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Introduction

This exploratory review of the literature examining academic skills development and student
wellbeing was commissioned by the Study Well, Stay Well Working Group at Sheffield Hallam
University. This Group is co-led by the Skills Centre and Student Support Services colleagues to
support cross-institutional collaboration to increase levels of student mental wellbeing via
academic sKkills development.

This literature review intended to provide evidence for developing a rationale for intervention
design and delivery whilst highlighting approaches to evaluation and the identification of outcomes
and measures. This overview paper presented a summary of key findings, an articulation of the
search strategy and a list of annotated references.

On review of this evidence and that gathered from the Study Well Stay Well Listening Rooms
research, a Theory of Change for a programme to support student wellbeing via academic skills
development will be co-designed with students and other key stakeholders.

Summary findings
1. What is the relationship between academic skills development and student wellbeing in higher
education?

Findings from the literature indicated a positive relationship between the development of academic
skills and improved student mental wellbeing in Higher Education institutions. Specifically,
developing academic writing and time management were prominent sKkills that assisted in
improving mental wellbeing. An increase in confidence was also associated with better mental
wellbeing in the student population, although, this may be a by-product of developing academic
skills.

2. What skills-based interventions have attempted to impact on student wellbeing? What have
been the results (positive or negative)?

Peer mentoring programmes were a widely used academic skill-based intervention that attempted
to impact on university students’ mental wellbeing. Beside from providing academic support, peer
mentors helped mentee’s access emotional support and provided them with a sense of community
and belonging. Also, levels of negative affect, summarised by feelings of emotional distress,
decreased in students that engaged in peer mentoring programmes.



Furthermore, one study implemented academic writing workshops to aid Doctoral students with
thesis writing. Post student engagement in the workshops, levels of reported procrastination,
stress and anxiety decreased which participants attributed to being surrounded by supportive
peers.

Finally, two interventions focused on embedding wellbeing into the curriculum and found mixed
results. One study found non-significant improvements in mental wellbeing between the
intervention group and the control group. The second study discussed also found no significant
main effect of group (experimental and control) on wellbeing levels. However, there was a
significant interaction between time and group, with the control group showing a significant decline
in wellbeing between assessment at Time 1 and Time 2 (Non-significant for experimental group).
Thus, this suggests that the wellbeing programme acted as a preventative measure for decreasing
students’ wellbeing over time.

3. Are there any nuances in this evidence for particular student groups (e.q., indigenous students,
students with disabilities, international students, LGBTQ+ students, mature students)

Very limited research has examined the impact of academic skill-based interventions on mental
wellbeing for particular student groups. Nevertheless, two peer mentoring interventions did have a
positive impact on wellbeing for disabled students (e.g., autism spectrum disorder) regarding
reducing negative emotions of stress, anxiety and worry, along with increasing perceived social
support and access. Another study with a heavy mature student sample found that a wellbeing and
study skill support system had a beneficial impact on participants. The findings revealed that
students who engaged in the support system experienced a decrease in anxiety and depressive
symptoms along with increased wellbeing scores after 8 weeks, compared to baseline results.

There is an evident gap in the literature for research into academic skill-based interventions that
attempt to impact on mental wellbeing for specific student groups (e.g., BAME, international and
LGBTQ+ students).

4. What methods of data gathering have been employed to evaluate the impact of these type of
interventions?

There were several methods of data gathering that were employed across the interventions
discussed above. The Academic Writing Workshops intervention utilised a mixed methods design
and collected quantitative data (survey measure) pre-intervention and post-intervention, as well as
qualitative data (focus group) post-intervention.

Two longitudinal studies examined the impact of peer mentoring programmes on student
wellbeing. The first study employed a matched longitudinal comparison between two universities,
adopting a survey-based methodology with data being collected at two time points (5 days and 10
weeks into university). The second study was a longitudinal investigation over four years that
utilised several standardised quantitative outcome measures. Consistently, data was also gathered
at two time points.



Another study focusing on a peer mentoring intervention to impact on wellbeing collected data
using a pre-test and post-test comparison (mentored and non-mentored students) in a Quasi
experimental design. The final research discussed in relation to peer mentoring used a convergent
mixed methods research design, consisting of survey measures and interviews.

Regarding research that embedded wellbeing into the curriculum, the first study utilised a non-
randomised controlled 2x2 mixed methods design. Data was collected at two time points, the first
being at pre-module (a module with wellbeing embedded or not) and post-module. The final
research paper consisted of three studies. Study 1 used a Longitudinal panel design, with
quantitative measures being completed by students at baseline, each week during the intervention
(for 6 weeks) and again one month after the intervention concluded. The second study in the
research employed a pre-test and post-test design, whilst study three used Quasi experimental
design.

Recommendations

The findings from this literature review provides clear evidence for the development of an
intervention that aims to improve students’ wellbeing through the development of academic skills.
As outlined in the introduction, the findings can also assist in informing the intervention design and
delivery. Thus, the Study Well, Stay Well initiative could adopt a weekly in person peer mentoring
programme that specifically focuses on the skills of academic writing and time management as
these were prominently positively correlated with wellbeing outcomes within the literature.

Moreover, the findings can also guide appropriate data gathering methods to evaluate the impact
of the Study Well, Stay Well intervention on the levels of student wellbeing. This could take the
form of a longitudinal or pre-test-post-test research design. Also, gathering quantitative and/or
qualitative feedback from students may be useful to refine the intervention design and delivery in
the future.

Review search and data extraction

Search strategy
1. What is the relationship between academic skills development and student wellbeing in higher
education?
. "Academic skills" OR "study skills" OR "learning skills" development AND wellbeing OR
wellness relationship OR correlation in "higher education”.
- -Independent “learning skills” AND "student wellbeing" AND university.

2. What skills-based interventions have attempted to impact on student wellbeing? What have
been the results (positive or negative)?
« Skill* based interventions impact on "student wellbeing" in "higher education”.

3. Are there any nuances in this evidence for particular student groups (e.g., indigenous students,
students with disabilities, international students, LGBTQ+ students, mature students)
. Relationship OR correlation between "academic skills" development AND wellbeing
"international students" in "higher education”.



. Relationship OR correlation between "academic skills" development AND wellbeing "mature

students" in "higher education”.

. Relationship OR correlation between "academic skills" development AND wellbeing for
"disabled students" in "higher education".

Search criteria (inclusion/exclusion)

HE institutions.

Criteria Include Exclude Rationale
Date 2013 onwards. | 2012 or before.
Ensuring the literature is within a 10-year
period ensures that the findings can be
discussed in the context of current evidence
Literature Literature not and do not contain ‘outdated’ ideas.
Language written in written in
English. English.
: .| This review does not have the resources for
, Literature that is . .
Accessible . access payments. Access will be determined
Access . only accessible . .
literature. when the source is opened and literature that
after payment. . .
requires payment will be excluded from the
review.
Focused on sources that provide evidence on
the relationship between academic sKkills
Non-academic | development and wellbeing, skill-based
Academic literature e.g., interventions that attempt to impact
Source types _ . C .
literature. Newspaper wellbeing, and any nuances in this evidence
articles. for particular student groups. These are often
not the focus on non-academic literature.
Western
Count coun trires with Rest of the The study is focused on the student
Y world. population in Higher Education.




Definition of
academic skills

Skills Centre:
Time
management,
statistics,
presenting,
group work,
problem solving,
academic
writing,
reflecting,
effective
notetaking,
referencing,
research, digital
tools, revising,
evaluating.

Any skills that
are not included
on the Skills
Centre website.

The intervention will be formulated by the
Skills Centre and Wellbeing services at
Sheffield Hallam University.
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