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“People Like Me at University?” An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of Perceived Belonging and Academic Self-Efficacy in South Wales Higher Education
[bookmark: _Toc219499411]Abstract
[bookmark: _Hlk218268305]This paper adopts an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) to explore how non-traditional students at a South Wales university perceive and make sense of their belonging within higher education, and how those perceptions shape their academic self-efficacy: the belief in one’s capability to succeed academically and to be recognised as a legitimate member of the university community (Bandura, 1997; van Dinther et al., 2011). Although belonging and self-efficacy are widely accepted as influencing engagement, retention, and achievement, they are often treated as variables to be measured rather than as lived, felt experiences, particularly among mature, working, and first-generation students entering widening-participation environments (Thomas, 2012; Gilani & Thomas, 2025).
Although the author is a former lecturer in performance psychology, the paper's focus isn’t on dissecting each construct separately. As an IPA study, it centres on lived experience and interpretation of how non-traditional students ‘understand’ belonging and capability. The implications in this paper are directly relevant to higher education, but they may also provide insight for organisations supporting older adults returning to work or learning after time away.
The study utilised semi-structured interviews with three non-traditional students at different stages of their academic journey: upon completion of the first year of higher education, upon completion of their second year, and upon completion of an undergraduate degree followed by postgraduate study. Interviews were analysed ideographically and interpretatively, generating three interconnected superordinate themes: belonging that began before arrival; questioning whether one really belongs; and the balance between feeling safe and being challenged in the learning environment.
These themes highlighted the persistence of longstanding historical personal narratives of ‘not being academic’ and how early classroom and assessment experiences shaped students’ emerging and ongoing sense of whether they had a right to be there.
They also highlighted how relational conditions, such as day-to-day peer reassurance, informal check-ins, responsive and non-judgemental tutor feedback, and predictable programme structures, created emotional safety that enabled academic challenge without compromising belonging or self-efficacy.
The findings suggest that belonging is continually formed rather than fixed. It begins long before students enrol, is continually shaped through day-to-day interactions and is closely interlinked with beliefs about capability and subsequent self-efficacy.
Within a Welsh HE policy context of wider participation, the findings suggest that widening access requires more than increasing open pathways and flexible provision to accommodate the complex personal commitments many non-traditional students manage. It requires attention to the regular teaching and relational practices that enable students such as JD, CT, and KS to develop a stable sense of themselves as people who belong in higher education and can achieve within it. Implications for practice, institutional culture, and future research are also discussed.
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[bookmark: _Toc219499412]Introduction
This study explores how three non-traditional students within the context of Welsh HE provisions perceive and make sense of their belonging in higher education, and how those perceptions shape their academic self-efficacy. By investigating their stories in depth through interviews, the paper argues that widening-participation promises in Welsh higher education cannot be met through access routes alone. They depend on the day-to-day, small, routine class interactions of relational and pedagogic practices that either support or erode their sense of inclusion, which impacts the retention and academic success of non-traditional students like JD, CT and KS.
Over the past two decades, widening participation has been highlighted as a central focus of UK higher education. In Wales, this responsibility is made explicit through the Higher Education Funding Council Wales (HEFCW) Fee and Access Plans and through the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, which requires institutions to contribute to a ‘more equal Wales’. Universities are therefore expected not only to widen access to non-traditional learners, mature students, first-generation entrants, and those with limited prior qualifications but also to create the conditions under which they can succeed (HEFCW, 2018, 2021; Welsh Government, 2015, 2024).
Despite these commitments, the lived experience of non-traditional students often differs from the aspirations embedded in policy. UK and Welsh data highlight inequalities in continuation, attainment and progression for mature and working-class students, as well as those entering through vocational or Level 4/5 routes (HESA, 2022). Qualitative studies consistently show that many such students feel out of place, are uncertain of their legitimacy, and are vulnerable to minor academic setbacks (Evans, 2019; Thompson et al., 2021).
In this paper, belonging and academic self-efficacy have emerged as key constructs associated with non-traditional student success. Belonging is widely associated with student engagement, well-being, and retention (Goodenow, 1993; Allen et al., 2024), and it is one of the strongest predictors of persistence among students from underrepresented and non-traditional groups (Thomas, 2012). Similarly, academic self-efficacy impacts non-traditional student outcomes by shaping how students interpret challenges, persist through difficulty and adapt to academic expectations (Bandura, 1997; van Dinther et al., 2011).
While these constructs are well established in the education research literature, the lived experiences through which they are formed and sustained in higher education remain under-examined, particularly in non-traditional and widening-participation contexts where students often arrive with long-standing doubts shaped by earlier educational experiences (Kahu & Nelson, 2018).
This study addresses this gap by exploring how three non-traditional students in HE programmes in South Wales make sense of belonging and capability at different points in their higher-education journey. All three have had to manage study alongside caring responsibilities, employment and disrupted educational histories. Their accounts detail both the challenges they faced and the relational and structural conditions that impacted their persistence and continued engagement. 
The research question that guided the study is:
How do non-traditional students at a South Wales university perceive and make sense of their belonging within higher education, and how do those perceptions shape their academic self-efficacy?
The study considers a range of social-psychological constructs (belonging, self-efficacy), sociological theory (habitus, power/knowledge, discourse) and educational practice. It aligns with interpretivist and constructivist paradigms, focusing on meaning-making and lived experience. The use of IPA reflects the aim of examining experience in depth, attending to language, emotion, and context rather than assuming predefined categories (Larkin, 2006).
Placing these student narratives within a Welsh widening-participation context has also been considered. HEFCW Fee and Access Plans and the Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) both emphasise universities’ role in delivering a ‘more equal Wales’, yet continuation and attainment data suggest that mature, working-class and first-generation students continue to face higher risks of early withdrawal and underachievement (HEFCW, 2018, 2021; Nesom, 2024).
By investigating, through interviews, three learners who could be considered beneficiaries of this policy agenda, the study asks whether and in what ways they experience higher education as a place for ‘people like me’.
Welsh policy may be clear in its priority for widening participation, but it arguably relies on the idea that flexible pathways and outreach are sufficient to achieve it (Donnelly & Evans, 2016; HEFCW, 2018; Welsh Government, 2015, 2024). However, critical reviews continue to highlight gaps between these strategic commitments and the lived experience of those whose participation is being “widened” (Nesom, 2024). Consequently, relatively little work connects individual narratives of belonging and self-efficacy to the policy's intended outcomes (Thomson et al., 2022; Robinson & Salvestrini, 2020).
This study, therefore, does not simply describe three students’ journeys. It also examines how their experiences relate to Welsh widening-participation aspirations, and whether they are, or are not, realised in practice within HE institutions
The paper first considers the research literature on non-traditional students, belonging, self-efficacy and relevant sociocultural theory. The methodology outlines both the epistemological rationale and analytic process. The findings present three superordinate themes, drawing extensively on participant quotes. The discussion interprets these themes in relation to theory and policy, before the paper concludes with implications for practice, limitations and directions for future research.

[bookmark: _Toc219499413]Literature Review

[bookmark: _Toc219499414]Non-traditional students and the Welsh widening-participation context
Non-traditional students, such as mature learners, first-generation entrants, those without A levels or continuous educational trajectories, often face distinctive pressures in higher education. They juggle work, care, and financial responsibilities that shape how they participate (Thompson et al., 2021). Many have longstanding experiences of academic struggle, stigma or exclusion that continue to influence their sense of capability (Merrill, 2015; Stoten, 2024).
Reay’s (2002) analysis of mature and working-class students shows how classed ‘habitus’ makes some forms of higher education feel ‘not for people like us’, even when policy actively encourages participation (Reay, 2002, 2017). Merrill (2015) and Stoten (2024) highlight the ‘biographical and emotional labour’ required for adults to re-enter education and to hold together competing identities as carers, workers and students. Still, most of this literature is UK-wide or England-focused, with limited focus on the specific policy context and higher education system in Wales.
Additionally, the research focus that does exist is often at the cohort level, with fewer studies offering idiographic, IPA-style accounts that capture how belonging and capability are constantly renegotiated throughout a programme of study (Allen et al., 2024; Smith & Osborn, 2015; Smith et al., 2009). By linking three detailed narratives from Welsh non-traditional students in the context of Welsh widening participation, this study aims to help fill that gap. 
In Wales, widening participation is tightly linked to regional development and social-justice agendas, not least through HEFCW strategies and the Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015). The HEFCW emphasises access routes for learners from low-participation areas, carers, and those in work, and the Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) considers education as a route to long-term equality (Welsh Government, 2015, 2024; HEFCW, 2018). Welsh widening access is therefore considered as both a moral and statutory imperative.
However, simply widening access does not guarantee belonging. Reay (2017) argues that universities often remain consciously or unconsciously shaped by middle-class assumptions about who the ‘proper’ student is. Mature and working-class students may therefore feel both grateful for the opportunity but also feel they do not ‘naturally’ fit within the institutional norms (Evans, 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc219499415]Belonging in higher education
Associated with academic engagement, well-being, resilience and continuation, belonging is considered as one of the most influential constructs in student-success research (Goodenow, 1993; Allen et al., 2024). 
In trying to understand its origins, Thomas (2012) argues that belonging is not simply a social matter but is produced in classrooms, assessment practices, and staff–student relationships.
Research on belonging in higher education consistently shows that students’ sense of belonging is relational, fragile, and closely shaped by the regular classroom, assessment and staff–student interactions (Allen et al., 2024; Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Walton & Cohen, 2007).
Although Dias-Broens et al. (2024) highlight inconsistencies in the definition of belonging across studies, belonging includes feeling recognised, valued, safe and connected. For non-traditional students, this experience is often fragile and heavily shaped by early classroom ‘moments’ (Humphrey & Lowe, 2017).

[bookmark: _Toc219499416]Academic self-efficacy
Self-efficacy refers to one’s belief in the capability to succeed in specific tasks (Bandura, 1997). In higher education, academic self-efficacy predicts persistence, achievement, and students’ ability to interpret challenges as opportunities rather than threats (van Dinther et al., 2011). For non-traditional students, self-efficacy is often undermined by prior experiences of being labelled ‘not academic’, by unfamiliar academic conventions, and by the emotional challenge and labour of returning to study (Saddler & Sundin, 2020; Gibson, 2025).
Bandura (1997) argues that self-efficacy develops through mastery experiences, vicarious learning, social persuasion, and the interpretation of physiological and emotional states. Each of these processes is evident in the interview accounts analysed later in this paper.

[bookmark: _Toc219499417]Power, habitus and sociocultural perspectives
Foucault (1980) highlights how power is exercised through discourse, defining what counts as knowledge, who is authorised to speak, and what identities ‘fit’. Bourdieu’s habitus and capital explain why university environments often feel natural for some but alien for others (Bourdieu, 1977, 1984). Students like JD and CT, whose educational histories differ from normative academic pathways, may enter university already feeling illegitimate.
Vygotsky (1978) suggests that learning is mediated through tools, language, and relationships, and that development is supported within the zone of proximal development. This highlights the importance of tools such as scaffolding, which is not just a simple practical breakdown of a task, but psychologically allows students to feel capable and see themselves as legitimate participants. It takes them on a journey from “I can’t” to “I might actually be able to do this.”

[bookmark: _Toc219499418]IPA and lived experience research
IPA is widely used for research on mature, first-generation, and non-traditional students because it foregrounds emotional texture, identity work, and meaning-making (Smith et al., 2009; Saddler & Sundin, 2020). Recent studies also suggest that, in these groups, narratives of belonging and capability often develop alongside one another, and can highlight wider sociocultural pressures of day-to-day university life (Gibson, 2025; Li et al., 2024).
This study extends this work within a Welsh widening-participation setting, offering an idiographic look at belonging and self-efficacy across the different stages of an adult non-traditional learner’s academic journey.

[bookmark: _Toc219499419]Methodology

[bookmark: _Toc219499420]Research design and epistemological stance
This study takes an interpretivist view of reality and a constructivist view of knowledge, treating belonging and self-efficacy as shaped through social meaning-making and context rather than as fixed traits (Crotty, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). IPA was chosen because it focuses on lived experience, explores meaning-making in depth, and stays close to how participants use language to convey emotion and situate their accounts within their settings (Larkin et al., 2006; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith et al., 2009).
Although a thematic analysis might have offered broader coverage across a larger sample (Braun & Clarke, 2006), IPA offers better insight into the complexity and nuance of individuals’ experience, more appropriate for a study examining identity, habitus and belonging (Smith et al., 2009).

[bookmark: _Toc219499421]Participants and context
Three non-traditional students were purposively selected from courses within a Welsh HE institution: 
· JD (late 30s): first-year CertHE student, small business owner, parent, long history of negative schooling.
· CT (mid-40s): second-year student, working-class background, several small businesses, no previous academic study.
· KS (late 50s): graduate now holding a master’s degree, school support worker, returning to education after decades.
All three represent demographic and educational profiles that are common in widening-participation programmes across Wales: mature women combining work, care and study with disrupted or limited prior educational success (Butcher et al., 2014). Utilising a small, relatively homogenous group supports the idiographic aims of IPA, but it also means that the findings cannot claim to represent the full diversity of non-traditional students, particularly in relation to gender, ethnicity and programme type (Larkin & Thompson, 2012; Smith et al., 2009).

[bookmark: _Toc219499422]Ethics and positionality
Ethical approval was obtained through the university’s professional-doctorate process. Participation was voluntary, confidential and unrelated to assessment. The dual role of tutor-researcher required reflexivity, including notes on assumptions, emotional reactions and potential interpretive bias (Costley et al., 2010; Bell, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc219499423]Data collection
Semi-structured interviews (30–45 minutes) were conducted via Microsoft Teams. Questions explored educational background, early experiences of the programme, feelings of belonging or exclusion, assessment experiences, and perceived changes in confidence.
Interviews were transcribed verbatim, retaining repetitions and hesitations, and linguistic cues significant to interpretation, noting the limitations of online interviewing.

[bookmark: _Toc219499424]Data analysis
Analysis followed IPA’s iterative structure:
1. Reading and re-reading,
2. Exploratory noting (descriptive, linguistic, conceptual),
3. Emergent theme development,
4. Superordinate theme construction (Smith et al., 2009).
Each transcript was analysed independently before cross-case synthesis. An audit trail and reflexive commentary through a journal supported credibility and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

[bookmark: _Toc219499425]Findings
The analysis generated three interconnected superordinate themes: belonging that began before arrival, questioning whether you really belong, and the balance between feeling safe and being challenged in the learning environment. Together, they show belonging and self-efficacy as ongoing processes rather than single moments, continually renegotiated through individual prior histories, classroom experiences, and relationships within the programme, as well as those supporting their academic journey. 

[bookmark: _Toc219499426]Belonging before arrival
All three participants talked about a history of seeing themselves as “not academic” and viewing university as something meant for other people. However, what came through was more than just a biography. Each recalled the feelings that remained with them as they considered entering higher education, describing just how fragile their early sense of belonging was.
KS explained that she chose to study after realising she could not progress in her school support role, yet her memories of being at school herself were of struggling and not getting the help she needed.
“I did struggle in education, which is why I only left with six O-levels and I’d gone to a private school… there were only some teachers that were really, really supportive… all those learning differences that we see now were virtually unheard of when I was in school.”
By the time she considered university in her late fifties, age and earlier experiences had created doubt:
“I didn’t think I could do it, to be honest with you… as you get older, I think my confidence was starting to wane a little because I wasn’t progressing in school (as staff).”
Her account suggests unfinished personal business. She had always supported other people’s learning but never fully trusted her own capability. That lack of confidence was emotional “baggage” she brought into the classroom.
For JD, school is remembered as being “the one they stuck at the back”:
“I was always the one they stuck at the back… where they put the kids they don’t know what to do with… I’m pretty sure I had ADHD or something, but back then they didn’t say that, they just said I was a nuisance.”
Early family conversations helped those experiences become ingrained:
“My sister was the clever one… from very early on I took on this idea that I wasn’t the academic one… you hear it enough times and you think that must be true.”
For JD, deciding to apply was not a simple choice to select a course to improve her future, but a challenge to a long-standing identity as “not academic”. This corresponds with research on first-generation and mature students who describe stepping into higher education as an identity risk as much as an opportunity (Evans, 2019; Saddler & Sundin, 2020).
For JD, her early academic experiences and family conversations relate to more than explaining her initial hesitation about applying. They illustrate how she considered her legitimacy within HE. Being “the nuisance” at the back of the room and “not the academic one” in the family made university, an environment often viewed as a place of academic excellence, feel like it ‘belongs’ to other people. When she does choose to apply, she is not only entering a programme, but also testing whether that identity of the “not academic one” can be rewritten.
This helps to explain why, for her, relatively small, ordinary moments on the course, finding a seat, asking questions, and feedback, carry such high emotional stakes for her, and why belonging and self-efficacy are so closely interlinked in her story.
CT’s story also included her educational history, and the family context of being the first in her extended family to access higher education:
“I’m the first one to ever go to university… out of the whole family… we were brought up in our council estate, nobody wants to go to school… when I said I was going to uni, they laughed but proud laughed.”
The “proud laugh” seemed to do two things: it highlighted family surprise, something unusual, but it also suggested university as something slightly odd or out of place in her. CT repeatedly described herself as a “doer, not a thinker”, and contrasted owning several businesses with “not being one of the clever ones”. It was almost like she was using her success in business to convince herself she was ‘intelligent’, but struggled to shake off a historical lack of academic evidence to back this up. 
Across all these student accounts, “belonging before arrival” is less about what the university is, what it could offer, but more about personal long-standing views of who the university is for. Their educational experiences, family histories, and growing up on council estates all contributed to a shared sense of higher education as ‘alien’ or not considered part of their future. 
For each, the route into HE was relational and closer to home: a close friend working at the university for KS, course friends and an evening/weekend timetable for JD, and a cousin’s recommendation for CT.
So, even though policy documents continually reiterate the importance of ‘widening access’ and illustrate practices to encourage non-traditional students, the participants in this study still described their application to HE as a leap into an environment that still felt designed for someone else (Thomas, 2012; Stoten, 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc219499427]Questioning whether you really belong
Having applied and now within the classroom environment, all three participants described a continuing process of testing whether they were “allowed” to be there. They describe how legitimacy was not present at enrolment, but negotiated through early teaching approaches, routine classroom moments, first assignments and the emotional response they experienced to feedback, both formal and informal.
For JD, walking into the building for her first session was a combination of both excitement and threat:
“It was horrible and exciting and strange all at once… I remember walking in thinking do not make a fool of yourself… if I pick the wrong seat I feel done for the whole night… my head was full… I could feel my brain getting hot… I kept thinking do not ask anything, do not look stupid… I just wanted to blend in.”
Her sense of legitimacy only began to increase after a few weeks of predictable routines and the first assignment:
“After the first two or three weeks I settled in a bit… I knew where to sit, I knew people’s names, I knew how you taught… by the third week… I felt like I kind of knew what I was doing.”
Her first piece of feedback was an important and critical moment:
“I remember opening the feedback and expecting it to say redo or this is really weak because that’s what school was like… but it wasn’t like that… your feedback was real and helpful… I remember thinking someone actually thinks I can do this.”
For JD, and her reflection on “someone actually thinks I can do this” functioned as a form of positive ‘social persuasion’, which counteracted years of being positioned as “the nuisance” (Bandura, 1997; van Dinther et al., 2011). It did not instantly remove her doubt, but it allowed her to begin to see herself as a legitimate university student.
For CT, legitimacy was linked more explicitly around assessment and “big words”:
“Scared to death. I hadn’t turned a computer on for about 30 years… I’d never done an assignment in my life, I thought I would never in a million years be able to write an assignment… the big words… that I wouldn’t be able to understand what you were saying.”
She linked her early fear directly to unfamiliar language and academic conventions. Over time, clear explanation, tutor patience, iteration and incremental ‘mastery’ began to shift that belief (Bandura, 1997):
“The lecturer explained everything… like really explained it… nothing seemed stupid… I feel as if I’m much better than when I started, 100% better.”
Later, she reflects on the course content, highlighting that her understanding of figures and profit would have radically changed how she ran earlier businesses. That reflection highlights a re-writing of her perceived capability: from a hands-on person, to someone who can achieve in her new HE environment. In self-efficacy terms, the programme provided repeated ‘mastery’ experiences that allowed her to reinterpret both past and present competence (Bandura, 1997; van Dinther et al., 2011).
KS’s account of legitimacy emphasised being taken seriously as a learner after decades in supporting roles:
“It was like being in the adult world… it was just my learning then… I felt really privileged to be there… it was like, this is my time now.”
She contrasted her years of being the “helper” as a teaching assistant in previous academic settings with her own early educational experiences with teachers who expected and demanded her academic engagement. That expectation created emotional pressure, “what if I can’t keep up?”, encouraged self-doubt and highlighted a lack of two-way engagement. It was more about meeting others' expectations than about what KS wanted. When failure occurred, it was framed in terms of others' expectations.
In her words:
“I always wanted to know what I could do if I had the chance but didn’t want to let anyone down”. 
KS’s description of feeling “privileged” to attend university, and of it being “my time now”, indicates more than gratitude. It shows a shift in how she understands herself: from someone whose value lay in supporting others’ learning to someone entitled to learn and be recognised in her own right. Being expected to contribute as a student offers a re-reading of her identity, from a helper role as a TA to a legitimate central participant as a learner.
With encouragement from friends who were staff at the HE institution, she began to interpret the demands of higher education not as signs that she did not belong, but as indications that the programme already assumed her capability.
Research on belonging and self-efficacy suggests that recognition, being treated as a legitimate participant, rather than peripheral support, can be central to the development of confidence and belonging, particularly for adult and non-traditional learners whose prior roles have positioned them outside formal learner identities (Bandura, 1997; Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Wenger, 1998).
From an IPA perspective, this shift in outlook is not simply behavioral but interpretive, a change in how KS makes sense of what the HE institution expects of her.
Across the three narratives, legitimacy is negotiated through a series of small, local experiences: finding a seat, understanding expected class norms, encoding tutor requirements, decoding initial feedback, and realising that others are also juggling the everyday challenges of life.
As Bandura (1997) would frame it, the programme gradually supplies new mastery experiences, vicarious models and persuasive feedback that rebuild academic self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997; van Dinther et al., 2011). At the same time, elements of earlier schooling still remain within each student, often reappearing unexpectedly. JD’s fear of “looking stupid” in front of others and CT’s focus on “big words” show how childhood narratives about ability can resurface in adult classrooms, creating ongoing impostor feelings and self-doubt among non-traditional students (Gibson, 2025; Li et al., 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc219499428]The balance between feeling safe and being challenged in the learning environment
The third theme highlights how dependent this rebuilding is on relationships and programme structure. All three participants describe specific people and patterns as making the difference between staying and leaving.
JD repeatedly refers to a small peer group, “our own little bubble”, and to the tutor’s style of communication:
“Linda, Lauren and Jo were really helpful… we helped each other with everything… we moaned together, we had a good laugh… WhatsApp was useful, we sent each other messages asking if referencing looked right and panicked together.”
When life outside the course became overwhelming, relationship problems, childcare crises, a break-in at the shop, she “shut down” and stopped attending:
“I did go quiet for a bit… when I am overwhelmed, I disappear… Linda messaged me and told me I was coming to uni and that she would pick me up… your emails helped too, you broke the assignment down into steps… you didn’t make me feel stupid for needing things broken down.”
This is arguably belonging at its most practical. A friend offering a lift when her transport fell through, a cry for help and a subsequent email from a tutor that broke an otherwise overwhelming assignment into workable steps made a tangible difference. JD details that, without that combination of peer insistence and staff scaffolding, she would “have walked away” at several points. Thomas’s (2012) argument about the centrality of the “human side” of university life to retention is relevant to her experience. It is seen in small, practical acts that enabled JD to stay engaged, when withdrawal felt like the easier option.
However, for JD these relationships do more than keep her physically turning up; they actively reshape how capable and legitimate she feels. When a friend on her course turns up at her door, assuming she is “coming to uni”, and when a tutor breaks the work into manageable steps, JD begins to see herself as someone who can do this, but arguably, more importantly, is worth the effort. These small, everyday actions matter, as they prompt repeated internal conversations and negotiations through which her academic self-efficacy starts to take shape (Bandura, 1997; Kahu & Nelson, 2018).
This self-efficacy is strengthened because others behave as if success is both possible and expected, and her sense of belonging is reinforced when she is considered part of the group, even when she wants to disappear.
KS’s sense that this was “my time now” is closely tied to a friend at the university who explained what support would be in place, and to staff who encouraged her to apply for that support. Gaining Disabled Students’ Allowance and study-skills help was crucially experienced not as ‘deficit labelling’ but as confirmation that the university wanted her to succeed. This was critical for KS, as historical educational experiences highlighted the stigma often associated with students who required additional learning support in school.
CT talks about family who “laughed but proud laughed” when she announced she was going to university, and who are now “chuffed to bits” that she has progressed. That family pride becomes a tangible resource she can draw on when the challenges of university feel daunting.
The provision of an evening and weekend timetable for CT also carries a relational message for her:
“I had been looking at different courses for ages, but they were always daytime… and then I saw this one and it was evenings and weekends and I thought that might actually work.” (CT)
For all three, each was on programmes that wholly, or in part, differed from traditional daytime delivery. The structure signalled to each that people with jobs, children and caring responsibilities were expected rather than exceptional. That contrasts with much of the UK sector, where undergraduate timetables often assume flexible daytime availability (Thompson et al., 2021).
Across all three accounts, the programme structure itself appears to signal that “people like you” are expected here, not merely accommodated. The interviews do indicate that structure alone does not remove student anxiety, but it does create conditions in which students can talk honestly about struggling without feeling exposed in an environment that reminds them of being in the minority, a different type of student, or their legacy insecurities.
From an IPA perspective, belonging and self-efficacy are co-constructed through relationships with peers, tutors, and the programme as a set of practices and expectations (Smith et al., 2009; Wenger, 1998). The stretch of higher education comes through challenging assignments, unfamiliar concepts, and revisiting areas previously associated with difficulty, such as course required mathematics or academic writing after decades away from education (Kahu & Nelson, 2018). The safety comes from not having to face those demands alone. This reflects the human element of higher education, where supportive staff–student and peer relationships are central to retention, particularly for non-traditional students (Thomas, 2012; Humphrey & Lowe, 2017; Gilani & Thomas, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc219499429]Discussion
The narratives from JD, CT, and KS provide a detailed account of how belonging and self-efficacy develop over time for non-traditional students in a widening participation context. What emerges from the interviews is that there is not a simple linear progression from insecurity to confidence, but a looping, contingent process shaped by earlier school experiences, the emotional challenge of an unfamiliar environment, and the presence (or absence) of relational support (Thomas, 2012; Saddler & Sundin, 2020; Stoten, 2024). The interviews also highlight the relevance of ‘micro-practices’ through which student academic identity and legitimacy are negotiated, both positively and negatively, moment to moment.
The three superordinate themes are presented in a sequence that reflects both the research question and the process described by participants. Belonging that began before arrival captures the biographical and historical contexts that students bring to higher education.
Questioning whether you really belong focuses on the period after arrival, when students continually test whether they are, in fact, allowed to be here once they are in their programme. The balance between feeling safe and being challenged in the learning environment considers the conditions and requirements that allow for or constrain participation over time. Presented in this way, the analysis aims to show how prior experience, early classroom moments, and developing relationships work together to shape belonging and academic self-efficacy, rather than treating these as separate or isolated influences.

[bookmark: _Toc219499430]Belonging before arrival
The first theme, belonging before arrival, shows how deeply educational histories remain active in adult learning.
In the interviews, KS described being “the one who struggled” in a private school, and JD recalled being placed “at the back” because teachers “didn’t know what to do” with her. These were not simple historical recollections, but early events that ‘stuck’ and became lasting identity narratives of not being “the academic one”. These experiences form part of the habitus: dispositions that make some futures feel out of personal reach, inaccessible (Bourdieu, 1977, 1984).
What is particularly noticeable is the extent to which continuous personal narratives continue to shape how each student makes sense of their academic capability over time. From an IPA perspective, these accounts show how earlier experiences influence the present, a running narrative on which new situations are understood. KS entered higher education in her late fifties yet described how her confidence had “waned over time” because she had not progressed within her school environment, almost forty years after leaving formal education. JD’s anxiety about appearing “stupid” in her first higher education lecture similarly reflects the influence of classroom experiences she had internalised decades earlier. Both accounts support research suggesting that mature students’ fears are often rooted in their early experiences of informed intelligence and potential, and that these continue to shape how capability and self-esteem are understood in adulthood (Evans, 2019; Gibson, 2025).
Therefore, for these students, the decision to apply for higher education is not about simply filling in an application form. It involves negotiating histories that have eroded self-confidence, often a sense of being “not academic”, that creates a tension between a desire to improve oneself and deeply held doubts about whether higher education is genuinely a space where they belong.
CT’s account adds a ‘class’ dimension, being “the first in the whole family” to attend university, coming from a council estate where “nobody wants to go to school”, and feeling like a “hands-on” person rather than a “clever one”. Her comments reflect accounts from working-class students elsewhere who describe university as “not for people like us” (Reay, 2017; Stoten, 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc219499431]Belonging and self-efficacy together
The second theme, negotiating legitimacy, shows that belonging and academic self-efficacy are not only linked but also seem to increase and fall together. JD’s account of her first evening, “my brain getting hot” fixating on 'the wrong seat” and trying not to “look stupid”, shows how uncertainty about belonging quickly attaches itself to even the smallest classroom details. These small moments are ongoing tests of legitimacy, where ordinary difficulties are interpreted as evidence of not fitting in, where belonging is linked to uncertainty (Cohen, 2011). However, they also disrupt earlier assumptions of capability, self-efficacy, and belonging, as they can offer new interpretations of their capabilities.
The turning point for JD was the feedback on the first assignment, which she expected to confirm her inadequacy based on her school history. Instead found detailed, respectful comments that she interpreted as “someone actually thinks I can do this”. Again, this provided a mastery experience with strong social persuasion, where the feedback did not simply record performance; it provided evidence that she was capable of academic work (Bandura, 1997; van Dinther et al., 2011). It also signalled belonging, in that struggle is normal and that she is the kind of student staff expect to succeed here, rather than an ‘impostor’ waiting to be exposed (Walton & Cohen, 2011).
These moments are important because they challenge older narratives, offering new social persuasion and mastery evidence to the student that can reshape beliefs about capability (Bandura, 1997; van Dinther et al., 2011).
CT’s improving sense of belonging and academic self-efficacy is similarly linked to academic experiences that begin to challenge earlier assumptions about herself. Her repeated references to “big words”, fear of not understanding lectures, and having “never done an assignment in my life” show how academic language and assessment can make higher education feel, and if not properly considered by tutors, make the HE environment feel like a closed world, where students may confirm to themselves that they do not belong.
For non-traditional students, academic language can signal who belongs and who does not, and it can persist until those assumptions are disrupted through positive participation and personal recognition (Bourdieu, 1984; Reay, 2017; Kahu & Nelson, 2018).
Over time, it was the use of explicit explanations, templates, examples, and scaffolding that enabled her to reinterpret her capabilities. The turning point comes when she links her new academic skills back to her business experience: if she had understood figures “back then”, she might have made different decisions. In this case, it shows that academic learning does not just increase confidence; it can rewrite past narratives of low competence and failure.
KS’s narrative adds a further dimension, being treated as a learner in her own right, after decades spent supporting others. Her comment, “this is my time now”, indicates a shift in her identity. However, this confidence is fragile. The possibility of “not keeping up” or “falling behind” is evident in her early experience of HE, confirming research that non-traditional learners often retain anxieties about being “found out”, even when they are performing well academically (Gibson, 2025; Saddler & Sundin, 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc219499432]Relational safety required for stretch
The third theme, the balance between feeling safe and being challenged in the learning environment, links directly to the pedagogical practices highlighted in the What Works? Programme, a 2012 large, sector-wide initiative in UK higher education funded by HEFCE (Thomas, 2012). Peer groups, predictable teaching routines and supportive staff communication create the emotional conditions in which academic challenge can be tolerated (Thomas, 2012; Humphrey & Lowe, 2017).
JD’s “car pick-up” story illustrates this, when she was overwhelmed by family issues, work strain and a break-in at her business; she stopped attending. The fact that a member of her class physically arrived at her house and “told me I was coming to uni” is more than a friend trying to convince her to attend. It is a relational intervention, keeping her ‘connected’ to the programme and helping her feel she belonged in the group, when she might otherwise have left. Add her account of, at the same time, the importance of step-by-step assignment scaffolding, “the lecturer didn’t make me feel stupid for needing things broken down,” shows how small pedagogic practices can also protect self-efficacy when it is at its most fragile or weakest.
This reflects Stoten’s (2024) research on mature female students, who state the importance of supportive tutor relationships and peer solidarity, which enabled them to remain in higher education and rebuild their confidence as learners.
Relationships with peers and staff are not simply part of the learning context, but provide an active role in both developing and sustaining students’ sense of belonging and academic self-efficacy over time, particularly for those from non-traditional backgrounds (Thomas, 2012; Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Walton & Cohen, 2007).
CT’s experience also shows how everyday relationships within the programme supported her continued engagement. Her confidence grew not only from academic success but from small, continuous comments and reassurances that she belonged in HE. Peers checking in, family “chuffed to bits”, tutors explaining tasks without judgement, all supported and provided her with evidence of her legitimacy. She repeatedly sees her improvement as originating with the lecturer, who patiently and without judgement never ‘tired’ of explaining everything. This highlights how small ‘interpretive’ supports can transform a task that feels beyond her into one that feels possible.
KS’s support network extended beyond the programme, with a close friend at the university who prior to KS arriving, explained the available support that would be available. Consequently, for KS, HE was not threatening but rather a place where she could legitimately belong. Support staff encouraged her to apply for reasonable adjustments, tutors took her learning needs seriously; she felt an equal. That sense of relational belonging gave her enough confidence to take intellectual risks, engage critically without fear of looking ‘stupid’ and to see herself as a capable learner within higher education, rather than someone merely attending to hopefully pass her course.
Together, these accounts highlight a common theme running through the literature. Academic stretch is only possible when students feel safe enough to take risks (Allen et al., 2024; Gilani & Thomas, 2025). Without safety, stretch can produce withdrawal, and without stretch, safety can slide into dependency (Allen et al., 2024). For JD, CT, and KS, this was achieved through everyday relational practices, both in class and with those invested in their success, not solely through formal structures.

[bookmark: _Toc219499433]The Welsh widening-participation promise and its limits
The interviews show how widening-participation structures, flexible timetables, recognition of workplace experience, and flexible pathways are important in a Welsh context shaped by the Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) and HEFCW access commitments. But these accounts also show the limits of structure alone to ensure widening participation. While flexible timetables and access routes are important, each participant’s experience was shaped by prior histories and by everyday pedagogic and relational practices, such as peer support, accessible teaching, and affirming feedback, that turn formal, policy and administrative access into a real, positive lived experience within HE. 
This challenges the policy narrative that arguably equates easier admission routes with opportunity. As both Jury et al. (2015) and Nesom (2024) argue, students’ sense of legitimacy remains fragile when institutional norms still implicitly favour those with uninterrupted academic trajectories. The interviews show how this fragility, such as JD’s panic about seating, CT’s fear of “big words”, and KS’s cautious claim that “this is my time now”.
These findings suggest the need for a broader conceptualisation of widening participation, one that recognises belonging and self-efficacy as relational and psychological achievements, rather than merely structural outcomes derived from policy directives that simply focus on easier access for non-traditional students. Top of FormBottom of Form

[bookmark: _Toc219499434]Implications for Practice and Policy

[bookmark: _Toc219499435]Design for relational safety as well as academic rigour
Small, stable cohorts, predictable structures, and explicit encouragement to be authentic appear to support both belonging and self-efficacy. Prioritising student needs early and developing and facilitating accessible non-judgemental engagement, and linking content to the lived experience that non-traditional students can relate to.

[bookmark: _Toc219499436]Treat early assessments and feedback as critical identity moments
Clear, respectful, and specific feedback that details what has been done well and offers positive, non-judgemental, specific next steps acts to ‘socially persuade’ students to build confidence and counter years of being labelled “not academic”.

[bookmark: _Toc219499437]Recognise and work with pre-arrival narratives
Many non-traditional students arrive with established stories about their (in)capability. Providing space to discuss those stories through induction activities or tutorials helps students reinterpret them in light of new experiences.

[bookmark: _Toc219499438]Align institutional messages with lived realities
If universities promote themselves as inclusive and widening-participation-focused, programme-level decisions about timetabling, support and assessment must reflect and reinforce that message.

[bookmark: _Toc219499439]Redefining Policy Success
The narratives of JD, CT, and KS suggest that the success of Welsh widening participation policy, specifically the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 and HEFCW Fee and Access Plans, cannot be measured solely by enrolment metrics. Institutional practice must move beyond "opening the front door" to addressing the historical narratives of doubt. Policy should therefore shift toward incentivising relational infrastructure, recognising that a secure sense of belonging is necessary to develop academic self-efficacy among non-traditional students, which is required for long-term success.

[bookmark: _Toc219499440]Limitations

[bookmark: _Toc219499441]Scope and Context
This small IPA study is small by design, interviewing three women at different stages of their HE journeys, from one institution across 3 HE programmes. The sample is deliberately homogeneous in terms of regional context, which supports depth but limits breadth (Smith et al., 2009; Smith & Osborn, 2015).

[bookmark: _Toc219499442]Demographic Representation
The study does not capture the experiences of male students, students from minority ethnic backgrounds, students on more traditional daytime degrees, or non-traditional students in other Welsh institutions. The findings are analytically transferable but not statistically generalisable.

[bookmark: _Toc219499443]Researcher Positionality
My dual role as tutor-researcher is a limitation. While it enabled trust and shared language, different themes may have emerged with an external interviewer unfamiliar with the participants. Analytical memos and reflexivity were used to manage potential interpretive bias through note-taking and journaling.

[bookmark: _Toc219499444]Future Directions

[bookmark: _Toc219499445]Longitudinal Designs
Future work should aim for broader representation and could extend the design longitudinally by following a larger, more diverse cohort from application through graduation.

[bookmark: _Toc219499446]Comparative Analysis
There is value in comparing evening and weekend cohorts with traditional daytime cohorts at the same institution to identify differences in relational support.

[bookmark: _Toc219499447]Methodological Integration
Mixed-methods studies combining IPA with survey-based measures of belonging and self-efficacy could help discover insights of wider institutional patterns.

[bookmark: _Toc219499448]Policy-Level Research
Future research on how Welsh widening-participation commitments are interpreted at the programme level, particularly in institutions serving rural and post-industrial communities.

[bookmark: _Toc219499449]Conclusion
This study has explored how three non-traditional students on 3 HE programmes in South Wales perceive and make sense of their belonging in higher education, and how those perceptions shape their academic self-efficacy. Working within an interpretivist and constructivist framework, and using interpretative phenomenological analysis, it has traced their journeys through three interconnected themes: belonging that began before arrival, questioning whether you really belong, and the balance between feeling safe and being challenged in the learning environment.
KS’s memories of struggling in school, JD’s experience of being “stuck at the back”, and CT’s account of growing up on a council estate where “nobody wants to go to school” indicate long-standing narratives about who higher education is for. This can be considered as their educational habitus, shaped by contexts in which university was either a distant aspiration or not visible to them at all (Bourdieu, 1977, 1984). For non-traditional students, the decision to apply to enter HE was more than a simple administrative process of completing an application form. It required individuals to address long-standing doubts about their academic capabilities. The second theme highlights how belonging and self-efficacy are linked and move together once students are inside the HE environment. JD’s description of her first night, worried about “the wrong seat” and “looking stupid, " highlights Walton & Cohen’s (2011) “belonging uncertainty” in practice. The first assignment feedback, written in a supportive, affirming and specific way, was a turning point for her, and she experienced it as “someone actually thinks I can do this”. For CT, the demystifying of “big words” and the breaking down of academic tasks allowed her to understand positively, both her current performance and her earlier academic history. KS’s comment that “this is my time now” indicates how being recognised as a learner in her own right can expand what feels possible, even when old doubts through historical academic failure still can reappear. 
For each student, new mastery experiences and credible encouragement provide the key components for their academic self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997; van Dinther et al., 2011).
The third theme illustrates that changes in self-efficacy are not achieved solely through individual effort. They depend on relational safety, emotional safety and a programme design that expects, rather than simply accommodates or tolerates, students with jobs, caring responsibilities, often with complex lives. Peer groups that “moan together”, WhatsApp exchanges about referencing, a friend physically turning up with a car when JD is at the point of dropping out, tutors who break assignments into manageable steps without judgement, all of these form the relational infrastructure that allows students to take risks and stay engaged.
For non-traditional students, this highlights and confirms the research on the importance of the human element in higher education for improved retention and success. (Thomas, 2012; Humphrey & Lowe, 2017; Gilani & Thomas, 2025).
In terms of Welsh Government commitments to widening participation and a “more equal Wales”, the research is both positive and raises several questions. It indicates that flexible delivery model, small cohorts and workplace-focused curricula can create conditions in which non-traditional students begin feel legitimate and to see themselves as “people like me at university”. However, they also show how fragile that process can be and how much work peers and tutors do to support non-traditional students' engagement when life outside the classroom can become overwhelming. Simply widening the front door is not enough. Belonging and self-efficacy have to be built and rebuilt in the regular ongoing practices of teaching, feedback, support and peer relationships.
The study is necessarily limited; three women, one programme, one institution. It does not capture the experiences of students from minority ethnic communities, of men on the same pathway, or of those who applied but did not enrol.
My dual role as tutor-researcher also will have shaped what participants chose to share and how I interpreted it. 
However, although focused in a single setting, the detail of these accounts and their consistency with wider research suggests that the patterns identified here have relevance beyond this institution (Saddler & Sundin, 2020; Gibson, 2025; Dias-Broens et al., 2024).
In terms of practice, programmes that aim to widen participation for non-traditional students need to design for relational safety and stretch, have predictable structures, small-group connection, clear and respectful feedback, and explicit recognition of the history students bring with them.
For research, follow similar cohorts longitudinally, so that wider, more diverse student experiences can provide a more comprehensive and detailed insight into supporting non-traditional students.
Finally, this study reinforces the idea that, for non-traditional students, belonging and self-efficacy are not separate variables but are deeply interconnected. Achieving greater success for non-traditional students requires recognising relational safety as an intrinsic element for success. By better linking institutional practices with the “human side” of higher education, universities can ensure that the promise of social mobility, a claim made by recurring governments over many decades, becomes a lived reality. In doing so, HE can finally be a place where students like JD, CT, and KS no longer see university as a place they do not belong, but a place where they feel they have real legitimacy and the believed capability to succeed.
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