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ARTICLE

Embracing the complexity: a multifaceted and inter-sectional 
model of Taught Postgraduate student experience
Wendee White and Richard Ingram

School of Education and Social Work, University of Dundee, Dundee, UK

ABSTRACT
Postgraduate taught student experience (PGT) is the product of a complex 
journey. During study, PGT students face an array of emotions and stres-
sors associated with biopsychosocial-cultural processes interacting in, 
across, and in response to various dynamic systems that serve to threaten 
or challenge their study journey, making wellbeing an important factor in 
their experience. This paper unfolds and examines the utility of an inte-
grated model for exploring, understanding, and responding to student 
experience according to these interacting processes and dynamic sys-
tems. Using an integrated framework, we conceptualise student experi-
ence as a transactional process arrived at through person–environment 
interactions informed by the synergistic effect of biopsychosocial-cultural 
processes, emotion responses, and wellbeing. We use a meta-appraisal 
approach to explore the intra and interpersonal processes that inform PGT 
student interactions in and across the complex systems of higher educa-
tion and the role of the student as an active participant within their own 
eco-system. This approach is appealing as it engages multiple perspec-
tives, exploring the individual according to four intersecting, ontological 
dimensions: mind, body, culture, society and overcoming any ontological 
or epistemological priorities assigned through a reductionist lens. 
Through this multifaceted conception we propose new potential for 
enacting practices and contexts to actualise the transformative potentials 
of higher education to support sustainable development.
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Introduction

Taught Postgraduate (PGT) student experience has largely been studied through the lens of student 
satisfaction, befitting what might be viewed as the traditional business-oriented approach of Higher 
Education (HE) and including knowledge transfer for the interest of economic growth and institu-
tional development (Steuer, Marks, and Murphy 2008; Morgan and Rigby 2014; Coneyworth et al. 
2019). However, current writers on sustainability (Grau et al. 2017; Abdul Razak, Wan, and Sirat 2017; 
Cai, Ma, and Chen 2020; Ronen and Kerret, 2020) highlight a new imperative that supports individual 
growth and transformation through a focus on wellbeing, proposing HE has a central role that 
requires a wider responsibility beyond economic interests. Proponents argue sustainability relies on 
the interconnectedness of personal, social, environmental, and economic wellbeing; at the heart of 
this is a focus on the individual, prophesising that building individual capacities will create 
a cascading effect, benefitting societal, environmental, and economic wellbeing with positive 
implications for global sustainability (Cai, Ma, and Chen 2020; Ronen and Kerret, 2020).
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Within this emerging movement, it is argued that Higher Education’s role is to support the 
development of the whole person, fostering knowledge, skills, abilities, and attitudes to transform 
learners through improved capacities of critical, creative, and innovative thinking, and social con-
nectedness, with the potential to influence respective communities and entire societies (Grau et al. 
2017). Achieving such goals, Steuer, Marks, and Murphy (2008) argue requires new research 
approaches that position wellbeing as central in student experience, contending this broader 
perspective will support the sustainable development goals of higher education to transform the 
individual and society (Gillard 1997; Abdul Razak, Wan, and Sirat 2017).

This emergent recognition informs the writing in this paper, which unfolds a conceptualisation of 
PGT student experience through the lens of wellbeing. We begin by exploring the relevance of 
wellbeing in PGT student experience before examining the praxis of our conceptualisation through 
an examination of the theoretical underpinnings and practical application.

A focus on the experiences of taught postgraduate populations (PGT) through the lens of well-
being has relevance. This population by definition will contain many future professionals and 
leaders. Their success at Masters level infers the development of capacities necessary to influence 
and inform the wellbeing and behaviours of others through their connectedness within family, 
community, and in employment sectors. In addition to this, the PGT student population is increas-
ingly diverse, and the trajectory of their journey is complex. This is an increasingly heterogeneous 
student group, representing 25% of the total student population in the United Kingdom, with 
approximately one third being from overseas (Higher Education Student Data (HESA) 2019). 
During study, PGT students face an array of emotions, and stressors associated with social, cultural, 
psychological, institutional, and discipline-specific factors that serve to threaten or challenge their 
study journey, making wellbeing an important factor in their experience (Tobbell and O’Donnell 
2013; Coneyworth et al. 2019; Ingram and White 2020).

Further, the pluralistic nature of this population as connected, contributing members of family, 
community, society, and workforce alerts us to the multiple identities that PGT students may hold in 
terms of culture, familial networks, professional roles among many others. It is important to 
recognise that ‘students’ as a category of identity is not static and/or mono-dimensional rather it 
is fluid and interfaces with other identities. This paper will acknowledge this fluidity and the 
implications this has for considering how to understand well-being within the student experience. 
Identity, whether linked to group membership or more individually held, can be seen to be 
important in terms of well-being (Stets and Serpe 2016).

The PGT student experience and the importance of considering this through the lens of well- 
being encourages us to engage in a meta-appraisal of the multiple layers of interactions, 
supports, challenges and intra-personal emotional responses. We can view the students as actors 
within the complex system of the higher education sector and consider the structural and 
environmental factors which can facilitate or compromise the experience and performance of 
students. Or as we will in this paper, locate the individual student within this labyrinthine system 
and explore the interaction of individual identity, capability, emotions and efficacy within this. 
These two strands are best not viewed in a binary manner where solutions and developments are 
sought in isolation but rather that they be understood as an inextricably linked dynamic system. 
Guided by an integral-holism paradigm we adopt a meta-theoretical framework (Wilber 1997; 
Lazarus 2000, 2006b; Bronfenbrenner and Morris 1998; Bronfenbrenner 2005; Crenshaw 1991) 
exploring student experience as an ensemble of 4 intersecting ontological dimensions of the 
person including, the mind, body, culture, and society. Such an integrated approach acknowl-
edges the interplay and intersectionality of biopsychosocial-cultural processes operating during 
person–environment interactions in and across a web of systems to inform student experience. 
This paper seeks to illuminate and conceptualise the PGT student experience within an integra-
tive framework which is intended to contribute to the insights and practices within the sector and 
in turn improve the student experience and the likelihood of meeting the broader ambitions of 
higher education.
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We propose PGT student experience is the subjective representation of the phenomenological 
nature of the lived reality; having valence, amplitude, and salience, it is shaped by the interplay of 
biopsychosocial-cultural forces, wellbeing, and a student’s interactions across eco-systemic facets 
of the student journey (Jarvis 2007; Schiffer 2019). The defining themes of our paper are 
presented below in our initial graphic of the PGT student experience (Figure 1). It illustrates the 
intersectionality of the aforementioned themes and the location of the student experience 
within it.

ln the next section we explore and expand on our core themes beginning with wellbeing as 
a factor in student experience, informed by the interactions of emotion processes and eco-systemic 
facets of the student journey. We interrogate these ideas further using Bronfenbrenner and Morris’ 
process-person-context-time model (PPCT) (1998, 2005) as a principal focus for broadening our 
understanding of the person–environment interactions and ecologies that define the PGT student 
journey, shaping wellbeing and informing student experience. Following this and using our own 
previous research exploring PGT student experience (Ingram and White 2020) we drew from 
a composite of our findings to construct a hypothetical case study illustrating a student’s experi-
ences during PGT study. Through this approach the reader can examine and assess our conceptua-
lisation of student experience as a transactional process arrived at through the influence of inter and 
intrapersonal processes operating across interconnected ecologies and giving rise to emotion 
responses that inform wellbeing and ultimately shape the student experience. This paper should 
be of interest to educators, researchers, institutional leaders and policy makers invested in support-
ing PGT curriculum delivery, attainment and retention, and achieving the transformative potential of 
higher education.

Wellbeing and emotion in the PGT student experience

Wellbeing is an overarching state of being that reflects the emotional, psychological, and social 
health of an individual; influenced by the capacity to cope with daily life stresses, it informs human 
functioning (Keyes 2005; World Health Organisation 2014). Arguably, wellbeing is a significant factor 
in PGT student experience, interacting reciprocally with learning to support developing higher order 

Figure 1. Student experience: the relationship between facets of the student journey, emotions, and wellbeing.
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capacities and competencies including autonomy, research competence, critical discourse, social 
exchange, and professionalism that are essential to successful engagement with the increasing 
complexity and unpredictability that defines PGT study (QAA 2013, 12).

Integral to the relationship between well-being and learning is emotion (Boekhaerts, 1993). The 
hedonic and eudaimonic measures that define wellbeing, reflect the integration of social, emotional, 
and psychological processes operating in response to person–environment interactions and inform-
ing an individual’s cognitive engagement, social connectedness, productive working, and life 
satisfaction (Lazarus, 1991; Keyes 2005; Dodge et al. 2012; World Health Organisation 2014; 
Disabato et al. 2016). Within the mutual entanglement of these processes, emotion acts as 
a central organising construct. It is a defining factor in how an individual engages with and responds 
to the world; influencing stress-related cognitive appraisals of challenge, threat, or benefit, and 
arising in response to perceptions for coping that influence social functioning and wellbeing; it is 
a conduit between mind and body and a primary source for accessing an individual’s experience 
(Wilber 1997; Lazarus, 1984; Lazarus 2000, 2006a; Maiese 2017).

Dodge et al. (2012) contend there is a set point of optimal well-being and a delicate balance exists 
between this point and an individual’s perceptions of coping with daily life stressors that influences 
learning potential. Through this lens, emotions act like the fulcrum, central to the balance of 
wellbeing, and acting in partnership with stress and coping to create a conceptual whole that 
informs cognition, motivation, and enacted behaviour (Lazarus, 2006b; Lambert et al. 2020). Lazarus 
and Smith (1990) define this emotion-learning relationship in terms of situational appraisals of 
challenge and threat and the relational meaning derived during person–environment interactions 
that inform coping. The appraisal of stress and subsequent perceptions of coping are subjective in 
nature, varying as a product of interconnected cultural, social, and psychological experiences 
informed over time. They are further influenced by the situational demands and psychological 
attributes of the stressor as controllable, unpredictable, ambiguous, or uncertain with the potential 
to heighten or mitigate emotional responses and impact sustained wellbeing (Lazarus, 2006b; 
Anisman, 2014, p.41; Jamieson et al. 2018).

This has relevance within the PGT student population, whose wellbeing is challenged during 
transition to and through study as a result of varying student backgrounds, cultures, prior learning, 
anxieties about Masters level study, and performance-oriented goals and aspirations (Morgan 2014; 
Coneyworth et al. 2019). The diverse nature of this population, who increasingly are comprised of 
non-traditional, ethno-culturally diverse, and multilingual learners (Bird 2017; Morgan and Direito 
2016) highlights the complexity of the emotion-learning relationship across the student journey and 
its implications to sustained wellbeing. Throughout their journey PGT students encounter an array of 
stresses, anxieties and concerns unique to their study and in addition to normal life circumstances 
(Tobbell and O’Donnell 2013; Morgan and Rigby, 2014; Coneyworth et al. 2019). How these are 
overcome, minimised, or eliminated to sustain wellbeing and learning, depends on the stress- 
emotion-coping relationship, and an individual’s embodied awareness of the cultural, social, indivi-
dual, and behavioural dimensions of the world around them, the situational demands and psycho-
logical attributes assigned to each experience (Lazarus, 2006b; Esbjörn-Hargens and Foucaultii 2007).

Houghton and Anderson (2017) cite the value of higher education to well-being, acknowledging 
sustained positive emotion-learning relationships support personal development, resilience, and 
gains in social and economic environments that directly impact family and community. In contrast, 
they highlight the negative potential that arises when the relationship between learning and well- 
being is threatened through negative affect and heightened stress (Stecker 2004; Anisman 2014). 
Through this lens, they propose wellbeing has a central focus within higher education.

Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) Process-Person-Context-Time model (PPCT) is a useful framework for explor-
ing these ideas as they relate to PGT student experience. It is an integrated framework that presents an 
individual’s development as a the product of a reciprocal transaction between the person and environ-
ment, and involving proximal processes synergistically influenced over time as a joint function of 
sociological, cultural, biological, and psychological phenomenon, and according to specific 
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developmental goals (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 1998; Prati et al. 2019). The PPCT model has utility for 
exploring PGT student experience as both a phenomenological and distributed phenomenon shaped 
through the interplay of biopsychosocial-cultural interactions across multiple eco-systemic facets of the 
student journey. For example, while the subjective nature of PGT student experience is a result of the 
individual’s phenomenological reality, the contextual truth that defines that reality influences the 
interpersonal interactions which in turn create a distributed phenomenon, or ripple effect, through the 
influence of these interactions on the inter and intrapersonal processes that define another individual’s 
subject experiences. Using the PPCT model it is possible to explore person-environment variables as 
interactive determinants and antecedents of stress and coping that inform emotion responses and 
wellbeing.

Process-person-context-time model and student experience

Within the PPCT model Bronfenbrenner acknowledges the active role of the individual interacting 
across multiple contexts over time and involving people, objects, activities, and semiotics (Smith 
and Lazarus 1990). The proximal processes that define the quality of these interactions are 
influenced by an individual’s intra-personal characteristics that shape personality, disposition 
and temperament (Jaeger 2016). Such characteristics include the biological resources: genes 
that inform an individual’s knowledge, skills development, and ability; innate trait-based disposi-
tions that inform an individual’s affiliation towards age, race, and ethnicity; and the psychosocial 
forces: cognitive, emotional, and motivational resources that develop over time and through 
experience (Bronfenbrenner 2005). These forces shape the temperament, persistence, engage-
ment, and resilience of an individual and ultimately inform the direction and power of proximal 
processes and subjective experience (Jaeger 2016). Directly connected with physiological 
responses, these forces act as the ultimate determinant in the stress-coping relationship, emotion 
responses and enacted behaviour when all other person characteristics and contexts are equal, 
making them a focal point in the person–environment relationship (Lazarus and Smith 1990; 
Bronfenbrenner and Morris 1998).

Within our conception, we position emotions as a central organising construct in PGT student 
experience, underpinning the form, direction, content and power of the proximal and distal 
processes through their relationship to appraisals of stress and coping, with direct implications to 
wellbeing (Dodge et al. 2012). Through this focus, the cognitive-evaluative nature of emotions 
becomes apparent through the appraisals of stress, the subsequent perceptions of coping, and 
the resulting emotion responses. Using the PPCT model the stress-emotion-coping relationship 
can be explored according to the antecedent motivational and belief variables that are influ-
enced by previous experiences, biological factors, and socialisation processes that exist across 
eco-systemic facets of the student journey (Lazarus and Smith, 1990; Anisman 2014; Jamieson 
et al. 2018).

This is a significant idea, given current research that indicates PGT students enter study with 
diverse expectations; varied knowledge, skills, and understanding influenced by wide-ranging 
learning experiences, cultural norms, and reasons for pursuing a PGT degree (Tobbell and 
O’Donnell 2013; Morgan and Direito 2016; McPherson et al., 2017; Coneyworth et al. 2019; Ingram 
and White 2020). The myriad of PGT student characteristics becomes a genesis for varied stresses, 
and heightened emotions during the study journey with implications to the student experience.

Using Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT in the next section we advance our discussion exploring the 
distributed phenomenon of the student journey arriving at five eco-systemic facets within which 
the student is entangled and that serve to facilitate or compromise the person–environment 
interactions and proximal processes that define the PGT student experience.

JOURNAL OF FURTHER AND HIGHER EDUCATION 5



Networked and nested ecologies

Drawing from earlier iterations of his work, Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model identifies contexts as 
a series of hierarchically ordered systems, nested as concentric circles that extend outwardly from 
the individual, to depict the influence of proximal to distal ecologies on development (Darling 2007). 
However, various authors identify limitations to this depiction and propose a need for revisions (Neal 
and Neal 2013; Jaeger 2016). Neal and Neal (2013) propose a networked arrangement for the three 
inner-most rings while maintaining a hierarchical configuration extending outwardly from the 
individual. Within our conceptualisation this revision more accurately reflects the complexity of 
the person–environment interactions, activities, events, and semiotics enmeshed in a web of inter-
acting ecologies that define the PGT student journey. Figure 2 is illustrative of the combined 
networked and nested ecological system depicting the PGT student as the focal individual.

At the inner most circle, the microsystem includes a network of environments most immediate to 
the individual and involving face to face interactions (Downes 2014). For the PGT student this 
includes family, friendship groups, academic staff, work, and study-related activities. These micro-
systems are not mutually exclusive; they are networked and interconnected through the movement 
of the individual within and between settings. The quality of person–environment interactions 
involving the focal individual in one setting are informed by causal antecedents, situational 
demands, personality variables and the relational meaning ascribed by the individual to the inter-
action which have been shaped through time and experience within and across each microsystem. 
The imputed meaning gives rise to emotions that are indicative of an individual’s perceptions for 
coping with implications on wellbeing and subsequent behaviours in and across each microsystem 
(Bronfenbrenner 2005; Lazarus, 2006b).

As an example, Ingram and White (2020) found quality of feedback acted as either a threat or 
benefit to students’ goal-oriented behaviours triggering heightened emotions with direct implica-
tions to sense of self-efficacy. Feedback that was timely and direct, providing clear areas for 
development gave rise to positive emotion responses. However, feedback that was lengthy and 

Figure 2. An illustrative example of a networked and nested ecological system for a PGT student.
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hypercritical was deleterious to students’ sense of self efficacy. While the relational meaning 
ascribed to this feedback gave rise to emotions that threatened students’ goal-oriented behaviours 
including motivation, sense of belonging, and academic identity within this microsystem, there are 
implications to diminished self-efficacy across microsystems through the negative impact to sense 
of self.

Next in the hierarchy is the mesosystem. It includes relationships or connections between two or 
more microsystems. Interactions at this level are unique for each student depending upon the 
features (part-time, full-time, in-work, research-based, on-campus, online, international) that define 
the study journey (Tobbell and O’Donnell 2013). Broadly, Frielick (2004) highlights the importance of 
university microsystems to the student journey. He defines teaching and learning as an ‘ecosystemic 
process’ (p. 1) dependent upon both quality teacher-subject-student interactions and wider uni-
versity services all supporting entry to study processes, in-study processes, and output processes 
(QAA 2018; Gunn, 2018). Through mesosystem interactions involving, for example, library services, 
disability services, IT services, and academic staff it is possible to develop what Henard and 
Roseveare (2012) define as quality teaching and learning experiences through the design and 
development of learning materials, resource and access support, learning contexts, and approaches 
to assessment.

Distal to the mesosystem is the exosystem, where linkages and processes between two or more 
settings not including the developing person occur. Interactions between settings in this system lead 
to events that affect the setting containing the individual (Bronfenbrenner 2005, 148). Current 
COVID-19 events provide a prime example for defining exosystemic interactions that influence the 
PGT student population. Interactions between government, healthcare and institutional leaders, 
have influenced new policy and practice changes across UK universities, with implications to the PGT 
student experience through with programme changes related to graduation, remote study, and 
access to student services; such changes have implications for (Universities UK 2020).

Next, the Macrosystem, plays an important role interacting with all other ecological levels, 
defining social roles and relationships (Bronfenbrenner 2005, p. xv). It is defined by cultural influ-
ences that shape an individual’s attitudes and values. Daniels, Lauder, and Porter (2012) remind us of 
the multiplicity of culture; each affiliation influencing an individual’s cognitive and emotion 
resources and shaping attitudes, values, beliefs, identities, and behaviours. Through their intersec-
tionality, they inform an individual’s perceptions of the world and the world’s perceptions of the 
individual (Crenshaw 1991). Time is a constituent part of these cultural complexities, shaping 
interpersonal interactions through within society generational differences and capacities to navigate 
cross-cultural differences (Lewis 2010).

Culture is a defining aspect of PGT student experience, directly related to student identity and 
sense of belonging, and an important motivating force for student success, promoting engagement 
within the environment (Gale and Parker 2014; Bin Ai 2017). However, for PGT students who are 
increasingly comprised of non-traditional, ethno-culturally diverse, and multi-lingual learners (Bird 
2017; Morgan and Direito 2016), inculcation to the academic culture can present challenges 
(Maassen 1996). PGT students enter study with varying knowledge, understanding, practices, and 
expectations informed through diverse cultural histories, combined with in-society differences 
including age, gender, and social class. Intercultural understanding or lack thereof influences quality 
of teaching, capacity for international students to build relationships, and to develop interpersonal 
openness (Menzies and Baron 2014; Bird 2017; Gbadamosi 2018) all contributing factors in learning 
with implications to student success (Jarvis 2007). The kaleidoscope of cultural variability that defines 
the PGT study population puts them at risk of culture shock (Ward, Bochner, and Furnham 2015); 
a resistance and inability of different cultures to be able to interact positively within a microsystem. 
Over time culture shock contributes to a lack of belonging, which is essential to student success, 
supporting student resilience in overcoming the complex demands of higher education (Rienties 
et al., 2013; Bessant 2018); through this lens, culture shock is a direct threat to wellbeing and student 
experience.
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Nested as the outer ring of Bronfenbrenner’s model, is the chronosystem, representing ‘change or 
continuity across time’ as a result of interactions across systems and involving the individual and 
their immediate environment (Bronfenbrenner 2005, 119). Chronosystem-level events can be con-
ceptualised as transitions. Defined as ongoing, perpetual, fragmented and interpersonal events, 
transitions involve whole-of-life fluctuations or changes within and across interacting ecologies with 
implications to development (Gale and Parker 2014; Jindal-Snape and Rienties 2016). Transitions are 
influenced by inter and intrapersonal processes operating across the hierarchy of ecological systems 
that actively involve the individual, family, professional, institution, and policy (Darling 2007; Gale 
and Parker 2014; Jindal-Snape and Rienties 2016).

For the PGT student, the movement into, through and beyond the student journey is rippled with 
whole of life transitions. Unfamiliar learning environments paired with diverse expectations of 
Masters-level study requirements; challenges associated with forming new relationships; cultural 
adjustments, cognitive demands, and language barriers give rise to heightened emotions, which for 
some are emancipatory, and for others overwhelming.

Transitions are influenced by inter and intrapersonal processes operating across the hierarchy of 
ecological systems that actively involve the individual, family, professional, institution, and policy 
(Darling 2007; Gale and Parker 2014; Jindal-Snape and Rienties 2016). The interconnectedness of this 
system across all other ecologies makes it is possible to identify how interactions in one microsystem 
can support mediating influences of stress appraisals in another system. At a micro-level, student 
transitions can be supported through family connections paired with developing peer and tutor 
relationships that provide essential psycho-social support leading to feelings of belonging (Rienties 
et al. 2013). At the meso-level, O’Neill et al. (2007) suggest PGT student transitions should be 
supported by a university community approach. Through system-level cooperation that unites 
academic, administrative, and support staff, challenges of PGT student transition can be overcome 
by establishing positive peer interactions, building a student’s academic identity, and promoting 
their sense of belonging (O’Neill et al. 2007), leading to positive student experience.

Eco-systemic facets of the student journey

Using Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model (2005) we have examined various ecologies of the student 
journey, affirming its complex and multifaceted nature, influenced by institution-related, discipline 
specific, and socio-culturally informed interactions (Temple et al. 2014; Ingram and White 2020). To 
this point, five important understandings have emerged that are relevant within our conceptualisa-
tion of the PGT student experience:

(1) PGT student interactions are influenced through a hierarchical arrangement of networked 
and nested systems.

(2) Proximal to the PGT student there are three levels of networked systems, contextualised as 
settings. These include, but are not limited to, family, neighbourhood, university services, 
programme of study, and peer groups. Within these settings the PGT student is a either 
a direct or indirect participant.

(3) The PGT student’s interactions in or between these contexts influences interpersonal processes 
creating a ‘ripple effect’ according to the implications of one student’s experiences on another.

(4) Indirect or direct interactions between participants from settings that do not directly contain 
the PGT student, have implications for the student experience.

(5) Whole of life influences, including culture and transitions, are nested in the ecological frame-
work because they interact across all ecological levels and have long ranging influence on the 
PGT student with implications to student experience.
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As a way of illustrating the array of contexts, networked and nested within and across each 
ecological level, that influence student experience, we introduce five facets of the student journey: 
academic, university services, daily life, culture, and transitions. Within each facet we acknowledge 
the possibility exists for identifying previously unknown or overlooked contexts informing student 
experience. Whilst these nested contexts may vary in nature across institutions, we believe they are 
generic enough to ensure applicability across the Higher Education sector.

Academic

This includes all programme-related contexts, learning environments, tutor–student interactions, learn-
ing materials, advisor of study interactions, programme-related policy, assessment and feedback activ-
ities, and administrative practices.

University services

This includes interactions involving IT services, Library services, Health and Counselling, Student Services, 
Finance and Housing Services

Daily life

Relates to contexts that are external to study; possible contexts include work, family, and needs-based 
contexts, food, banking, health and hygiene, social events.

Culture

Reflects the multiple cultural affiliations over time that influence an individual including, as a possibility, 
family and regional cultures, social cultures, peer cultures, and academic culture.

Transition

These contexts are embedded across the ecological levels and define experiences on entry to, throughout, 
and exiting study. Admissions, induction, programme orientation, annual progression through study, 
and graduation are possible contexts where PGT students experience transitions.

Through this section of writing we have unfolded an examination of student experience as 
a product of person–environment interactions defined by and giving rise to cognitive appraisals of 
stress, perceptions of coping, and emotion responses that inform social functioning and wellbeing. 
Through an amalgamation of stress-emotion-coping theory and the PPCT model the synergistic 
effects of force characteristics and socio-cultural factors interacting within and across various eco- 
systemic facets of the student journey to influence wellbeing become an integrated framework for 
exploring the subjective and objective nature of student experience. We represent this conceptua-
lisation in our culminating model of the PGT student experience as seen below (Figure 3). In the next 
section, we introduce a narrative case study (Ingram and White 2020) providing the reader oppor-
tunity to examine the utility of our model as we analyse the inter and intrapersonal interactions and 
emotion processes of one PGT student in and across various systems and how these define her 
student experience.

Gelman and Basbøll (2014) recognise narrative writing within social science research as a useful tool 
for illustrating a model and for supporting readers to engage with the development and evaluation of 
theory (p. 548). We acknowledge student experience is fundamentally subjective in nature and there-
fore unique to each person according to the interactions of biopsychosocial-cultural forces acting over 
time. We propose a narrative case effectively supports a reflective examination of our conceptualisa-
tion highlighting for the reader the dynamic, multi-layered interactions, supports, challenges, and 
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intra-personal emotional responses that inform PGT student experience and through that rests the 
potential for identifying the flexible nature of our model as an effective conceptualisation for exploring 
student experience. The ideas presented in this narrative case are drawn from our own previous 
research exploring PGT student experience (Ingram and White 2020). We use a composite of our 
findings to construct a hypothetical case study illustrating a student’s experiences during PGT study.

A narrative case study exploring an integrated framework approach for 
understanding and responding to PGT student experience

Martha’s story

Martha is a second-year part-time distance learning, online Master of Education student. She balances 
study with full time work as a primary classroom teacher and her family responsibilities which include 
caring for her two children, ages 5 and 7. Martha describes herself as a confident, ambitious professional, 
who is motivated to complete her studies for the purpose of promotion.

As a mature student, Martha feels determined about her studies. This has been a long-time dream for 
Martha. Now, she is excited to study and steadfast in her drive to pursue her professional goals. From her 
initial contact with the university, Martha felt a sense of relief. She had found staff helpful and 
supportive, which was an asset in overcoming the rising anxiety she felt in response to unfamiliar jargon 
and protocols that needed to be followed in order to submit her application.

Martha describes her peer group as a mutual source of resilience during stressful times on her study 
journey. She recalls a time in her second year of study when her family and work-related responsibilities 
became overwhelming, interfering with her capacity to engage with study. When this happened, Martha 

Figure 3. PGT student experience: the product of intra and interpersonal processes occurring across eco-systemic facets of the 
student journey, giving rise to emotion responses that inform wellbeing.
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found herself feeling vulnerable, doubting her potential for success in the program, wondering about her 
professional ambitions, and resenting the financial implications of study paired with sacrifices to family 
time. In these moments, her peers provided the emotional support she needed to persevere.

Martha has one more year left in her 3-year programme of study and although she admits there will 
be challenges to come, she feels she is gaining the knowledge and skills needed to be successful at this 
level of study. Martha feels grateful for the support she has had from her peers and tutors. Martha 
dreams of the day she has her degree, and she can hold it up proudly with her family, celebrating 
together all their sacrifices and hard work.

PGT student experience as an integrated framework

Martha’s narrative is illustrative of the complexity of PGT student experience; it highlights the 
labyrinthine of systems and the synergistic effects of intra and interpersonal processes giving rise 
to emotions with implications on wellbeing that define PGT student experience.

As a full time, teacher, mother, and part time student the multiplicity of systems within which 
Martha is enmeshed shape her student journey, interfacing in ways that are both supportive and 
threatening to her experience. As a supportive measure, Martha’s strong peer relationships provide 
her the psychological and emotional coping resources to overcome periods of high stress during 
study. The psychosocial benefits of strong peer relationships promote a positive sense of belonging 
for Martha, which has far reaching effects on student identify and academic performance (Matheson 
and Sutcliffe 2018). For Martha, the emotions arising in response to her positive peer relationships 
mitigate against her negative emotions of self-doubt, which arise in response to her stress-related 
appraisals associated with work-life-study balance. These act as a threat to her wellbeing through 
a declining sense of self-efficacy, which is reflected through feelings of self-doubt in her ability to 
achieve her PGT goals. If left intact, these feelings threaten engagement, persistence, and academic 
success (Freire et al. 2020).

Through this example, we highlight coping as a central part of emotion processes, mitigating against 
heightened emotion responses that threaten wellbeing and learning, and pre-empt subsequent 
negative biopsychosocial responses that threaten student experience, including decreased cognitive 
engagement, social connectedness, productive working, and self-efficacy (Lazarus, 2006b; Freire et al. 
2020; Lambert et al. 2020). Lazarus (2006b) reminds us the process of ascribing relational meaning to 
any experience is ongoing; it changes according to the person–environment interactions, situational 
demands, and psychological attributes of the stressor assigned by the individual and giving rise to 
varying emotion responses. In Martha’s story, stress-related appraisals arising through her experiences 
in family and work-related microsystems threaten her potential engagement with study through 
declining sense of self-efficacy. These emotions are supplanted through the relational meaning she 
ascribes to her peer-related experiences giving rise to psychosocial coping resources and positive 
emotions that supported her overcome the negative threat. This highlights the inter-connectedness 
of the emotional worlds of PGT students and suggests that protective factors may reside in unpredict-
able spaces and as such underlines the need for HEis to be cognisant of this holistic picture.

Zimmer-Gembeck et al. (2018) highlight the importance of flexible access to and use of a variety 
of coping resources to mitigate against stress-related threats. In Martha’s story, her motivation to 
study is a significant personality variable that provides an additional coping resource. It shapes her 
sense of controllability, which is a significant mitigating factor during heightened emotion (Smith 
et al. 1993) and promotes access to problem-focused coping strategies that allow her to maintain her 
goal-oriented behaviours (Jamieson et al. 2018). High internal motivation informs emotional com-
mitment, which is essential for establishing an academic identity and shaping Martha’s approach to 
relationship building, critical thinking and sense of self (Whannell and Whannell, 2015; Robinson and 
Glanzer 2016). Drawing from multiple coping resources Martha has overcome varying threats to 
successfully inculcate to the academic culture; adapting to demands she has maintained a positive 
goal-oriented direction in her study journey.
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Conclusion: embracing the complexity

Within this writing we have sought to unfold our conceptualisation of student experience. Unlike 
previous approaches that measure student experience in terms of satisfaction, we have presented 
emotion as a central organising construct of student experience, underpinning the person–environ-
ment interactions that occur in and across five eco-systemic facets and directly impacting wellbeing. 
Through this conceptualisation, we locate the student as an active participant enmeshed within and 
across a labyrinthine of systems evolving over time and engaged in intra and interpersonal processes 
that include the dynamic interactions of stress-related appraisals, coping, and emotion responses 
that influence wellbeing. These interactions are shaped by past and present experiences according 
to biopsychosocial-cultural forces acting over time and function to shape future experiences.

Through this approach, we adopt a meta-appraisal of the multiple layers of interactions, supports, 
challenges and intra-personal emotional responses to study student experience in a holistic way; using 
the phenomenological nature of the lived reality according to the interactions between the focal 
individual and the interconnected ecologies to inform our understanding. In keeping with 
Bronfenbrenner’s ultimate goal aimed at understanding person–context interactions to inform adaptive 
ecologies that support development (2005, p. xiv), we argue this revised representation provides 
direction for exploring, understanding, and responding to student experience in a way that supports 
enacting practices and contexts to promote preparedness for professional life and actualise the poten-
tials of higher education to support transformative sustainable development. We hope that this model 
will provide a lens and resource for researchers and those involved in student support and teaching to 
interpret, understand and respond to the experiences of their students. Furthermore, the risk of not 
embracing this multifaceted conception of the student experience will limit the efficacy and attunement 
of higher education strategies and services and in turn inadvertently constrain attainment, retention, and 
sustainability. Future research could explore how this newly developed conceptualisation of student 
experience could inform proactive approaches that support positive wellbeing for PGT students.
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