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ABSTRACT

In the contemporary world quality education is influenced by numerous factors, including the well-
being of students in higher education environments. This article therefore explores the
significance of the well-being of students as an essential factor in achieving necessary quality
education. Many HElIs tend to overlook this component of student’s well-being and focus primarily
on students’ academic achievements as a formal educational goal. Through a systematic
literature review this article uses a qualitative research method to analyse secondary sources of
data. For this purpose, data was collected through interactions with peer-reviewed publications
produced between 2019 and 2025, to substantiate its discussions. The findings revealed a gap
within the academic experiences of enrolled students, which may be mitigated through
strengthened wellness support services. The article highlights the importance of ongoing efforts
to enhance student well-being and advocates for institution-based wellness programmes that are
available to all students, irrespective of gender, beliefs, and religious background. The study is
well positioned to assists in assessing the extent to which HEIs are committed to promoting
student wellness alongside the delivery of quality education. Prioritising student Through such
an approach the well-being of students is nominated as a vital component of improving quality
education and promoting a healthier academic environment for students. The article further calls
for collaborative action among HEls stakeholders to finance supportive environments that
emphasise both academic achievement and the resilience and well-being of enrolled students.

Keywords: Academic achievement; sense of belonging; student support; student well-being;

student retention, resilience.

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

Quality education has consistently remained a central concern for communities, educational
institutions, and policymakers worldwide (Reimers and Chung 2019). Nevertheless, an
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increasing volume of scholarship indicates that quality education should not be measured
exclusively through academic achievement. Students’ well-being should be recognised as a
fundamental component of an effective education system that is closely connected to real-life
experiences and not as a separate concern (Douwes et al 2023; Hill et al 2024). Bharuthram
and van Heerden (2025) argue that students’ well-being has become a significant issue within
higher education. Building on this viewpoint, the article combines academic excellence with
critical cross-field outcomes (CCFO) while placing emphasis on students’ well-being.
Particular attention is given to well-being matters, which have recently emerged as important
that influence and, in some cases, hinder the delivery of quality education in the aftermath of
the COVID-19 pandemic (Tang 2023; Pandey et al 2021). From global perspective, the
effective promotion and management of students’ well-being is significant for sustaining
quality education throughout the academic cycle. This perspective is equally relevant in South
African context and should be considered alongside the realities of the country’s higher
education system.

South Africa’s higher education sector continues to encounter numerous challenges that
undermine both its efficiency and inclusivity. One of the significant issues is the persistently
low student retention rate, as a considerable number of students do not complete their
qualifications within the prescribed period (Mlachila and Moeletsi 2019). According to
Chemagosi and Ajayi (2023), the challenge is further intensified by inadequate readiness and
adjustment difficulties among first-year students, which are often associated with insufficient
wellness support, limited resources, and poor-quality teaching. In the South African context,
issues related to student preparedness and well-being are closely linked to enduring historical
inequalities that continue to shape access to quality education and affect students’ overall
wellness, particularly among disadvantaged and marginalised communities. Moreover,
socioeconomic inequalities and limited access to educational opportunities within many South
African communities contribute to widening disparities in quality education and the attainment
of CCFOs (Mlachila and Moeletsi 2019). The effects of apartheid have also profoundly
influenced the education system, leading to uneven allocation of resources across HEIs and
geographic regions.

Despite the rise in student enrolments since 1994, which was intended to expand higher
education access for historically disadvantaged communities, this growth has not been
accompanied by corresponding improvements in graduation outcomes or the quality education
offered (Mlachila and Moeletsi 2019). In relation to the latter issue, Theoharis (2024) argues
that overcoming systemic barriers affecting students’ academic progression requires inclusive

reforms. Such reforms should focus on strengthening student readiness through improved
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secondary education systems while simultaneously enhancing institutional support
mechanisms, including students’ wellness initiatives.

This study is aligned with Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 3, which promotes Good
Health and Well-being, and SDG 4, which advocates Quality Education. The link between
student” well-being and academic achievement demonstrates the relationship between these
goals in HEIs that seek to advance equitable access to education and constructive health
outcomes. Accordingly, this article is motivated by the aim to investigate the crucial
relationship between quality education and students’ well-being and to propose a framework

for addressing the existing gap. The objectives of the study are to:

e Assess the importance of students’ well-being, and its influence on the provision of

quality education within HEI.

e Determine the role of a sense of belonging within the higher education community in

supporting students’ well-being.

e Establish the challenges associated with translating theoretical approaches to a sense
of community and belonging into practical implementation within higher education

systems.

e Propose an integrated cross-sector strategy that incorporates students’ well-being

support and social-emotional learning into the higher education experience.

The central focus in this article is the increasing disconnection between the provision of quality
education and the inadequate attention given to students’ well-being. This disconnect has
produced adverse consequences, including escalating rates of youth suicide and the growing
prevalence of mental health challenges (Dufty et al, 2020), particularly among students in
tertiary institutions who are confronted with the demand and pressures of faced with

contemporary academic environments.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The conceptual framework underpinning this article is informed by Astin’s Student
Involvement Theory and Input-Environment-Outcome (I-E-O) model developed in 1984.
Astin’s Student Involvement Theory and I-E-O framework provides the principal theoretical
foundation for this study. In addition, the concepts of student well-being, sense of belonging,
social-emotional learning, and Critical Cross-Field Outcomes are utilised as complementary

constructs that reinforce and extend the application of Astin’s model.
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Alexander Astin’s Student Involvement Theory and I-E-O model of 1984

The Astin model illustrates how student engagement within institutional environment shapes
educational outcomes. The I-E-O model proposes that students enter HEI with characteristics
and attributes (inputs), engage with various experience and conditions within the institution
(environment), and subsequently achieve specific outcomes, including academic performance,
well-being, persistence, and resilience. Within the context of this study, student well-being is
viewed as both an input and an outcome variable. Students begin their higher education journey
with differing levels of economic, emotional, psychological, and social well-being, which
affect their ability to succeed academically. Environmental factors such as wellness support
services, social-emotional learning initiatives, academic staff support, and a sense of belonging
create institutional conditions that influence students' participation in educational activities.
These interactions ultimately shape outcomes such as academic achievement, the attainment of

CCFOs, and the delivery of quality education.

Students’ well-being

The concept of students’ well-being has been defined in various ways by different scholars.
Stanton et al (2016,92) describe well-being as encompassing “social, physical and mental
dimensions” that must be balanced to promote a sense of satisfaction and personal fulfilment.
According to Sun and Shek (2023), student well-being refers to the extent to which students
are able to function effectively within the educational environment and whether their needs are
adequately supported to maintain a healthy balance between personal capabilities and available
developmental resources. Although some researchers use the terms students’ well-being and
mental health interchangeably, this article adopts a broader understanding of well-being that

includes psychological, physical, and other related aspects of students’ academic lives.

Sense of belonging

A sense of belonging within HEIs plays a significant role in promoting students’ well-being
and academic success. Despite its recognised importance, uncertainties remain regarding how
the concept is defined and assessed in higher education, particularly across student groups that
differ in ethnicity and generational statuses (Dias-Broens, Meeuwisse and Severiens 2024).
Sense of belonging is a multidimensional concept with numerous interconnected elements
(Pincus 2024). An enhanced understanding of this concept can be achieved through
incorporating African perspectives within higher education discourse. From this perspective,
sense of belonging be viewed as the creation of an inclusive environment of belonging where

both academics and students experience acceptance and connectedness, thus support quality
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education and well-being. Additionally, sense of belonging includes meaningful engagement
during learning, social integration, and inclusive practices, all of which contribute to effective

learning and the provision of quality education.

Social-emotional learning

Student well-being has become an increasingly important issue in higher education, as many
students experience high levels of anxiety, depression, and stress arising from academic
demand. Furthermore, social interactions, competitive educational environments and societal
expectations can have significant effect on students’ well-being (Julius, Putteeraj and Somanah
2024). Khatri et al (2024) define student well-being as the collective students’ physical,
psychological, and social health experienced within higher education contexts. These scholars
further note that higher education environments are often characterised by demanding
workloads, unmet aspirations, and concerns regarding graduation and future employment

opportunities, which negatively affect student well-being.

Critical cross-field outcomes and quality education
Quality higher education serves as the key component of economic development in every
country. It is therefore essential for HEIs to equip students with the knowledge and skills
required by the economy while also promoting critical thinking abilities that enable them to
participate effectively in society. To support this, Critical Cross-Field Outcomes (CCFOs)
should be integrated into teaching and learning practices to strengthen the quality of higher
education. This aligns with the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) definition of
CCFOs as “generic outcomes that inform all teaching and learning and are critical for the
development of the capacity for lifelong learning” (2026). The CCFOs adopted by SAQA
include the following (SAQA, 2012; 2023):
e Identify and solve problems in which responses demonstrate that responsible
decisions using critical and creative thinking have been made.
e Work effectively with others as a member of a team, group, organisation, or
community.
e Organise and manage oneself and one’s activities responsibly and effectively.
e Collect, analyse, organise and critically evaluate information.
e Communicate effectively using visual, mathematical and/or language skills in the

modes of oral and/or written presentation.
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e Use science and technology effectively and critically, showing responsibility towards
the environment and the health of others.
e Demonstrate an understanding of the world as a set of related systems by recognising

that problem-solving contexts do not exist in isolation.

Student wellness can be incorporated into, or aligned with, the Council of Higher education ‘s
(CHE) mandate on quality education. The CHE occupies a pivotal position in promoting
quality within higher education sector. Section 25 of the National Qualifications Framework
Act (Act No. 67 of 2008) designates the CHE as the Quality Council for Higher Education.
Similarly, the Higher Education Act (Act No. 101 of 1997) entrusts the CHE with the
responsibility to promote quality assurance in higher education and evaluating the effectiveness
of quality assurance systems. Consequently, the HEIs should embed these CCFOs within their
programmes and qualifications to ensure that quality education is delivered to students.

Institutional commitment to addressing the multifaceted nature of quality education is
fundamental in bridging the divide between academic achievement and student well-being
through strengthened wellness support services (Malema, Gawulayo and Naidoo 2025). Such
initiatives should be prioritised to establish supportive learning environment that enable
students to navigate their academic journeys successfully and attain the CCFOs, summarised
as, adaptability, creativity, critical thinking, effective communication, ethical awareness and
problem-solving, and teamwork. This article relates students’ well-being with the achievement
of the CCFOs, which contribute significantly to quality education through meaningful learning
experiences, relevant curriculum content, effective teaching practices, assessment strategies
aligned with learning outcomes, and the cultivation of critical thinking, problem-solving, and
lifelong learning competencies (Liverpool et al 2024).

Drawing on the preceding discussion of well-being, it may be argued that the realisation
of student well-being facilitates the attainment of the CCFOs. This notion therefore requires a
collaborative and holistic approach to address the relationship between students’ well-being

and provision of quality education in HEIs (Van Beek, 2024).

METHODOLOGY

To address existing gaps in understanding the influence of student’s well-being on students and
the provision of quality education, the reviewed literature in this article served as a basis for
consolidating existing knowledge on wellness services, their effectiveness, and their

implementation within educational institutions.
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Literature Search
A systematic search for relevant studies was performed using four major databases: ERIC,
Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. ERIC (accessed through EBSCOhost/ProQuest)
was selected because of its focus on educational and psychological research. Scopus, Web of
Science, and Google Scholar were included to ensure broader coverage across multiple
academic fields.

The search process employed Boolean operators to combine five central concepts: (1)
academic success, (2) higher education settings, (3) quality education, (4) student well-being,
and (5) sense of belonging, together with related outcomes such as competence, motivation,

and resilience. An example of the search strategy applied in Scopus was:

(“student wellbeing”) AND (motivation OR resilience OR “sense of belonging”) mp. [mp =
title, abstract, heading word, table of contents, key concepts] AND (ALL (“student
wellbeing” OR “academic wellbeing”) AND ALL (“academic success”) AND ALL (“critical
cross-field outcomes™) AND ALL (“universities” OR “higher education”) AND (“teaching

strategies” or “educator behaviours”).

Inclusion and exclusion criteria
A structured inclusion and exclusion processes was implemented to ensure the selection of
relevant and quality studies. The review:

e Included peer-reviewed journal articles that examined wellness services within
universities and focused on interventions aimed at enhancing students’ well-being,
such as counselling or mindfulness programmes.

e Excluded non-peer-reviewed studies and publications that were also unrelated to
educational contexts or lacked a direct connection to students’ well-being outcomes.

e Limited the search to articles published in English and subjected to peer-review.

e Identified additional relevant studies through manual examining and screening of
reference lists from selected articles to ensure a comprehensive coverage theoretical

and empirical literature aligned with the review objectives.
Studies were considered eligible if they explored student well-being and the quality of

education within university settings. To qualify for inclusion, studies had to report outcomes

associated to academic quality and students’ sense of belonging. Quantitative, qualitative, and
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mixed-methods research published in peer-reviewed journals between 2019 and 2025 were
included.

Studies were excluded if they focused solely on general academic performance without
addressing student well-being, or if they examined academic achievement and educational
outcomes without considering dimensions of quality education. Furthermore, book chapters,
commentaries, conference proceedings, editorials, non-peer-reviewed sources, publications
unavailable in full text, and articles not written in English were omitted from the review.

This approach ensured that the inclusion of relevant and research rigour while reducing
the potential bias through the systematic removal of studies that did not align with the stated

objectives.

Study selection and data extraction
The relevance of identified studies was initially assessed through title and abstract screening
conducted independently by two reviewers. Articles that met preliminary criteria subsequently
underwent full text evaluation. Any discrepancies regarding the inclusion of extracted studies
were discussed among the reviewers and resolved through consensus. The final selection of
articles was based on their contribution to one or more of the review’s central themes.
Data relevant to the study objectives were systematically extracted from the selected
publications. Extracted information included: author(s), publication year, and country of study;
research design and methodological approach; study population and educational context;
measures and indicators of student well-being; aspects related to quality education; and
outcomes associated with academic achievement and success.

The findings were analysed and synthesised thematically using the conceptual framework
informed by the sense of belonging theory and SAQA critical outcomes. The synthesis focused
on six broad themes as shown in Table 1. Table 1 illustrates the data extraction matrix used to

organise and synthesise literature reviewed in this study.
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Table 1: Data Extraction and Thematic Synthesis

Bridging the quality education gap

Theme Study Focus Findings Authors
Student Well- Student well-being, wellness | Student well-being as multifaceted | Bharuthram and Van Heerden (2025); Sood et al (2024); Liverpool et al (2024);
being support, mental health, and | influences on academic participation and | Khatri et al (2024); Hill et al (2024); Sun and Shek (2023); Douwes et al (2023);
resilience achievement Henrico (2022); Alam (2022) ; Anderson et al (2019) ;
Sense of Student engagement, community [ A sense of belonging enhances | Pardede and Kovac¢ (2025); Gilani and Thomas (2025); Dias-Broens et al (2024);
Belonging belonging and social support academic success, motivation and social | Wan et al (2023); Pardede, Gausel and Hgie (2021); Maymon and Hall (2021);
well-being Bettencourt (2021); Sriram et al (2020); Duff et al 2020)
Social- Social-emotional learning and | SEL promotes student well-being, | Oliveira et al (2025); Julius et al (2024); Herrera (2024); Bettencourt (2021)
Emotional student well-being interpersonal  communication,  self-
Learning (SEL) awareness, and resilience
Institutional Academic staff support, | Institutional support initiatives support | Velastegui, Rodriguez Pérez and Salazar Garcés (2023); Wiedermann et al
Support communities, counselling, wellness | students’ well-being, and academic | (2023); Robertson, Mulcahy and Baars (2022); Eloff, O'Neil and Kanengoni
Services programmes and support attainment (2021); Elena et al (2020)
Socio- Inequality, transition and well-being | Socio-economic impact on student well- | Chemagosi and Ajayi (2023); Ruswa and Gore (2022); Pandey et al (2021);
economic and factors being and academic achievement Mowat (2019); Mlachila and Moeletsi (2019)
Educational
factors
Quality Resilience and quality education, and | Quality education is promoted through | Wille et al (2025); Malema et al 2025); Zickafoose et al (2024); Van Beek (2024);
Education academic outcomes conducive learning environments and | Theoharis (2024); Raju (2024); Grmusa (2024); Carambas and Espique (2023);
CCFOs that promote student | Norwich et al (2022); Reimers and Chung (2019)
engagement and performance,
resilience and well-being
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Six major themes were identified from the reviewed literature, namely, student well-being,
social-emotional learning, sense of belonging and community, institutional support and
wellness services, socio-economic and educational challenges, and quality education. The
findings suggest that student well-being serves as the fundamental pillar of academic
achievement, while sense of belonging, social-emotional learning, and institutional support act
as key mechanisms through which HEIs can enhance students’ experiences and educational
performance. When examined through the lens of Astin’s (1984) I-E-O model, student well-
being and socio-economic conditions are regarded as input factors, whereas sense of belonging,
social-emotional learning and institutional support constitute environmental factors. The
outcomes factors include academic achievement, resilience, retention, the attainment of
CCFOs, and the provision of quality education. This integrated analysis highlights the

interrelationship between student well-being and the achievement of quality education in HEIs.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Research has emphasised the vital importance of a sense of belonging within the higher
education space as the key contributor to students’ well-being and academic achievement.
Astin's (1984) Student Involvement Theory offers a valuable lens through which this
relationship can be understood, as it proposes the student learning and development are
influenced by the extent and quality of their engagement in academic experience. Within the I-
E-O model, sense of belonging, social-emotional learning, and wellness support services are
considered environmental factors that shape students' involvement and participation in
educational activities. Despite this theoretical understanding, a considerable disparity remains
between the conceptualisation and practical implementation of strategies intended to support a
sense of belonging in higher education. To bridge this gap, HEIs should adopt a comprehensive
that places student well-being support and social-emotional learning at the centre of the
educational experience. Through such integrated strategy, institutions can improve access to
wellness resources, deliver holistic student support, create learning environments that are safe,
supportive, and conducive to the overall student well-being.

Findings from the systematic literature review point out to the existence of an “academic
gap” arising from inadequate well-being support structures within HEIs. Strengthening
wellness services may help overcome barriers to quality education and ensuring that all
students, irrespective of their social, cultural, or religious backgrounds, have access to the
resources required for academic success. The results and discussion therefore align closely with

the objectives underpinning this study.
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Students’ well-being and quality education

This study examined how HEIs recognise the important connection between student well-being
and CCFOs in achieving quality education. Robertson et al (2022) contend that inequitable
learning environments can restrict access to quality education by increasing levels of stress,
anxiety, and discomfort among students when their well-being is compromised. However,
some institutions fail to promote the relationship between and CCFO because their primary
attention remains focused on formal academic performance. This situation reflects a broader
challenge within the higher education in South Africa. Although policy frameworks such as
the Education White Paper 3 of 1997, advocate for the transformation of higher education
through equity promotion and responsiveness to societal needs (South Africa Department of
Education 1997), a gap continues to exist between policy objectives and their implementation
in practice. For example, while these policies point out that human resource development and
advanced skills training, obstacles remain, including lecturer’s limited capacity to identify,
support, and appropriately refer students experiencing well-being related challenges that may
negatively affect teaching and learning processes towards quality education (Dreyer 2017;
Zickafoose et al 2024; Carambas and Espique 2023). Moreover, several factors with South
Africa further complicate the relationship between student well-being and quality education.
Poverty, inequality, and unemployment, among other challenges, intensify existing barriers
restricting access to opportunities and resources necessary to academic success (Mowat, 2019;
Norwich et al 2022). Consequently, these socio-economic realities reinforce the disparities in
educational attainment and student experiences.

These findings are consistent with Astin's (1984) assertion that students facing
psychological difficulties, health-related issues, financial stress, or insufficient social support
often possess a reduced capacity to participate effectively and meaningfully in academic
activities. Within the I-E-O model, such circumstances are regarded as input variables that
influence later levels of engagement and achievement. It can therefore be argued that students
whose well-being is adequately are more likely to engage actively in learning processes,
leading to stronger academic performance and improved quality education. The findings thus
indicate that student well-being is an important outcome in itself and a fundamental prerequisite
for meaningful student involvement, academic achievement and the realisation of quality

education.
A Sense of belonging for student well-being

Creating a sense of belonging has become important priority for universities seeking to improve

student success and overall educational outcomes (Gilani and Thomas 2025). The findings
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revealed that students who developed a strong sense of belonging early in the academic year
were more likely to engage frequently with peers, academic staff and family members. A high
level of sense of belonging has been associated with greater student resilience, while parental
support has been linked to stronger intentions to remain enrolled throughout the academic year
(Pardede et al 2021; Maymon and Hall 2021). Moreover, students’ sense of belonging is
influenced by institutional conditions as universities play a significant role in creating
supportive conditions that promote inclusion and connection, factors that students themselves
they may be unable to establish independently (Bettencourt 2021; Gilan and Thomas 2025).

Drawing on the concept of sense of belonging, this study argues that a sense of connection
within an institutional environment serves as a mechanism that promote both student well-
being and academic achievement. Sriram et al (2020) posit that students who feel recognised,
supported and connected to their university community will thrive emotionally while achieving
positive academic outcomes.

Relatedness, which is the experience of meaningful and secure connections with others,
is widely recognised as a fundamental psychological need relatedness, or the feeling of being
securely connected to others in the environment (Pardede and Kovac 2025; Kluwer et al, 2020),
is considered a fundamental psychological need, alongside autonomy and competence.
According to Wan et al (2023), students’ needs for belonging are met, they are more likely to
engage in learning, demonstrate positive social behaviours, and develop resilience when faced
with challenges. Conversely, students who feel disconnected from their academic communities
may be at greater risks of emotional distress, substance misuse, violent behaviour, and other
risky behaviours.

The significance of promoting supportive institutional community is reinforced by
evidence that community-focused contribute positively to students’ well-being. These findings
suggest that enhancing students’ sense of belonging may assist institutions addressing a wide
range of well-being challenges, including substance abuse and suicidal tendencies.

Sense of belonging also aligns with Astin I-E-O model as it represents the core aspect of
the institutional environment that shapes student engagement. Astin (1984) maintain that
quality education is most effectively when students experience meaningful connections to their
institutions. The positive relationships between belonging, persistence, and academic success
support these assertions, demonstrating that supportive educational environments contribute

significantly to student development, academic success, and quality education.

104



Mosako, Mahlatji Bridging the quality education gap

Social-emotional learning and students’ well-being
Social-emotional learning (SEL) has emerged as an important component of higher education.
It involves the development of competencies such as self-awareness, self-regulation, decision-
making, empathy, communication, and problem-solving skills (Herrera 2024:5). Existing
research suggests that the integration of SEL within higher education supports the creation of
learning environments that promotes both student well-being and quality education
(Bettencourt 2021; Herrera, 2024). Consequently, HEIs should incorporate SEL learning into
the academic programmes to enhance students’ emotional and psychological well-being.
Within Astin’s model, social-emotional learning may similarly be viewed as an
environmental factor that influence student outcomes. SEL increases and self -awareness (Sun
and Shek 2023; Khatri et al 2024). Such participation contributes to positive outcomes
strengthens student involvement and contributes to positive outcomes, including resilience,
well-being, and academic success. The findings indicate that SEL function as a valuable HEIs

strategy for enhancing strengthen student engagement and academic achievement.

Integrates students’ well-being support in higher education

Despite widespread recognition of the benefits associated with student well-being and a strong
sense of belonging, many HEIs continue to face challenges in translating these principles into
practice. Although sense of belonging remains closely linked to student achievement and
persistence (Gilani and Thomas, 2025), difficulties relating to student well-being and
connectedness remain prevalent. One major obstacle is the limited level of well-being literacy
among higher education university personnel and students. Many lecturers, administrators, and
support staff report insufficient confidence and knowledge in identifying or responding to
student well-being concerns (Riva et al 2020; Eloff et al 2023). This often results in a gap
between theoretical understanding and practical implementation of well-being initiatives
within university settings.

Research further highlights those institutional efforts to cultivate sense of belonging
should involve multiple forms of support, including assistance from lecturers, parents, and
peers (Maymon and Hall, 2021; Douwes et al, 2023). Another challenge arises from the
fragmented nature of educational and wellness systems, which frequently operate
independently. Such separation can limit opportunities for coordinated strategies that utilise
the strengths and resources of both sectors to support students’ well-being effectively.

Astin's I-E-O model identifies institutional support services as critical environmental
factors influences on student outcomes. Services such as counselling centres, referral

mechanisms, wellness programmes, lecturer support structures, and peer networks create
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opportunities for meaningful engagement in academic experience (Astin 1984). The findings
indicate that where these structures are absent or poorly integrated, students may encounter
barriers to participation that negatively affect their educational experiences. In contrast,
comprehensive wellness services strengthen student engagement, promote belonging,

encourage persistence, and contribute to both student well-being and quality education.

The role of well-being in quality education

Student well-being plays a significant role in determining quality education in higher education
worldwide, including within South African context. Research indicates that well-being issues
among university students are widespread and can negatively affect academic performance
when insufficiently addressed (Sood et al 2024). Nevertheless, many institutions continue to
focus predominantly on academic achievements while providing comparatively minimal
attention to student well-being. Cefai, Simdes, and Caravita (2021) challenge this narrow
emphasis on academic outcome and advocate for a balanced approach that places student well-
being alongside academic success.

Within South Africa, however, issues of well-being are further complicated by historical
inequalities and socioeconomic disparities that influence access to quality education and well-
being support services (Ruswa and Gore, 2022). University students also encounter a range of
additional pressures, including adaptation to unfamiliar environments, financial difficulties,
social challenges, and limited access to professional support services (Liverpool et al, 2024).
In response to these realities, this article supports the view that South African HEIs should
adopt a holistic strategy that incorporates student well-being into core academic functions.
Such an approach should involve strengthening inclusive support systems, expanding access
to counselling services, and leveraging innovative technologies, including artificial intelligence
(AI), to improve student support mechanisms (Velastegui et al, 2023).

Ultimately, prioritising students’ well-being would enhance academic performance and
contributes to the development of resilient graduates who are equipped to navigate personal
and professional challenges beyond higher education. In accord, Alam (2022) opines that in
recognising the interplay between academic achievements and psychological well-being, HEIs
play a pivotal role in shaping healthier futures for their students.

Collectively, the findings highlight a strong relationship between student well-being and
educational quality. Students' personal circumstances and well-being conditions influence their
ability to engage effectively in higher education, while institutional factors such as wellness
services, social-emotional learning initiatives, and opportunities for belonging shape the

environment in which learning occurs. These factors ultimately affect academic success,
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student retention, and the achievement of CCFOs. The findings therefore suggest that
improving educational quality requires investment not only in academic programmes but also

in supportive environments that promote student well-being.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Wiedermann et al (2023) propose that addressing student well-being and improving the
delivery of quality education requires a comprehensive and multidimensional approach. Based
on the findings of this article, proffers the following recommendations:
e Provide ongoing staff training and professional development to equip the higher
education personnel with the knowledge and skills required to identify, support and

refer students with wellness needs.

e Integrate social-emotional learning (SEL) programmes into curricula and promoting
a culture inclusion, connectedness, and community belonging within the higher

education environment.

e Establish referral pathways and coordinated service delivery strategies to ensure

students receive appropriate support when needed.

e Implementing evidence-based interventions designed to address specific well-being

needs of marginalised, vulnerable and underserved student groups.

e Regularly monitor and evaluate student well-being initiatives and refine strategies

based on students’ outcomes stakeholder feedback.

IMPLICATIONS

This article highlights the importance of collaborative efforts among higher education
stakeholders in developing academic environments that promotes both academic achievement
and student resilience. Through incorporating student well-being support within institutional
policies, structures and practices, universities can strengthen quality education while creating
learning environment that enhances students’ outcomes. Furthermore, Khatri et al (2024) note
that integrating student well-being into curricula and institutional cultures contributes to the

achievement of SDG 3, which focuses on ensuring health and well-being for all.

CONCLUSION
Bridging the quality education gap requires recognition of interrelationship between student

well-being and academic achievement towards attaining quality education. The
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implementation of institution-based wellness services that are accessible to all students can
enhance the quality of education and should be incorporated into higher education service
charters. Such initiatives contribute to the creation of healthier and more supportive learning
environments across HEIs in South Africa. Consequently, HEIs should integrate and actively
promote student well-being within their teaching and learning practices to strengthen the
delivery of quality education. In addition, academic staff should receive appropriate training to
increase their awareness of student wellness matters and to encourage the promotion of well-

being among the student population.
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