diverse needs
through clear communication and an empathetic approach (Baik
et al., 2019; Guzzardo et al., 2021). Schaeper (2020) highlights the
importance of learning environments that promote student
engagement, collaboration, and active participation, as these elements
support students’ academic integration and success. Research also
shows that such academic and social communities enhance student
wellbeing, reduce stress, and counteract isolation, while fostering
learning, a sense of belonging, and social connectedness (Baik et al.,
2019; Larcombe et al., 2022; Leese, 2010; Wilcox et al., 2005; Young
et al., 2020).

As students adapt to higher education, previous research
highlights how university staff must also navigate evolving
expectations of their roles. Studies show that staff recognize the
important role they play in supporting students’ wellbeing and
emphasize the significance of actively fostering inclusive and
supportive learning environments (Brinkworth et al., 2009; Cage et al.,
2021). From the staff perspective, many students are seen as poorly
prepared for the level of independence and academic demands
required at university (Brinkworth et al., 2009). In response, staff are
often described as adopting multiple roles during this transitional
phase, seeing themselves as mentors who promote engagement,
critical thinking, and autonomy (Postareff and Lindblom-Yldnne,
2011; Postareff et al., 2015). At the same time, research underscores
how staff are mindful of the need to maintain professional boundaries
and clarify roles and expectations (Cage et al., 2021). Several studies
report that staff observe students expecting close supervision and
individualized guidance, expectations often shaped by prior
experiences in high school (Brinkworth et al., 2009). However, such
expectations vary considerably across academic disciplines and
cultural backgrounds (Sander et al., 2000). According to the literature,
this variation in student needs places considerable pressure on staff,
who must strike a balance between offering tailored support and
fostering independence, an ongoing challenge that has been shown to
be both complex and demanding (Hagenauer and Volet, 2014).

While the role of university staff in supporting student adaptation
and wellbeing is acknowledged, their perspectives are less frequently
highlighted in research. Both Schaeper (2020) and Larcombe et al.
(2022) point to the need for greater attention to how course structures,
teaching practices, and learning environments affect students’
inclusion and wellbeing. In a previous study on student perspectives,
we found that lecturers’ social and emotional support can affect

Frontiers in Education

10.3389/feduc.2025.1681017

students’ wellbeing and engagement (Pinto et al., 2024b). Yet, there is
still limited insight into how university staff themselves understand
their role in this context. To address this gap, this study aims to explore
how staff members perceive students’ needs during the transition to
higher education, and how they reflect on their own capacity to
support student wellbeing.

Research question: How do university staff perceive students’
needs in the transition from school to higher education, and how do
they reflect on their own role in promoting students’ wellbeing?

Methods

In this study, we use focus group interviews as a method to explore
university staff’s reflections on the student transition to higher
education. This method seeks to provide access to nuanced
experiences and collective perspectives that might otherwise
be difficult to uncover (Malterud, 2017). The data material is analyzed
using reflexive thematic analysis, which emphasizes the researcher’s
active role in interpretation and allows for a flexible and in-depth
exploration of patterns in the material (Braun and Clarke, 2022).

Recruitment and participants

The recruitment process was designed to ensure a diverse selection
of staff with different roles and experiences related to the learning
environment. Participants were recruited through a multi-step
process. The first author initially contacted key individuals in the
departments of Health Sciences, Teacher Education, Design, and
Information Technology at a Norwegian university, requesting them
to distribute information about the study by e-mail to all staff. These
departments were purposefully selected to ensure diversity in the
participant group. Approximately one third of the study participants
contacted the first author expressing wish to participate after receiving
this email. Further recruiting was done through subsequent phone
calls by the first author to a random selection of staff who had received
the email. Lastly, snowball sampling was used, where participants
suggested other relevant colleagues, some from other departments,
which further contributed to participant diversity. Interviews were
conducted at a Norwegian university, where all three authors are
employed. Participants were recruited from five different campuses in
two cities, representing distinct geographical locations and academic
environments. Participants were from a range of academic fields,
ensuring a broad foundation for the study. Recruitment continued
until the final interview was completed. The study ultimately included
27 university staff members, most of whom were employed as
lecturers, with some working as student counselors. All of whom had
direct contact with students in their daily work. The sample had a
balanced gender distribution and participants ranging from long-time
employees to newcomers.

Data collection
We conducted one focus group interview at each of the five

campuses over 6 months, using a semi-structured interview guide.
There were five to seven participants in each session. Two moderators
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facilitated open discussions while ensuring that key themes were
covered. In four of the interviews, the first and third author were
moderators. In the interview at the authors’ campus, the first author
moderated the interview together with a research fellow from another
campus. This to enhance distance between researchers and
participants. As an opening question, participants were asked to share
their thoughts on student wellbeing and why research suggests many
students struggle. The guide included themes such as staff-student
relationships, the creation of a supportive psychosocial learning
environment, barriers to student wellbeing, interdisciplinary
collaboration between staff and potential measures to enhance student
wellbeing. The discussion evolved naturally, with participants bringing
up the key themes themselves as they emerged in the conversation.
Follow-up questions were used to explore staff perceptions of their
role and to further elicit the group’s reflections on the various aspects
that arose. The first author facilitated the interviews, while the last
author primarily observed but contributed follow-up questions when
relevant. The conversations were conducted in meeting rooms at each
campus, audio-recorded, and lasted approximately 90 min. The
recordings were first transcribed using a transcription program, then
manually reviewed and corrected by the first author.

Ethical considerations

The study was conducted in accordance with national legislation
and NTNU guidelines on research ethics principles to protect
participants’ rights, privacy, and integrity. Following approval from
SIKT—Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in Education and
Research (104826), participants provided informed consent, including
consent for audio recording of the interviews. During transcription,
all data were anonymized to ensure anonymity. Participation was
voluntary, without institutional pressure, and data were stored in
compliance with applicable privacy regulations. Given the participants’
professional background and the non-sensitive nature of the topic,
direct recruitment by phone was seen as ethically appropriate in this
context. As researchers, we have been mindful of our role in
interpreting the data and have worked to ensure that the findings
reflect participants’ perspectives in a fair and nuanced manner.

Data analysis

We used reflexive thematic analysis as our analytical approach,
following the six-phase process outlined by Braun and Clarke (2022).
The coding process was conducted in collaboration by all authors.
After each interview, the first and last author discussed initial
impressions and potential themes, which were then further reviewed
in discussions with all authors. Once all interviews were completed,
we moved into a structured coding process, where the first author
developed codes and suggestions of initial themes. These were
discussed and redefined several times through discussions with the
co-authors, ensuring that the themes accurately reflected the data, at
the same time remaining reflexive about our potential biases as
university employees. Throughout the process, we iteratively revisited
the data to assess whether the emerging themes captured the core
patterns in the interviews. Writing out initial analytical text also
played a key role in refining and adjusting the themes, helping us to
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identify the most coherent and meaningful “story” within the data.
This ongoing refinement ensured that our themes remained well-
grounded in participants’ reflections and that our analysis was both
systematic and reflective. The table below illustrates this process with
an example, showing how individual statements were coded,

categorized, and integrated into the final themes.

Statement Initial theme  Initial Final theme
(first theme (main
interpretation) (category) theme)

“Some are very | Lack of Staff describe University The transition

much teenagers | maturity. | challenges related to | staff from school to

when they the transition to reflections on | university—

arrive” university. student university staff
challenges in | reflections on
the transition | academic and
to higher psychosocial
education. adjustment.

“We spend alot | Providing | Staff describe efforts | University The transition

of time creating | structured | to provide staff from school to

reading lists support. structured guidance | reflections on | university—
and overviews for students. institutional | university staff
for the support reflections on
students” during academic and
student psychosocial
transition. adjustment.

The findings are structured around three main themes:

1 The transition from school to university—university staff
reflections on academic and psychosocial adjustment.

2 Changing student expectations—university staff reflections on
balancing adaptation and academic standards.

3 Student diversity—university staff reflections on inclusion and
differentiated support.

Each theme follows the same analytical process outlined in the
table, ensuring a structured and consistent presentation of findings.

Results

In the following section, we will present university staff reflections
on student needs and key measures to support their wellbeing.
Quotations are labeled according to their respective focus group
interviews. All interviewees are referred to as “participants”

Theme 1: the transition from school to
university—university staff reflections on
academic and psychosocial adjustment

Participants in several focus groups shared the understanding that
students’ transition from high school to university involves not only
acquiring new academic skills but also significant psychosocial
adjustment. The participants reflected on how students must recognize
that university life requires greater independence and self-directed
effort than high school. Several participants emphasized that this
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adjustment can be challenging and requires attention: “Maybe we need
to do more to address this transition. Even though we often think ‘now
you are an adult, now you should manage on your own, there may be a
need for a little extra support to help them master this phase” (4).
Ensuring a smoother introduction to university life was seen as a
strategy for easing students into their new academic environment.
Participants discussed various strategies to do so. One key approach
was ensuring that all students could keep up with the teaching from
the very beginning. As one participant explained: “By setting the bar a
bit low and breaking up the teaching into different blocks, I can facilitate
an easier start” (2).

Across the groups, participants also discussed how students’ prior
educational experiences may influence their ability to keep up with
university teaching and shape their expectations of teaching and
learning methods. They shared experiences of how many students
seem to expect clear and structured guidance, focusing primarily on
syllabus content and exams. As one participant noted: “Students are
very concerned that everything taught must be in the syllabus, and that
there should be nothing outside the syllabus” (1). To accommodate these
expectations, participants described how they adapt their teaching. As
one staff member explained: “We spend a lot of time creating reading
lists and overviews for the students” (4). This was seen as efforts to
structure learning resources in ways that are accessible and familiar
for students transitioning from high school, and to make the transition
less overwhelming and more manageable.

Participants further reflected on what they experience as a gap
between students’ expectations for clear, concrete answers and the
more open-ended teaching methods typical of university culture.
Some noted that students often focus on completing assignments
rather than engaging deeply with the subject matter. However, they
wondered if such task-oriented approaches can make it difficult for
students to adopt the more analytical and exploratory mindset
expected at university. Participants also highlighted how prior
schooling may have shaped students’ expectations toward detailed
feedback and close supervision. As one participant noted: ‘T have had
students who say that in high school, they had someone supporting them
all the time, but here, they have no one” (2). They discussed further how
such expectations of close supervision may make the transition to a
more independent learning culture challenging.

In several groups, participants noted that students often referred
to themselves as “elev;’ a Norwegian term used for high school
students, instead of “student,” which is used at universities. They
discussed this as a sign that some university students view their role
as similar to their role in high school. It was noted that this might
suggest a lingering “school mindset.” Participants further argued that
such self-identification could make the transition to higher education
even more challenging. The importance of what distinguishes being a
high school student from being a university student was further
discussed. One participant described how becoming a student is a
developmental process: “The transition from being a high school student
to a university student involves learning to take responsibility for one’s
own learning and understanding that student life requires effort,
independence, and reflection” (5). One participant stated: “Clarifying
this difference explicitly can be useful for strengthening students’ identity
as independent and responsible students” (5). It was reflected on how
this distinction can help students embrace their new academic roles.

Thus, from the discussions in the focus groups presented here
we understand that university staff observe a range of both

Frontiers in Education

10.3389/feduc.2025.1681017

psychosocial and academic transitional challenges for students, and
further that they may employ several measures to ease these
challenges. However, even though they acknowledge their
responsibility and possibility to provide support and adjustments to
ease students’ transitional processes, they also discussed the
importance of safeguarding academic integrity. To illustrate, one
participant said: “It is important not to fall into the old mindset where
we see [university] students as high school students. When we work at
the university, we are at a different level, and it affects both our approach
to students and how we communicate with them” (4).

While understanding the gaps between student expectations and
university life as natural transitional challenges experienced by all
individuals who start university studies, participants also reflected on
whether there have been broader generational shifts in student
expectations. In the next theme we present our results of how several
participants wonder if today’s students struggle more with this
transition and have different expectations for teaching and supervision
compared to previous generations.

Theme 2: changing student expectations—
university staff reflections on balancing
adaptation and academic standards

In several of the focus groups, participants reflected on how
students’ challenges in the transition to higher education seems to
have changed over time. This was discussed in relation to how students
appear less mature and less prepared compared to previous
generations. One staff member observed: “When we look at students
today, it seems as if they are generally younger than before” (4).
Participants argued that students in the past often had more life
experience from work or other education, which helped them navigate
the transition to university more effectively.

One of the issues that emerged during these discussions was a
perceived increase in students’ expectations for individual
accommodations. One participant commented: “They are more
concerned with what they are entitled to and how it can be facilitated
for them. Previously, it seemed that many just accepted the situation as
it was, without addressing it. Now we see a change” (5). Students’
approach to knowledge acquisition was another central theme of
evolvement in the discussions. Several participants shared their
observation that students appear to prioritize minimizing workload
over engaging deeply with learning. One staff member noted:
“Students are more likely to ask: What can we avoid doing? rather than:
What do we need to learn?” (1). They discussed if such learning habits
may be linked to changes in school pedagogy during the recent
decades, the influence of digitalization, and generational shifts of
expectations regarding individual academic support. One participant
questioned: “Is there something about previous schooling that we should
be aware of? Are students prepared in a different way than before?”, and
further: “Should we think differently about teaching?” (3).

Participants also reflected on how these perceived generational
changes in expectations for support have shaped university practices,
including greater demands placed on lecturers. Participants described
how they adjust their teaching methods to align with students’
changing expectations, but at the same time strive to uphold academic
standards. However, they questioned if too much adjustment could
lower academic standards in the future. One staff member remarked:
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“Today’s students receive significantly more support, especially in their

first year, than we did in the past. While this can ease the transition into
university studies, it is difficult to determine its long-term effects” (4).

In addition, participants in several focus groups reflected on how
students are increasingly perceived as vulnerable and insecure, and
how they no longer seem able to tolerate direct questions or criticism
in the same way as before. One participant described how a colleague
was informed by student representatives that asking direct questions
to individual students in class is no longer acceptable. Another
lecturer mentioned that he has had to significantly adjust his teaching
because students withdraw when challenged too much: “I still do it a
little, but to a much lesser extent. I have adjusted my teaching quite a lot
in recent years. Simply put, you just sense the changes” (1). The
participants emphasized the importance of equipping students with
strategies to manage these challenges, fostering the academic and
personal resilience necessary for joining the workforce. One
participant articulated this challenge as follows: “We need to give
students the tools to handle uncertainty and non-mastery because it is
part of the learning process” (1). Another participant stated: “We need
to find a balance between adapting to students’ needs and ensuring that
they meet the requirements necessary to succeed in the workforce” (4).
This discussion underscored the importance of strategic curriculum
development, not only in terms of course content, but also in shaping
learning activities and support structures, to ensure that students
receive necessary support while preparing them for the expectations
of future employers.

Thus, the participants reflected on how to balance adaptation to
new generations of students, while at the same time preserving
academic and professional standards. In their discussions they also
reflected on whether changes in students’ attitudes and expectations
may have been influenced by university practices. The participants
talked about how adjustments made in response to resource
constraints at the university may have lowered academic demands,
and may further have unintentionally reinforced a school-like
mentality among students. One staff member posed the question: “Do
university students resemble high school students more because they
have changed, or because we as an institution have facilitated this?” (5).
This reflection highlights concerns that institutional incentives
focused on student completion rates may compel educators to lower
academic expectations. Several participants expressed similar
concerns: “How much should we adapt to get everyone through? After
all, we are rewarded based on the number of students who pass” (1).

The discussions presented in this theme illustrate the ongoing
tension between pedagogical adaptation and the preservation of
academic integrity. While the discussion focused on how student
expectations seem to have shifted and how universities have adapted,
participants also reflected on the increasing diversity within the
student body. In the next theme, we explore how university staff
perceive the variation in students’ academic and social needs, and the
strategies they discuss to foster inclusion.

Theme 3: student diversity—university staff
perspectives on inclusion and
differentiated support

In the focus groups, participants reflected on the diversity of
student needs, noting that while some students adapt quickly, others
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require substantial support. This variation in academic and social
adaptation was highlighted by one participant:

Our students come from very different backgrounds and
experiences, which makes the range in the group large. There is a
great variation in age, previous experiences, and interests. What
often surprises, is how skilled some students are, while there is a
clear gap to those who struggle the most academically (4).

Their discussions explored how the divide between academically
and socially strong students and those who struggle seems to have
widened. Some participants even suggested that parts of the student
population appear more resourceful than before, while others are
increasingly falling behind: “T feel that the gap is larger between those
who function well and those who function less well” (1).

Recognizing the diverse needs of students, participants discussed
a range of strategies, such as creating groups with students from mixed
backgrounds and mentorship programs, to foster both academic and
psychosocial inclusion for all. One participant described this
challenge: “Those who perform well are often very strong and motivated,
while those who struggle require a lot of resources and support” (1).
Social relationships and a sense of community were highlighted as
crucial factors for student wellbeing. One participant noted: “Those
who are socially strong often manage on their own. They are skilled and
have an extensive network. But it is those who are not as outgoing, those
who may isolate themselves, who need extra attention” (2).

A recurring theme in the discussions was the impact of social
belonging on academic success. Some participants reflected on how
students who struggle to integrate socially may also face greater
academic challenges: ‘T believe that it is the social context that helps
when things get difficult. But for those who do not find their place in the
environment, it can get worse” (2) and “We believe that having a
connection to campus helps foster the feeling of being a student and
belonging” (3). To mitigate these issues, several participants
emphasized the value of structured group activities in fostering both
academic and social inclusion.

Attendance was further identified as an important factor in
student success, with several participants noting that those most in
need of support are often the least likely to attend classes. One
participant commented: “Those who need the most help are often the
ones who do not show up” (1). Participants reflected on how this
concern has prompted discussions in several study programs about
whether mandatory attendance might be necessary. While some
participants argued that students should take responsibility for their
own learning, others worried that without structured requirements,
those who struggle the most may disengage entirely:

This is a concern, and we are considering reintroducing
mandatory attendance. It may be necessary to ensure that students
show up and receive the necessary training, even though it can feel
like reverting to a high school model with requirements for a
certain number of hours of participation (4).

There were also reflections on how the growing diversity among
students presents challenges that may require additional support at the
institutional level. Limited resources and large student cohorts were
frequently mentioned as barriers to effective individual follow-up,
particularly for vulnerable students. One participant noted: “Tt takes a

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1681017
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

Pinto et al.

lot of time and resources to try to take care of everyone, especially those
who struggle the most” (1). This concern aligns with earlier reflections
on how increasing expectations for individual follow-up and
structured support shape both students’ transition to university and
the role of academic staff. Participants also discussed broader
institutional responses, highlighting the importance of universally
designed learning environments. One participant explained: “We have
discussed universally designed learning environments as an additional
project, and how we can make the overall experience as good as possible
for everyone” (4). This was seen as a way to facilitate academic and
psychosocial inclusion and wellbeing for a diverse student population
without placing excessive demands on university staff to provide
individualized support. The potential benefits of general measures
were also emphasized: “If we focus on general measures, we might
be able to include more students and avoid some falling behind” (4).

Participants widely agreed on the importance of creating inclusive
learning environments that accommodate diverse student needs. They
reflected on how such environments could help reduce barriers and
foster both a sense of belonging and academic success.

Discussion

In this study we explored how university staff perceive students’
needs during the transition to higher education, and how they reflect
on their own role in promoting student wellbeing. Our findings
suggest that staff increasingly experience tensions as they navigate the
professional demands of supporting student wellbeing while also
meeting institutional expectations and standards. The tensions
described were particularly evident in relation to the growing diversity
of the student population. We recognize that these accounts reflect
staff members’ perceptions rather than definitive descriptions of the
student body. At the same time, similar concerns have been reported
internationally in contexts of massification and widening participation
(Baik et al., 2015; Christie et al., 2004; Gale and Parker, 2014; Read
etal., 2003), suggesting that such views are shaped by broader changes
in higher education rather than by Norwegian conditions alone. In the
following discussion will focus on three central themes. First,
we explore how staff navigate role uncertainty as they respond to
student expectations and the traditional norms embedded in the
institutional habitus of the university. Second, we reflect on how
institutional pressures and governance frameworks may shape staff
practices. Finally, we reflect on whether current university models are
equipped to meet the needs of a changing student population and
what a more inclusive and sustainable approach to student wellbeing
might involve. Throughout this section, we refer to the study
participants as staff to more clearly reflect our research question.

Role uncertainty: navigating expectations
and institutional culture

The staff described uncertainty regarding their responsibilities,
especially as students increasingly look to them for both academic
guidance and personal support. These findings are consistent with
previous research (Brinkworth et al., 2009), which shows that university
staff experience pressure from students’ high expectations for
accessibility, prompt responses and clear feedback, while limited
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resources and heavy workloads make it difficult to meet these demands.
Our findings suggest that this uncertainty, concerning the extent to
which staff are expected to provide both academic guidance and
personal support, influenced how they interacted with students, the
kinds of demands they felt comfortable making, and the expectations
they, in turn, developed. Institutional norms and individual
understandings of academic roles seem to shape this uncertainty, an
uncertainty that can, in turn, negatively affect students’ wellbeing. As
Cage etal. (2021) point out, it is crucial to communicate expectations for
student behavior in a clear and realistic manner, as unclear or unrealistic
expectations can exacerbate students’ feelings of failure and emotional
stress. When staff are themselves unsure of where their responsibilities
begin and end, they may struggle to provide the clarity that students
need. These reflections do not only reflect individual uncertainty but also
point to a broader need to critically examine academic roles, institutional
values, and the traditional norms that continue to shape university life.

Building on Leese (2010), one can argue that university staff need
to critically reflect on their own practices and consider the structural
forces that shape these dynamics. This involves becoming aware of the
factors that contribute to their own sense of uncertainty, rather than
focusing solely on students’ behaviors and expectations. One way to
understand the role uncertainty experienced by university staff is
through the concept of institutional habitus, as developed by Bourdieu
(1986) and applied in educational research by, among others, Thomas
(2002) and Leese (2010). This involves understanding that, rather than
being neutral, universities are shaped by norms and assumptions that
privilege certain ways of being a student, expectations that also shape
how staff understand their own roles. We argue that, in order to lay
the foundation for student wellbeing, it is important to reflect on and
understand the institutional habitus and its impact on both staff
and students.

Institutional pressures and the
marketisation of higher education

Reflections from university staff on role uncertainty and
institutional habitus highlight how expectations placed on both
students and staff are not only shaped through interpersonal and
cultural dynamics, but also through broader structural and policy
frameworks. Several noted that their pedagogical choices are
increasingly influenced by formal expectations tied to employability,
retention, and student feedback. These reflections echo wider concerns
in the literature about the effects of market-oriented reforms in higher
education (Allen and Withey, 2017; Macdonald, 2000). In the
Norwegian context, this shift has been described by Lackner and
Stensaker (2022) as part of a long-term transformation in public
policy, where universities are increasingly framed both as welfare
institutions and as competitive enterprises. This dual framing
introduces tensions for academic staff, who must navigate between
traditional academic values and externally imposed goals. Staff
described the pressure of balancing externally imposed goals with
students’ individual needs, often within conditions of limited time,
staffing, and institutional support. As several staff members in our
study pointed out, structural constraints including large student
cohorts, short study periods, and limited continuity in student groups
make this particularly challenging. This tension highlights not only
logistical difficulties, but also deeper concerns about the kind of
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educational environment universities are currently fostering, and
whether it truly supports students’ wellbeing in a sustainable way.

Toward more inclusive and sustainable
university structures

Baik and Larcombe (2023) highlight that creating more inclusive
and sustainable university structures requires a deliberate effort to
improve students’ overall university experience, particularly by
promoting psychological wellbeing and social inclusion. Their
perspective reinforces the need for a systemic approach to student
wellbeing that goes beyond individualized support considering the
broader conditions under which students are expected to learn,
connect, and succeed.

Given the increasing diversity in student backgrounds and the
growing complexity of their needs, it may no longer be realistic to
assume that all students can, or should, adapt to a standardized
university structure based on independence and limited guidance.
Several staff members in our study described how students arrive
with different expectations and levels of preparedness, often
shaped by their previous experiences from school and the degree
of support they have had access to. The transition to higher
education may therefore be seen as a multifaceted and uneven
process, which challenges the assumption that one uniform
approach can meet the needs of all students. For some students,
the university may still function as a space that privileges
particular forms of symbolic and cultural capital (Bourdieu,
1986), leaving others to navigate uncertainty or self-doubt.
We must also account for how broader shifts in governance,
particularly the rise of neoliberal management models, have
shaped both student experiences and institutional priorities
(Waghorne, 2023). We argue that viewing students as consumers,
even when implicit, may foster a transactional atmosphere that
undermines their sense of mattering, that is, their experience of
being valued and able to add value. As Prilleltensky et al. (2023)
argue, mattering is a fundamental psychosocial need and its
absence can lead to feelings of insignificance and distress.

These reflections invite further exploration of what it might
mean to support student wellbeing in more holistic and sustainable
ways. While university staff in our study describe doing their best
to meet students’ diverse needs, often through informal guidance,
emotional support, and adapting their teaching practices, they
also point to a growing sense of overload. Rather than simply
expanding the range of individualized support, such as counseling
or academic accommodation, it may be more fruitful to ask how
universities can design academic and relational structures that
promote students’ autonomy, capacity to manage uncertainty, and
sense of belonging without placing the full burden of care on
individual staff members. As Baik and Larcombe (2023) reminds
us, wellbeing is not about the absence of discomfort, but about the
capacity to face challenges, contribute meaningfully, and function
within a supportive environment. So how can this be achieved? In
a time marked by digitalization, shifting course formats, and
evolving student-staff relationships, there is a growing need to
reconsider how institutional structures and practices can make
wellbeing an integrated and natural part of the university
experience. This may involve embedding support into the fabric
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of everyday university life through structured mentoring schemes,
inclusive approaches to group work, and designated spaces for
both academic and social interaction.

Conclusion and future directions

This study reports findings of how university staff experience
growing complexity of supporting students in the transition to
higher education. We understand that rising expectations,
increasing diversity, and institutional constraints may challenge
their ability to provide adequate support of inclusion and
academic

wellbeing  while standards. By

foregrounding staff reflections, this study offers insight into how

maintaining

structural reforms and evolving norms may reconfigure academic
habitus, potentially generating role uncertainty with implications
for student wellbeing. Our findings point to the need for clearer
role definitions, more responsive institutional structures, and
sustainable strategies that can inform policy and practice by
recognizing the varied backgrounds and support needs of today’s
student population.

Ensuring that students can thrive both academically and in
terms of wellbeing may require institutions to re-evaluate
longstanding assumptions held by staff about student readiness
and how autonomy, participation, and academic growth are
fostered within the university context shaped by diverse student
backgrounds and young people’s expectations of support. Future
research should continue to explore how higher education systems
can adapt to these evolving challenges. In this context, the
student-staff relationship appears as a key but under-supported
resource of student wellbeing, particularly within systems that are
not always designed to prioritize such relational dimensions.

Strengths and limitations of the study

This study is based on focus group interviews with university
staff and thus reflects their perspectives on students’ needs and
challenges. While it provides valuable insight into how staff
perceive and facilitate student wellbeing and academic adjustment,
it does not capture studentss own experiences directly.
Furthermore, the findings are context-dependent and influenced
by institutional and structural factors that may vary across
different higher education institutions. One of the strengths of
this study lies in its inclusion of a diverse group of staff, whose
varied perspectives enabled a rich exchange of shared reflections
and ideas about the university’s purpose and its role in supporting
students. Since all authors are employed at the same university,
this insider position may have influenced recruitment, group
dynamics, and interpretation. We considered this positionality
throughout the project by being transparent about our roles when
inviting participants, ensuring voluntary participation, and
engaging in reflexive discussions during the analysis. To mitigate
potential bias from conducting the interview at the authors’
campus, we took an additional measure to ensure that participants
were not influenced by the presence of a researcher at the same
campus by inviting a research fellow from another campus to
moderate the interview.
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