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Aim and Objectives
The objective of this systematic review was to critically examine the effect of academic stress on academic identity, such as self-concept, belonging and engagement amongst university students with dyslexia and ADHD, in the United Kingdom. It has also considered both major stressors and institutional elements that affect academic identity.
Background
The academic stress faced by neurodivergent students is disproportionately high because of cognitive processing differences, difficulties in organising, unavailable teaching practices, and stigma. Academic identity is one of the decisive factors of engagement, wellbeing, and academic achievements of students. The relationship between academic stress and identity formation is however less examined in the context of higher education in UK.
Methods
A qualitative systematic review was performed in accordance with PRISMA 2020. The PsycINFO, PubMed, ERIC, and Google Scholar were searched and included peer-reviewed studies in the UK that were carried out between 2010 and 2025. Ten qualitative articles were included. Reflexive thematic analysis was used to synthesise the data and CASP qualitative checklist used to appraise quality.
Main Findings
Four themes were determined, including academic stressors, identity-related effects, psychological outcomes, and coping methods. The relationship between school pressure and the outcomes included a decrease in confidence accompanied by deterioration in belonging, identification challenges, anxiety and emotional outburst. Academic identity and engagement were enhanced by the inclusion teaching practices and academic support services.
Conclusions
Academic identity is also greatly compromised amongst students with dyslexia and ADHD due to academic stress. Institutional practices need to be affirmative of neurodiversity and inclusive of neurodiversity, in order to develop wellbeing, engagement, and equitable educational outcomes.
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[bookmark: _Toc225225962]CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _Toc225225963]1.1 Overview of the Study
Neurodiversity is a relatively innovative paradigm, which treats neurological variations, including dyslexia, attention-deficits disorder, autism, and dyspraxia, as aspects of normal human cognition and not a deficit (Carswell, 2024). In this paradigm, two neurodevelopment conditions most frequently identified amongst students in the UK universities are dyslexia and attention-deficit/ hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Phonological processing, reading fluency, working memory, and information processing are some of the difficulties that characterise dyslexia (British Dyslexia Association, 2024). There is a link between ADHD and the difficulty with maintaining attention, executive functions, organisation, and self-regulation as well as behavioural control (ADHD Foundation, 2023). The campaign fails to overcome these obstacles but nevertheless, most neurodivergent individuals have their strong areas, which are their creativity, problem-solving skills, and divergent thinking-qualities become highly appreciated in the context of higher education.
All the psychological and emotional pressures associated with academic tasks that are perceived by the student to be beyond his/her resources or ability to handle can be defined as academic stress (Pascoe et al., 2020). Students who are neurodivergent, specifically those with dyslexia and with ADHD, tend to experience elevated stress levels in academics because of experiencing problems with information manipulation, time management and the adjustment to the conventional pedagogical methodology. Academic identity, in its turn, denotes an internalised attainment of the perceptions of the self which a learner develops concerning academic work, subjects, and environments in institutions (Mohammadi, 2020). It includes academic self-concept, belonging, motivation and general involvement in learning.
The concept of neurodiversity has been more pronounced in the UK higher education environment due to the expanding outreach, the focus of the policies on inclusive learning, and the increased awareness of student mental health. Universities currently are characterised by diverse students with different learning profiles and support needs. Nevertheless, in spite of regulatory measures like Equality Act (2010) and the Inclusive Education Framework provided by the Department of Education (DfE, 2023), the real-life experience of neurodivergent students usually mirrors the inequality present in practice. It has been demonstrated that dyslexic and ADHD students experience more academic challenges, stress, fewer accommodations, and feelings of belonging than their non-disabled counterparts (Richardson, 2024; Clouder et al., 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc225225964]1.2 Problem Statement
Institutional, pedagogical, and social barriers result in an inordinately high prevalence of academic stress among neurodivergent students in UK higher education. It is always observed that students with dyslexia and ADHD indicate experiencing higher levels of anxiety, stress, emotional exhaustion, and academic overwhelm in comparison to their neurodivergent classmates (Universities UK, 2023; Alves et al., 2025). Whenever there are support provisions like the Disabled Students' Allowance (DSA), numerous students raise concerns about inconsistency in provision, inconsistent professionalism of staff, and segmented inclusion provisions (Jacobs et al., 2022). These inadequacies add to an erased academic self-wherein students find it hard to fit in, feel confident and interested to study. 
Being affected by an adverse experience connected to literacy issues and struggling with organisation and a lack of understanding behaviour, respectively, dyslexic and ADHD students experience identity threat and lack of motivation (Mitchell and Sutherland, 2020). It is also found that neurodivergent conditions have a strong connection to increased psychological distress, such as anxiety, depression, burnout, and stress is the mediator, i.e., stress (Salimzadeh et al., 2020). Nonetheless, the majority of the available literature focuses on stress or academic identity individually as opposed to the interaction of both. The identified gap in the context of the UK highlights the dire need in systematic evidence on how academic stress relates to identity formation and whether this is informative of more comprehensive, integrative approaches to support.

[bookmark: _Toc225225965]1.3 Rationale
The study is a synthesis of scattered research on stress and academic identity in neurodivergent students in the UK universities. Whereas there has been an increase in the research on dyslexia, ADHD, and academic stress, little research has been done on how stress influences identity development. Unless demanded in systematic evidence, universities tend to support it without acknowledging the effects of identity. Psychosocial aspects cannot be ignored since chronic stress deteriorates the self-concept and involvement. Proper interventions need to transcend the functional accommodations to consider the emotional and identity needs that need to be addressed to cultivate the inclusive education that reinforces the belonging and participation amongst the neurodivergent learners.
A systematic review is justified for three reasons:
1. Research fragmentation: The available literature spans psychology, education, disability studies, and mental health, making synthesis essential.
2. Policy relevance: UK universities increasingly prioritise inclusive practices, mental health support, and widening participation; evidence-informed recommendations are therefore timely.
3. Practical value: Findings will help universities, support staff, and policymakers develop interventions that enhance wellbeing, academic identity, and overall student success.
By systematically reviewing the evidence, this study contributes to the development of more inclusive, equitable, and psychologically informed higher education practices.

[bookmark: _Toc225225966]1.4 Aim
The aim of this dissertation is:
To review and critically evaluate evidence on how stress shape’s academic identity, belonging, self-concept, and engagement amongst UK students with dyslexia and ADHD.

[bookmark: _Toc225225967]1.5 Objectives
1. To examine the causes and prevalence of academic stress amongst students with dyslexia and ADHD in the UK.
2. To analyse how stress influence’s academic identity formation and student engagement.
3. To explore coping strategies and institutional responses that reduce stress and support inclusion.
4. To identify evidence gaps and propose recommendations for inclusive and mental-health-promoting educational practices.

[bookmark: _Toc225225968]1.6 Structure of the Dissertation
The dissertation contains five chapters. Chapter 1 explains concepts, context, reasons, purpose, and objectives. Chapter 2 gives background in terms of history, theory and context. Chapter 3 describes methodology such as design, criteria, data extraction, and ethics. Chapter 4 describes themes and results. Chapter 5 provides practice suggestions, future studies and conclusion.

[bookmark: _Toc225225969]1.7 Summary of the Chapter
This chapter presents neurodiversity, dyslexia, and ADHD in higher education in the UK. It expounds on academic stress and academic identity, and the problems of neurodiversity students. The chapter contains the research problem, research aims, objectives and rationale and indicates the necessity to investigate the impact of stress on identity, engagement and educational outcomes.



[bookmark: _Toc225225970]CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND
[bookmark: _Toc225225971]2.1 Historical Background
[bookmark: _Toc225225972]Historical development of dyslexia recognition
Dyslexia conceptualisation has undergone a major change during the past one century. Initial explanations, including the narrative of Morgan (1896) of word blindness, constructed dyslexia as an unusual visual shipment, with an accent on the deficit in perception instead of cognitive models. In the middle of the 20 the century, scientists started to relate dyslexia to phonological processing disorder and a working memory impairment, changing the direction towards cognitive ones (Snowling and Hulme, 2024). This was a shift towards more educationally-based models of medicalised pathologies. Later in the 1990s and the early 2000s dyslexia became a widely accepted concept within the education policy domain and the community of special educational needs and disabilities and educational needs, leading to detailed definitions of dyslexia, as used by British Dyslexia Association (2024) to comprise a specific learning difficulty which comprises reading, spelling, speed of processing and memory difficulties.

[bookmark: _Toc225225973]Historical development of ADHD recognition
The histories of the ADHD recognition have had a similar complicated course. It was firstly theorised as the concept of minimal brain dysfunction in the early 20th century and then connected with hyperactivity and behavioural dysregulation (Barkley, 2015). The official adoption of Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder in the 1980s and 1990s was consistent with the trends in neuropsychology, which focus on impairments in executive function, working memory, impulse control and attentional regulation. Such reconceptualization redirected ADHD out of behavioural deviance and into neurodevelopment variation. More modern conceptualisations emphasise ADHD as a lifespan disorder, which has crucial implications on the educational performance, self-regulation, and identity development. The UK estimates indicate that 3-5 percent of or age-fit learners fulfil diagnostic criteria (ADHD Foundation, 2023) and thus its applicability within the field of higher education.

[bookmark: _Toc225225974]Evolution of inclusive education frameworks
The policy of inclusive education in the UK has transformed to shifting remedial intervention to rights-based models. It was a paradigm shift brought about by the Warnock Report (1978) with its focus on mainstreaming and the right to access education. The 1990s and 2000s was also characterised by an increase in disability rights legislation, especially the Disability Discrimination Act (1995) and the Equality Act (2010) imposing statutory duties on providers moving forward to make reasonable adjustments. SEND Code of Practice (DfE, 2015) took the course of personalised approach and multi-agency cooperation a step further. Still more recently, the inclusive education frameworks (DfE, 2023) have been ambitious in ensuring intersectionality, mental health, structural belonging and that academic success is not independent of wellbeing and identity. But even with progressive policy, the implementation is not even across the board particularly amongst neurodivergent learners.

[bookmark: _Toc225225975]History of academic identity
Academic identity came up in the context that educational psychology studied self-concept in students. Marsh and Shavelson (1985) held that academic self-concept-beliefs held by students concerning their competence were a key predictor of achievement. In the next decades, academic identity became the wider concept including emotional association, disciplinary relations, learner agency, and membership of learning communities (Mynott, 2018). Academic identity being a relational construct is actually built based on the interaction with institutional culture, peers, teaching practices and assessment systems. In the case of neurodivergent learners, the lack of inclusive pedagogies and stigma that persist means that they have developed specific identity pathways that have been characterised by vulnerability to negative self-judgment and internalised deficit narratives (Karakus et al., 2020). It is important to comprehend the evolution of this history so that the present worries regarding stress and identity formation can be put within its framework.

[bookmark: _Toc225225976]2.2 Theoretical Background
[bookmark: _Toc225225977]Lazarus and Folkman’s Stress and Coping Theory
The transactional model of stress and coping formulated by Lazarus and Folkman (1984) serves as a background through which academic stress in the case of dyslexics and ADHD learners could be understood. The relationship of demands and perceived coping resources is the dynamic process which leads to stress. Academic situations are analysed with the help of primary appraisal (perceived threat or challenge) and secondary appraisal (availability of coping strategies). Neurodivergent students can take academic requirements, such as high-paced lectures, intensive reading, test-taking, or organisational activities, as disproportionately threatening because of cognitive processing differences. The relevance of this theoretical framework is supported by empirical research that shows that neurodivergent students have a greater academic load, anxiety, and emotional burden (Pascoe et al., 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc225225978]Academic Identity Theory
In academic identity theory, students are assumed to have an internalised state of self as learners which are influenced by both academic experiences, feedback, socialisation, as well as institutional culture (Cooper et al., 2018). In addition to that, academic identity has several subcomponents:
· Cognitive (beliefs about competence and academic ability)
· Affective (emotional attachment to learning)
· Behavioural (engagement and persistence)
· Social (sense of belonging within academic spaces)
In the case of neurodivergent students, the formation of academic identity may be complicated by an ongoing academic failure, perceived incompetence, inconsistent accommodations, and misconstruction by the staff. The experiences that are negative have the capacity of undermining confidence, leading to self-doubt, disengagement. Academic identity and resilience may be enhanced through positive experiences, including the supportive staff, including and inclusive pedagogy, and strengths-based environments.

[bookmark: _Toc225225979]Social Identity Theory (Tajfel)
The theory of Social Identity as triggered by Tajfel posits that individuals define a section of their identities based on social groups in which they identify with. Appendence or being part of a stigmatised or marginalised group may have a lower self-esteem and restrict activity (Tajfel, 1981). In the case of neurodivergent students, the stigma of being dyslexic or having ADHD can be concealed after the social identity, which results in anxiety and low help-seeking behaviours (Clouder et al., 2020). When the neuro-normative standards of learning are implicitly or explicitly promoted in academic settings, neuronutrient students can experience to be marginal and put their academic and psychological wellbeing at risk.

[bookmark: _Toc225225980]Neurodiversity Paradigm
The newly introduced paradigm of neurodiversity (Den Houting, 2019) reframes the process of neurological differences as the natural and desirable human diversity. Instead of searching the individual as the source of the problem, neurodiversity points of view focus on environmental obstacles, such as unavailable curriculum, non-adaptive assessment systems, and deficit mentalities. This paradigm contests the past paradigms of disability by stating its notion of the strength in building identity when students are granted the ability to know their cognitive profiles as assets, and not impairments. 

[bookmark: _Toc225225981]Integrating stress → identity → engagement
Theoretical literature supports a sequential relationship:
1. Stress: Frequent negative appraisals of academic tasks create emotional overload.
2. Identity Impact: Chronic stress undermines academic self-concept and belonging.
3. Engagement Consequences: Reduced identity strength leads to withdrawal, reduced persistence, and poorer academic outcomes.
For dyslexic and ADHD students, this cycle is intensified by structural barriers, inconsistent support, and sociocultural stigma. This theoretical progression informs the conceptual model later in this chapter.

[bookmark: _Toc225225982]2.3 International Context
[bookmark: _Toc225225983]Global patterns of stress in neurodivergent students
The international studies can attest to the same tendencies: neurodivergent students at universities are disproportionately affected by academic stress, anxiety, and burnout. Francis et al. (2022) found in the U.S., that students with ADHD indicated higher academic stress and task avoidance by a big margin. In Canada, dyslexic students reported unrecognisable assessment formats to be a key stressor that led them to report negative academic self-considerations (Billingsley et al., 2020). Other Australian reports also emphasise stress attached to cognitive load, digital fatigue and the inadequate understanding of the staff (Larson and Primeau, 2025). 

[bookmark: _Toc225225984]International inclusion models
A comparative analysis reveals considerable variation in global inclusion practices:
· United States: Both the Americans with disabilities act ADA, 1990 and the individuals with disabilities education act (IDEA) gave good legal grounds. Structured study support, assistive technology provision, ADHD coaching, and Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is usually implemented in the US universities. Although compliance is very general, there is a difference in the quality of implementation in the institutions.
· European Union: The policies of EU inclusion are focused on collaboration across sectors, expert support centres, and compulsory training of the staff (European Commission, 2020). The integrated approach and multi-layered support system are widely used in many European universities in which academic competencies, psychological counselling, and provision of inclusive technologies are combined.
· Canada: The neurodiversity movement has been very strong in influencing the strategy of Canada. Numerous organisations focus on the power of students, customised paths of evaluation, and integrated support into degrees (Billingsley et al., 2021).
· Australia: Australian universities encourage universal assessment systems, mental health, and inclusion in digital learning. The pandemic-driven reforms have put more focus on online availability (Larson and Primeau, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc225225985]International coping strategies
Across continents, effective coping frameworks include:
· Assistive technology (text-to-speech, digital planners)
· Peer mentoring and neurodiversity societies
· ADHD coaching for executive function
· Extended assessment timelines
· Counselling and resilience programmes
· Embedded wellbeing services
However, the literature highlights that the success of these supports depends on institutional culture, funding, and staff expertise—factors that vary globally.

[bookmark: _Toc225225986]2.4 National / UK Context
[bookmark: _Toc225225987]Prevalence and demographics
Increasing populations of neurodivergent students join higher education in the UK. Dyslexia has been estimated between 10 percent of populations (British Dyslexia Association, 2024) and ADHD is also widespread with 3-5 percent (ADHD Foundation, 2023). The higher diagnoses indicate their larger awareness, more effective educational screening, and further-reaching participation agenda.

[bookmark: _Toc225225988]UK inclusive education policy landscape
The UK has one of the most extensive legislative frameworks for inclusion globally. Key policies include:
· Equality Act (2010) – mandates reasonable adjustments and prohibits disability discrimination.
· SEND Code of Practice (DfE, 2015) – promotes person-centred planning, collaboration, and inclusive learning.
· Inclusive Education Framework (DfE, 2023) – emphasises mental health, belonging, and intersectionality.
· Disabled Students' Allowance (DSA) – provides funding for equipment, mentoring, and study support.
Despite this robust foundation, adherence varies. Research indicates substantial differences in inclusion between institutions and even between academic departments (Clarke et al., 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc225225989]UK evidence on dyslexia, ADHD, stress, and identity
Empirical research on the UK always indicates the high levels of stresses in the neuro diversity learners. Literacy requirements, rushed tests, and unreliable adaptations are the causes frequently cited by dyslexic students which make them suffer academic stress (Ali et al., 2020). ADHD students are under stress associated with the organisational requirements, difficulties with working memory, and adverse attitudes of staff members (Richardson, 2024). The latest studies indicate that academic stress is a common mediator of the connection between neurodivergence and deteriorated academic identity or self-concept (Coales, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc225225990]Widening participation and the mental health context
Due to increasing widening policies in higher education, higher education is becoming more diverse. Nevertheless, this growth has failed to go hand in hand with related proportional growth in support services. According to the Office for Student (2022) neurodivergent learners are amongst the most susceptible categories to mental distress and withdrawal during studies. One of the shocking statistics in the context of UK universities is the so-called belonging crisis: most neurodivergent students suffer from inconsistent support and a lack of understanding of the institutions. A critical issue raised through the UK studies is the necessity to learn the role of stress and identity in this policy arena.

[bookmark: _Toc225225991]2.5 Conceptual Model for This Dissertation
Judging by the reviewed literature, the conceptual model of this dissertation is the way academic stress would impact academic identity and consequently academic engagement in higher education of dyslexic and ADHD students in the UK.
1. Academic Stress Triggers
· Inaccessible teaching methods
· Time pressures and cognitive overload
· High-stakes assessment formats
· Organisational demands
· Stigma and misunderstanding
· Limited or inconsistent academic adjustments
2. Psychological and Cognitive Consequences
· Increased anxiety and emotional exhaustion
· Compromised self-regulation and concentration
· Reduced working memory capacity
· Lowered sense of personal competence
· Heightened self-comparison and perceived inadequacy
3. Academic Identity Outcomes
· Reduced academic self-concept
· Weakened sense of belonging
· Internalised stigma
· Threatened identity
· Reduced motivation and self-belief
4. Engagement and Attainment Impacts
· Avoidance of academic tasks
· Reduced participation
· Lower grades and slower progression
· Higher risk of disengagement or dropout
This model supports the focus of the dissertation by illustrating the cyclic and mutually reinforcing nature of stress, identity, and academic engagement. It demonstrates why understanding stress is fundamental to improving academic identity and inclusive practice.

[bookmark: _Toc225225992]2.6 Summary of the Chapter
The chapter is a review of the historical, theoretical, and contextual backgrounds of dyslexia, ADHD, and academic identity. It addresses such theories as stress and coping, social identity and neurodiversity. It also examines international and UK settings, with a focus on policies, inclusion practices, and how academic stress, identity development, and student engagement relate.

[bookmark: _Toc225225993]CHAPTER 3: METHODS
[bookmark: _Toc225225994]3.1 Research Design
This study will adopt a qualitative secondary research design, specifically a systematic literature review guided by the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) framework. The systematic review was chosen due to the fact that it enables compiling, evaluating, and synthesizing published evidence on an adequately described topic in a comprehensive manner. This method will give a strong mechanism of incorporating mixed findings since much of the literature about stress and academic identity in students with dyslexia and ADHD is fragmented within the UK higher learning. The systematic reviews are ethically sound and suitable because it is a transparent procedure with predetermined criteria and structured synthesis, minimises bias (Cherry et al., 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc225225995]3.2 Search Strategy
[bookmark: _Toc225225996]Database
A comprehensive search strategy was developed to identify peer-reviewed studies relevant to the dissertation aim. Searches were conducted across four major academic databases:
· PsycINFO
· PubMed
· ERIC (Education Resources Information Center)
· Google Scholar (used for supplementary searching)
These databases were selected due to their relevance to education, psychology, neurodevelopmental conditions, and higher-education research.

[bookmark: _Toc225225997]Search Terms
A combination of controlled vocabulary (e.g., MeSH terms) and free-text keywords was used. Boolean operators (AND/OR) were applied to combine key concepts:
(“dyslexia” OR “specific learning difficulty” OR “ADHD” OR “attention deficit hyperactivity disorder”)
AND (“stress” OR “academic stress” OR “psychological stress” OR “anxiety”)
AND (“academic identity” OR “self-concept” OR “student identity” OR “belonging”)
AND (“UK” OR “United Kingdom” OR “British”)
Searches were restricted to:
· Publication years: 2015–2025
· Peer-reviewed journal articles
· English-language studies
· Participants aged 16+ (reflecting FE and HE settings)
Reference lists of included studies were also hand-searched to identify additional relevant articles.

[bookmark: _Toc225225998]3.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
To ensure consistency and methodological focus, a single combined heading and table presents all criteria clearly.
[bookmark: _Toc225225999]Inclusion Criteria
· Studies published between 2015–2025
· Conducted in the United Kingdom
· Participants aged 16 years or older
· Peer-reviewed empirical studies
· Address stress and academic identity among students with dyslexia or ADHD
[bookmark: _Toc225226000]Exclusion Criteria
· Studies published before 2015 or after 2025
· Conducted outside the United Kingdom
· Participants younger than 16 years
· Non-peer-reviewed or grey literature
· Do not address both stress and academic identity, or exclude students with dyslexia/ADHD

[bookmark: _Toc225226001]3.5 Screening Process (PRISMA)
All retrieved citations were imported into Excel for manual screening. Duplicates were removed before titles and abstracts were screened for relevance. Articles meeting the criteria were then screened at full-text level by the researcher. Following this process, 10 articles were shortlisted for inclusion in the study.
A PRISMA 2020 flow model underpins the entire selection process, which is presented in Chapter 4 (Results). Screening followed three stages:
1. Title/abstract screening
2. Full-text appraisal against inclusion/exclusion criteria
3. Quality appraisal using CASP
Ambiguous cases were included temporarily and discussed during full-text review to minimise bias. The screening process was documented reflexively to enhance transparency and reproducibility.








Identification of studies via databases and registers


Records removed before screening:
Duplicate records removed  (n = 78)
Records marked as ineligible by automation tools (n = 43)
Records removed for other reasons (n =54 )
Records identified from*:
Databases (n = 346)
Registers (n = 70)


Identification





Records screened
(n = 241)
Records excluded**
(n = 178)




Reports sought for retrieval
(n = 178)
Reports not retrieved
(n = 35)


Screening



Reports assessed for eligibility
(n = 63)
Reports excluded:
Reason 1 (n = 20)
Reason 2 (n = 36)
Reason 3 (n = 11)
etc.





Studies included in review
(n = 10)
Reports of included studies
(n = 0)

Included
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[bookmark: _Toc225226002]3.6 Data Extraction
A structured data extraction template was developed using Microsoft Excel to ensure consistency. Key fields included:
· Author(s) and year
· Study location and context
· Participant characteristics
· Research design and methods
· Key findings related to academic stress
· Findings related to academic identity, belonging, or engagement
· Strengths and limitations
· Relevance to the dissertation aim
Data extraction helped organise the literature and enabled comparison across studies. Extracted data formed the basis of the thematic analysis that followed.

[bookmark: _Toc225226003]3.7 Data Analysis
An approach based on Reflexive Thematic Analysis (TA) was taken, as was the approach adopted by Braun and Clarke (2006; 2021). This approach was suitable because it has focused on researcher interpretation, recognised positionality and depth of meaning which are important in exploring neurodivergent identity studies. The six stages of analysis involved familiarisation by repetitive reading; inductive coding of the qualitative data; code sorting to come up with themes, further developing and examining the themes, defining and naming of the finished themes, and the narrative report. The documentation of interpretive decisions was done via reflexive journaling, to be more certain of transparency and methodological rigour. These resulting themes led to Chapter 4 (Results), and formed the basis of Chapter 5 (Discussion).

[bookmark: _Toc225226004]3.8 Quality Appraisal
The CASP qualitative Checklist evaluates all the studies critically and measures their transparency, credibility, recruitment, reflexivity, ethics, and analytic rigour (CASP, 2022). CASP also was chosen because it is applicable to the qualitative synthesis process, which provides a validated framework without the need to justify it in a positivist manner (Hannes, 2011). Studies have been evaluated in ten domains and strengths and limitations were mentioned to give interpretative weight. The process of reflexive interpretation was being informed by appraisal to provide balanced integration of evidence as used in the systematic review process.

[bookmark: _Toc225226005]3.9 Ethical Considerations
Even though the collection of primary data was not an issue, ethical principles were in the spotlight. Peer-reviewed sources that were publicly accessible have been employed to minimise privacy issues and proper referencing ensures integrity and avoids plagiarism. Systematic analysis was used to ensure objectivity and bias was reduced. The neurodivergent populations were considered and approached in a neurodiversity-affirmative perspective, without deficit-based interpretations. It was pivotal on transparency so as to be replicated by PRISMA standards. Since they were not participants, this dissertation did not need institutional ethical approval.

[bookmark: _Toc225226006]3.9 Summary of the Chapter
This chapter details the qualitative systematic review design based on PRISMA guidelines. It provides search plans, inclusion or exclusion criteria, and data gathering techniques. Thematic analysis and CASP appraisal are reflexive to guarantee the reliability. Ethical aspects and open procedures are emphasised to keep research credible and reduce slant in the interpretation of the chosen studies.

[bookmark: _Toc225226007]CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
[bookmark: _Toc225226008]4.0 Introduction to Chapter 
This chapter reflects the results of the systematic review analysis of the effects of academic stress on academic identity in university students with dyslexia and ADHD in the UK. Essentially, after search and screening process as described in Chapter 3, ten qualitative studies were incorporated. Key themes were identified by the use of reflexive thematic analysis. In this chapter, the author is providing the selection of the study, its features and its quality evaluation (through the use of the CASP), thematic findings, and discussion on how the results relate to the current body of literature and theory.

[bookmark: _Toc225226009]4.1 Study Selection, Characteristics, and Quality Assessment 
[bookmark: _Toc225226010]4.1.1 Study Selection
The systematic search has revealed 346 records on PsycINFO, PubMed, ERIC, and Google Scholar with 70 others found by the supplemental searches. Premonitory screening on title and abstract was done on 241 articles after the elimination of duplicates (n = 78) and those that were considered ineligible (n = 97). Another 178 records were excluded due to lack of the inclusion criteria. They evaluated sixty-three full-text articles out of which 53 were excluded because of irrelevance or the lack of qualitative data. Finally, ten qualitative studies were included in the study. The studies targeted students that had dyslexia and/or ADHD in UK university. Transparency was guaranteed in the study selection process through PRISMA framework. Consistency and methodological rigour Consistency and methodological rigour Consistency and methodological rigour ensured transparency in the study selection process.
	Author(s) & Year
	Aims
	Methodology and Methods
	Summary Key Findings

	1. Kendall (2016)
	To explore experiences of students with disabilities in higher education
	Qualitative study using semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis
	Students experienced barriers such as lack of staff awareness and limited assessment flexibility; support services were helpful but inconsistent

	2.Ali et al. (2019)
	To explore educational experiences of healthcare students with dyslexia
	Qualitative study using semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis
	Students faced academic challenges but adapted; supportive environments reduced stress

	3.Eplin (2021)
	To explore experiences of students with dyslexia in higher education
	Qualitative phenomenological study using interviews and thematic analysis
	Academic support improved confidence and coping ability

	4.Clark (2022)
	To examine identity impact of dyslexia in higher education
	Qualitative study using interviews and thematic analysis
	Dyslexia stigma negatively affected identity, self-esteem, and disclosure

	5.Hamilton Clark (2021)
	To explore dyslexia disclosure and identity experiences
	Qualitative study using interviews and thematic analysis
	Students concealed dyslexia due to stigma, impacting confidence and identity

	6.Duncan (2018)
	To explore coping experiences of dyslexic students
	Qualitative study using interviews and thematic analysis
	Students used coping strategies but needed more inclusive teaching

	7.Halpin et al. (2025)
	To explore academic experiences of students with ADHD
	Qualitative study using think-aloud and interviews
	Students faced frustration due to inaccessible tools and environments

	8.Morley & Tyrrell (2023)
	To explore experiences of female students with ADHD
	Qualitative study using interviews and thematic analysis
	Students experienced stigma, stress, and psychological challenges

	9.Jacobs et al. (2020)
	To explore educational experiences of dyslexic students
	Qualitative study using interviews and interpretative phenomenological analysis
	Students reported stress, inferiority, and adaptation challenges

	10.Thompson (2021)
	To explore educational experiences of dyslexic students
	Qualitative phenomenological study using interviews
	Students experienced anxiety and benefited from support




[bookmark: _Toc225226011]4.1.2 Characteristics of Included Studies
The ten studies which have been selected were all of qualitative nature and they examined the lived experiences of higher education university students with dyslexia and/or ADHD in the United Kingdom. Most of the studies utilized semi-structured interviews as the main form of data collection in which researchers were able to explore the subjective experiences of the participants, perceptions and the gut feelings in detail. The samples were between five and fifteen participants based on the customary small sample sizes that are attributed to qualitative research to produce deep detailed information.
Some articles dedicated special attention to dyslexic students, their academic issues, support experience, and identity problems. As an example, Kendall (2016) discussed the experiences of students with disabilities, such as dyslexia, and found staff awareness and short-flexibility of assesses to be some of the barriers. On the same note, Jacobs et al. (2020) and Thompson (2021) explored academic and emotional experiences of students with dyslexia and found issues with academic workload and learning conditions as well as mental health.
The experiences of ADHD students were studied in other studies. Morley and Tyrrell (2023) examined the educational and mental experiences of female college students with ADHD and found that the problems such as stigma, discrimination, and academic stress were involved. Halpin et al. (2025) investigated the learning experiences of students with ADHD and discovered that unavailable learning settings and inferiorly crafted digital tools made the experience frustrating and challenging to schoolwork.
There were other studies that focused on identity-related results. Clark (2022) and Hamilton Clark (2021) discovered that the dyslexia-related stigma had a harmful impact on academic identity, self-esteem, and readiness to share disabilities. Inferiority, identity crisis, and low confidence were commonly noted by students. Contrary, other researchers like Eplin (2021) or Duncan (2018) found that academic support services, in the form of tutoring, mentoring, learning accommodations, etc., have a positive effect on enabling students to collapse academic barriers and stay engaged.
On the whole, the mentioned studies were very informative and gave in-depth understanding of the academic, psychological, and identity-related experiences of dyslexia and ADHD students within UK higher education. This is due to the fact that a qualitative approach was used consistently in the studies, which added profundity and applicability of the results to this systematic review.

[bookmark: _Toc225226012]4.2 Results: Thematic Findings
Thematic analysis of the ten studies reviewed that were qualitative has helped recognize four large-scale themes associated with the academic experiences of university-students with dyslexia and ADHD in the UK. They were, (1) academic stress and learning difficulties, (2) effects of stress on academic self and identity, (3) psychological and emotional effects of academic stress and (4) coping and institutional support. These themes depict how academic stress, identity development, psychological wellbeing and support mechanisms are complexly associated with higher education.
	Theme
	Description

	Theme 1
	Academic stress and learning challenges

	Theme 2
	Impact of stress on academic identity and self-concept

	Theme 3
	Psychological and emotional consequences of academic stress

	Theme 4
	Coping strategies and institutional support






[bookmark: _Toc225226013]4.2.1 Theme 1: Academic Stress and Learning Challenges
One factor that was considerably different in all the studies incorporated was that students with dyslexia and ADHD had substantial academic stress because of the structural and cognitive obstacles within the environment of tertiary education. Such problems were mainly related to academic load, need to read and write, time management problems, assessments format and limited access to learning conditions.
Some of the studies pointed out that dyslexic students had a significant challenge in dealing with the reading-intensive aspects of the university subjects. Academic literature consumption was also reported to be time consuming, cognitively taxing and stressful. Jacobs et al. (2020) discovered that dyslexic students often found it difficult to match the speed of reading tasks, and it was one of the reasons why they felt disadvantaged regarding their academic performance. Equally, he found out that dyslexic learners had impediments to learning as they had difficulties with the comprehension of reading, written assignments, and efficient processing of learning materials (Thompson, 2021).
The students who had ADHD also cited that they faced serious problems academically in terms of regulation of attention, organisation and time management. Halpin et al. (2025) have identified that students with ADHD have felt frustrated by their inability to engage with academic activities because of unavailable learning environments and poorly made digital tools. The challenges increased the problems in concentrating, finishing assignments, and achieving academic productivity amongst the students. In the same manner, Morley and Tyrrell (2023) found students with ADHD have problems with organisation, focus and academic workload as factors that contribute to academic stress and academic inadequacy.
Another significant cause of academic stress was assessment techniques. Kendall (2016) discovered that students with disabilities were affected in that they were often barred to learn because they encountered stiff forms of assessment which failed to address their learning requirements. In particular, the traditional timed examinations and written assessments proved to be particularly stressful (students showed that they have no chance to cope properly with the information and share their ideas in a timely manner). Such inflexibility of assessment added more pressure and devoiced sense of academic superiority.
Besides cognitive differences, institutional barriers were other causes of academic stress. According to several researches, academic staff did not have enough awareness or understanding about dyslexia and ADHD, which constrained the efficiency of support and accommodations. Kendall (2016) discovered that there were staff that did not know about the disabilities of students or were unwilling to offer reasonable accommodations. This ignorance minimized access to relevant support amongst students as well as to heightened academic strain.
On the whole, the results indicate that academic pressures amongst students with dyslexia and ADHD cannot be attributed to the specifics of individual cognitive deficiencies only, but it also shows the presence of structural and institutional obstacles in the higher education setting. The academic pressure coupled with low accessibility is also one of the problems that add to the stress and challenges faced by students in relation to their academic requirements.

[bookmark: _Toc225226014]4.2.2 Theme 2: Impact of Stress on Academic Identity and Self-Concept
One of the key finding’s similarities in the varieties of studies was that with regards to academic stress, a negative association caused structural effect on the academic identity of the students, as well as on their self-concept and sense of belonging in the higher learning environment. Academic identity is the perception that the students have about themselves as learners, their confidence, competency, and sense of belonging in academic settings. The results showed that academic stress usually lowered the level of confidence in students and left an adverse impact on their academic self-assessment.
Other studies indicated that dyslexic students felt inferior and they were not very confident with their performance at school. As Jacobs et al. (2020) found, students tended to make a negative comparison with other people and believe that they were worse than their peers due to their academic issues. The lack of these experiences led to them not being good in terms of academic identity and having low self-confidence with their grades. In this regard, Thompson (2021) reported that students were anxious as well as doubting themselves in terms of their achievements at school hence affecting them negatively in terms of their academic self-concept.
The aspect of stigma turned out to be one of the influential ones, which influence academic identity. Clark (2022) has created an establishment that dyslexia was stigmatized in many cases and it had the impact on the willingness to communicate the condition and seek assistance. At times, Dyslexia was seen as a weakness or a deficit, and that is why students claimed that they were ashamed and lacked a sense of academic indemnity. This was also noted by Hamilton Clark (2021), who indicated that students were more prone to conceal their dyslexia due to the fear of adverse judgement, which did not result in the identity conflict and low self-esteem.
Advocates belonging to ADHD students also had identity-related problems. Morley and Tyrrell (2023) discovered insolvency of the affected students to peers and academic staff due to ADHD stigma, discrimination, and misunderstanding. These influences played a role in the experiences of marginalisation and a lack of belonging to academics. Students also claimed that their academic challenges were mistaken as not having had any effort sometimes when it is neurodevelopmental differences, creating a negative impact on their identity as students.
The results also revealed that interactions between institutional environments and the students affected the identity development. As soon as students were given a proper level of aid and comprehension of the staff their academic sense of self-worth enhanced. Nevertheless, students felt more inclined to encounter identity-related problems and lack academic motivations in case of limited or lacking support.
Such findings indicate that academic stress is one of the critical frameworks that influence academic identity. Continuous academic problems, stigmatisation and lack of support may undermine the confidence and a sense of belonging in students whereas the feeling of belonging and positive support may reinforce academic identity and engagement.

[bookmark: _Toc225226015]4.2.3 Theme 3: Psychological and Emotional Consequences of Academic Stress
Academic stress was highly related to severe psychological/emotional implications with values such as anxiety, emotional and lowered self-esteem and psychological fatigue. These emotional effects were repeated throughout the research and were indicative of the general mental health issues amongst students with dyslexia and ADHD.
One of the most frequent psychological outcomes that were frequently reported was anxiety. Thompson (2021) discovered that a most common anxiety amongst dyslexia students was concerning their academic performance, summative assessment, and time deadlines. Students reported that they felt overwhelmed with educational requirements and felt that they would not be able to clear academic requirements. In like manner, Morley and Tyrrell (2023) have indicated that the students with ADHD had a lot of stress and psychological distress in relation to academic challenges.
There was another common effect of academic pressure and that was the low self-esteem. As found out by Clark (2022), stress about dyslexia had a negative effect on students, their self-esteem, and confidence. Students internalised negative attitudes toward their academic abilities and it contributed to the feeling of inadequacy and self-doubt. This conclusion was also made by Hamilton Clark (2021), who found out that the secretness of dyslexia was associated with the identity conflict, as well as low self-confidence.
Emotional exhaustion was also being reported by the students who had also remained academically stressed. Students also stated that they are mentally fatigued due to additional labour required to get the academic works done. According to MacCullagh et al. (2016), the students suffering dyslexia typically needed to dedicate more time and efforts toward academic tasks as compared to their students, which contributed to the exhaustive state and emotional load.
These mental effects, did not only impact on academic achievement but had a general impact on the wellbeing and involvement by students in the university life. Those students who had high levels of stress and emotional distress had a higher chance of showing less motivation, disengagement and have lower levels of academic satisfaction. The results of the study bring out a dominant psychological weight related to academic stress and the necessity to provide both academic and emotional support within the higher education frameworks.

[bookmark: _Toc225226016]4.2.4 Theme 4: Coping Strategies and Institutional Support
Although with the challenges of academic stress, students have shown various coping mechanisms and used the support of institutions to cope with academic demands and keep up with academic education. Amongst the vital protective factors, support services, academic accommodations, and personal coping strategies were found.
Academic support services were also identified as the useful resource. According to Eplin (2021), the effective ones were tutoring and academic mentoring, which assisted students in overcoming academic hurdles. Students said that one-to-one support enabled them to build academic competences, confidence and lessen academic stress.
Accommodations in learning, including extended deadlines, supportive technology, and an alternate format of assessment, were positive as well. Kendall (2016) established that learning support plans offered handy modifications, yet students complained that support can be increased by means of a more individualised strategy. Similar results were also reported by Duncan (2018) who discovered that students were typically pleased with the provided support but stressed that more regular and available support services were necessary.
There is also acquisition of own coping mechanisms which students used to cope with academic stress. The findings of MacCullagh et al. (2016) indicated adaptive learning strategies applied by students with dyslexia and included assistive technology, structuring study times, and requesting additional support. The strategies allowed students to overcome academic barriers and keep up to academic performance.
Nevertheless, there has not always been access to effective support. Other students complained about lag in accessing the support services or inconsistency of the support quality. This discrepancy added to the stress that was still going on, and there was the necessity of the better institutional support systems.
In general, the results have shown that although academic stress can be a serious and challenging problem, with the help of the support services and effective coping strategies, the stress levels can be minimized, and the academic results will be improved. The institutional support is very vital in assisting the students to cope with academic demands, sustaining the academic identity, and academic success. 

[bookmark: _Toc225226017]4.3 Discussion
This systematic review investigates the effect of academic stress on academic identity, self-concept, and engagement amongst the university students with dyslexia and ADHD in the United Kingdom. These findings reveal that academic stress has a great influence on academic experiences and psychological wellbeing of students besides identity development. The conducted analysis of the considered literature indicated that academic stress components, including workload, reading requirements, organisational complications, and unavailable learning conditions, led to the emergence of academic stress in students (Kendall, 2016, Jacobs et al., 2020, and Halpin et al., 2025). The results are consistent with general studies that propose neurodivergent students have structural and institutional barriers in tertiary education.
The review has discovered that students with dyslexia and ADHD receive higher academic stress levels with reading and writing difficulties and problems with executive functioning. According to Jacobs et al. (2020), academic reading requirements and sense of disadvantage were the problems faced by dyslexia students, whereas Halpin et al. (2025) discovered frustration amongst students with ADHD because they could not access learning tools. Equally, the investigations of Morley and Tyrrell (2023) allowed recognising organisational and attentional difficulties as one of the most significant stressors. Such results are in line with Kızılaslan and Tunagür, (2021) who have noted slower reading rate and working memory in the work of dyslexic students. The executive functioning difficulties were also found to be the contributors to the academic stress by Cancer and Antonietti, (2018). These results confirm transactional model of stress and coping (Sun et al., 2023) which implies that stress arises when stress demands exceed coping skills.
Academic stress was also observed to have a negative impact on academic identity and self-concept. Clark (2022) and Hamilton Clark (2021) discovered that students felt stigmatized, less confident, and conflicted with their identities, and some of them were hiding their dyslexia. The same research scholars also found that Jacobs et al. (2020) experienced inferiority and diminished academic confidence. Morley and Tyrrell (2023) also discovered that there were lower levels of academic belonging amongst ADHD students. The results also coincide with the academic identity theory, according to which academic experience and social conditions influence the choice of identity (Vincent-Ruz and Schunn, 2018). According to Shmulsky et al. (2021), identity problems were also observed in neurodivergent students. These results concur with Social Identity Theory (Scheepers. and Ellemers, 2019), which gives an explanation of how stigma has harmful implications on self-concept and belonging.
The identified psychological consequences were also in line with the past studies. According to Thompson (2021), anxiety and academic stress were demonstrated amongst the dyslexic students, and Clark (2022) singled out lower self-esteem. Psychological distress, also, was discovered in ADHD students by Morley and Tyrrell (2023). These are similar to the results of Zhang et al. (2025), who discovered academic stress to be linked to anxiety and burnout. Gao, (2023) also found psychological distress in neurodivergent students because of academic barriers. The obtained results support the neurodiversity paradigm according to which psychological challenges may commonly be a consequence of environmental obstacles (Menacho-Rivera et al., 2025).
The source of institutional assistance was listed amongst the significant protective factors. Kendall (2016), Eplin (2021) and Duncan (2018) concluded that academic support services, mentoring, and assistive technology enhanced academic confidence and stressed less. These results echo the findings of Dubiaha and Shevchenko, (2022) which found that the presence of inclusive support enhanced academic performance. Nonetheless, another study conducted by Kendall (2016) noted that there was a lack of consistency in the provision of support, thus consistent with Clarke et al. (2019), who discovered that had inconsistency in disability support services provided by the universities.
On the whole, the results of this review match both the studies involved as well as further literature. Institutional barriers and cognitive challenges are amongst the factors affecting academic stress. Focus on enhancing the inclusive teaching practice, personnel awareness and support services are necessary to lessen academic stress and aid in academic identity formation in students with dyslexia and ADHD.

[bookmark: _Toc225226018]4.3.1 Strengths of this Research
This is a systematic review with a number of strengths. The systematic review methodology was used that facilitated a systematic, open, and rigorous process of identification, selection, and analysis of the relevant studies. The PRISMA framework ensured a lower level of selection bias and increased the methodological robustness. Also, the quality of included studies was assessed with the help of the CASP qualitative checklist because ensuring that the findings were founded on the credible and methodologically sound evidence was necessary. The emphasis in UK higher education enhances the applicability of the findings in UK policy and practice. Moreover, the qualitative studies used allowed a deeper perspective into the lived experience of the students, which allowed developing a more in-depth view of academic stress and academic identity.

[bookmark: _Toc225226019]4.3.2 Limitations of this Research
A number of limitations are associated with this review. Only ten qualitative studies are included, which can be considered a limitation of the further generalisability of the results, because qualitative studies are usually associated with small samples. The restriction to UK-based research can also decrease the generalisability of the results to the other international settings where the education systems vary. Also, not all studies were discussed in detail in terms of researcher reflexivity which can impact the transparency of the methodology. The review has been based on secondary data only and the direct interaction with the participants has been omitted and the exploration has been confined to the mentioned findings. Though there are these limitations, the presence of consistency of the findings across studies values the credibility of the findings and further depicts significant implications on inclusive educational practice and support.

[bookmark: _Toc225226020]4.4 Summary of the Chapter
The findings of this chapter are based on ten qualitative studies, where four themes are identified: academic stress, identity impact, psychological effects, and coping strategies. It demonstrates that stress harms confidence, belonging, and wellbeing. The benefits of institutional support are better. The discussion connects findings to theory, creates barriers, stigma, and the significance of inclusive practices in higher education.

[bookmark: _Toc225226021]CHAPTER 5: RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION
[bookmark: _Toc225226022]Recommendations
This systematic review has identified multiple structural, pedagogical, and psychological factors contributing to academic stress and its negative influence on academic identity among students with dyslexia and ADHD in UK higher education. In the interests of these findings, there are evidence-based solutions that can be offered to achieve much better progress in the field of inclusive practice and to enhance the achievement of positive academic identity and the elimination of academic stress among students.

[bookmark: _Toc225226023]1. Implementation of Inclusive Teaching and Assessment Practices
The first notable cause of academic stress that has been found in this review is that traditional instructional methods and assessment techniques, which are unbelieve to neurodivergent learning requirements, are used. Pedagogically, universities ought to become more inclusive, less cognitive and more accessible. This involves the provision of recordings of lectures, learning materials that are structured and conspicuously signposted, and in some cases lessened heavy demands on reading.
It should also diversify the assessment practices. Traditional timed examinations should be provided with the involvement of alternatives like coursework, presentation, and portfolio-based assessment. Examples of flexible deadlines and time allowances should be introduced on a regular basis. Implementation of Universal Design of Learning (UDL) concepts would enable institutions to design proactively curricula that is accessible to a large group of learners as opposed to responding to such learners on a case-by-case basis. This practice can help to relax greatly and improve interest.

[bookmark: _Toc225226024]2. Strengthening Staff Training and Awareness of Neurodiversity
The results show that the shortage of staff knowledge related to dyslexia and ADHD is the contributing factor to academic pressure and negative identity experiences. To increase awareness of neurodiversity and its effects on learning, Universities will be forced to invest in compulsory academic and support staff training programmes.
The training should be on the identification of various learning needs, inclusion approach in instruction, and professional reaction to student revelations. Staff members are also supposed to be prepared to refute the assumptions of deficits and not to see neurodivergent characteristics (including lack of concentration or slow processing speed) as a sign of hard work. Going forward, more awareness will help decrease the level of stigma, improve the relationship between students and staff, and make the academic environment more supportive and encouraging confidence and a sense of belonging.

[bookmark: _Toc225226025]3. Enhancing Accessibility and Consistency of Support Services
Though the need of disability support services has been ascertained to be advantageous, lack of consistency in the provision and quality continues to be a significant challenge. The support services provided in universities must be not only timely and well-coordinated but also provided continuously throughout the departments.
This involves the better provision of Disabled Students Allowance (DSA), making sure the needs are assessed on time and giving continuous academic mentoring as well as assistive technology facilities. The interactions between disability services and academic departments are to be enhanced regarding effective communication to make sure that the suggested adjustments are carried out efficiently.
Moreover, it should not only be help when it comes to academic accommodations. Constant and active interaction with the students in their academic lives is necessary. Early intervention measures, especially when making the transition to higher education, can be used in minimizing stress before the stress levels shoot out of proportion and affect identity and engagement.

[bookmark: _Toc225226026]4. Promoting a Neurodiversity-Affirmative Institutional Culture
The review demonstrates that stigma plays a critical role in shaping negative academic the review has shown that stigma is very essential in the development of negative academic identity. The greatest number of students claimed that they have inferiority, that they do not want to confess about their condition, and are afraid of being judged. Universities have to actively engage in the efforts to build a culture that recognizes neuro variations as human variation and not as a deficit.
That can be done via awareness, neurodiversity societies run by students, and incorporating neurodiversity views in the curriculum and institutional policy. A positive story about dyslexia and ADHD should be encouraged to change the attitudes and decrease internalised stigma.
Sense of belonging can also be achieved through peer support programmes and mentoring schemes. The academic identity and confidence of the students can be built when they observe the successful experiences of students with similar experiences. An inclusive and accepting culture should be used to help students engage in academic life properly without any fear of being discriminated against.

[bookmark: _Toc225226027]5. Integration of Academic and Mental Health Support
The results have made it clear that academic stress is strongly correlated with psychology distress, such as anxiety, lack of self-esteem, emotional exhaustion, etc. Thus, colleges should be more comprehensive in combining both academic assistance and mental health care.
Counselling services are to be in the form of a neurodivergent student-specific experience meaning that it should help them manage stress, find their identity, and cope effectively. Academic advisors, disability services and practitioners in mental health should work together to offer highly coordinated and comprehensive assistance.
The students can also be taught to apply effective strategies of coping through workshops on resilience, time, as well as self-regulation. Incorporating support of wellbeing in academic programmes may also normalise help-seeking behaviours and decrease stigmatisation of mental health.

[bookmark: _Toc225226028]6. Encouraging Student Empowerment and Self-Advocacy
It is important to help students train the skills of self-advocacy to be able to express their needs to receive the necessary support. This can be made possible by universities by implementing training programs, mentoring and assistance to manoeuvre the systems within the institutions.
Student empowerment to learn their strengths and learning profiles can be a contribution to their gaining a more positive academic identity. There should be a promotion of strengths-based approach, emphasising the use of talents like creativity, problem-solving, and innovative thinkers that are usually identified with neurodivergence.

[bookmark: _Toc225226029]7. Recommendations for Future Research
In this review, some gaps are identified in the available literature. Further studies should be conducted in terms of longitudinal research that will help investigate the development of academic identity among the neurodivergent students with time. More intervention-based research is also needed to measure the efficacy of select support strategies and practices that provision.
Moreover, intersectional factors, including gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic background should also be investigated in future research to determine whether these factors have any effect on stress and identity experiences. Research in the area should be broadened to embrace mixed-method studies to give more insight on the problem.

[bookmark: _Toc225226030]CONCLUSION
The purpose of the dissertation was to critically analyse the effects of academic stress on academic identity in university students with dyslexia and ADHD in the United Kingdom with a systematic review of the qualitative research. The results show that academic stress is a serious and ongoing problem among neurodivergent students because it is the result of both the cognitive and structural issues in the higher educational system.
The review has shown that academic stress has a harmful impact on self-concept, confidence, and sense of belonging among students, which, in the end, decreases academic identity and engagement among students. These challenges are further aggravated by psychological effects of anxiety, lack of self-esteem, and emotional draining. The results, however, also indicate that institutional support, inclusive instruction, and coping strategies play an important role in reducing stress and contributing to positive academic experiences.
Notably, according to the present study, the problem of academic stress is not a personal problem, as it is highly dependent on the institutional practices and cultural attitudes. Poor support mechanisms, staff ignorance and continued stigmatization are some of the factors that led to poor student performance. On the other hand, both wellbeing and academic identity can be increased in inclusive environments that both acknowledge and embrace neurodiversity.
On the whole, this dissertation highlights that there is need to change to more inclusive or neurodiversity-affirming higher education systems. Through the solutions of the structural barriers and the promotion of supportive practices, universities can make students with ADHD and dyslexia excel in their academic settings and learn the adequate, positive sense of identity.
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