Essential Academic and Employment Skills 

Mastering academic skills is vital for student achievement, wellbeing and success in higher education. Academic skills encompass a wide range of abilities essential for effectively engaging with disciplinary content, constructing meaning, thinking critically and communicating ideas (Li, 2022; Smith & Baik, 2021). These skills include information literacy, critical analysis, problem-solving, academic writing and metacognitive strategies for self-regulated learning (Hewitt & Stubbs, 2017; Barrable et al., 2018). Developing such skills enables students to deeply understand subject matter, actively participate in scholarly communities and realise their academic potential.
Beyond academic performance, research suggests that academic skills development plays a crucial role in student wellbeing and mental health. The transition to higher education can be challenging, with students often struggling to manage heavy workloads, meet academic expectations and adapt to new learning environments (Lister et al., 2022). Lack of academic preparedness and difficulties with core study skills have been identified as key factors contributing to student anxiety, stress and depression (Hewitt & Stubbs, 2017; Barrable et al., 2018). This highlights the importance of providing academic skills support and interventions to promote student resilience and psychological wellbeing.
Furthermore, academic literacies have been shown to have a disproportionate impact on the success and inclusion of historically disadvantaged student populations (Li, 2022; Eather et al., 2022). Students from underrepresented backgrounds often face additional barriers in academia, including lack of familiarity with disciplinary conventions, limited access to learning resources and systemic marginalisation (Reyes et al., 2022). Developing academic skills and literacies can serve as a powerful tool for equity, enabling diverse learners to navigate the hidden curriculum, make their voices heard and succeed in an environment not traditionally designed for them (Li, 2022).
The terms "academic skills", "study skills", "English for Academic Purposes (EAP)", and "academic literacies" are often used in overlapping ways, but have distinct histories and emphases that are important to clarify. "Study skills" and "academic skills" tend to refer to general capabilities needed for success in higher education, such as note-taking, time management, critical reading, and academic writing. These terms imply a set of generic, transferable skills that can be taught separately from disciplinary content. However, this skills-based approach has been critiqued for assuming these capabilities can be easily transferred across different academic contexts. 
For the purposes of this review, we use "academic skills development" as an umbrella term to encompass interventions aimed at enhancing students' capabilities for academic study, whether focused on general study strategies, English language proficiency, or discipline-specific literacies. However, we recognise debates around these terms and aim to be sensitive to different theoretical orientations. Our broad conception aligns with Blaj-Ward's (2022) definition of "academic literacies provision" as learning activities designed to facilitate fuller academic experiences for students, increasing awareness of academic communication while developing language proficiency. Like Blaj-Ward, we see value in drawing on multiple strands of scholarship - including applied linguistics, language learning pedagogy, and higher education research - to inform effective academic support that is responsive to diverse student needs and aspirations.
The purpose of this literature review then is to synthesise the evidence on how building students' academic skills impacts their wellbeing, mental health, academic outcomes and success, with a particular focus on the benefits for historically disadvantaged students. By examining systematic reviews and meta-analyses across educational and psychological literature, this review aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the role of academic skills development in student thriving and educational equity. The insights gathered can inform evidence-based interventions and inclusive teaching practices to better support all students in reaching their full potential in higher education.
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