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As a long-term distance and part-time learner 
myself, I am delighted to introduce this report on 
understanding student mental health inequalities 
for part-time, distance learners and commuter 
students. This important group of students have 
been overlooked for too long, so it’s fantastic 
to see Student Minds shining a light on their 
needs and galvanising the sector into action.

Part-time, distance learners and commuter 
students are often very different to full-time 
students. They may be mature, with children or 
other caring responsibilities. They may have full-
time jobs or other substantial life commitments. 
Studying at university is often not the primary 
focus in their lives, but can be an extra thing that 
they are trying to add into already busy timetables. 
Their motivations for study can vary: they may 
be trying to change their lives, to upskill, to shift 
careers, or to right a wrong in their past study 
experiences. They may be trying to set an example 
to their children or other family members. They 
are often the only people in their circles studying, 
and their families and friends may find it hard to 
understand or support them in their studies. They 
may have disabilities, mental health difficulties 
or conditions that make studying from home or 
part-time a more manageable option for them 
than a campus-based university experience. 
They are often keen to succeed and highly skilled 
at juggling priorities, but may feel out of their 
depth, guilty, isolated or lacking in confidence.

Research has shown that part-time, distance 
learner and commuter students can be more likely 
to experience difficulties with mental health and 
wellbeing, and paradoxically can be less likely to 
be offered, or able to access, the support they 
need from universities. Many of the support 
options, wellbeing interventions and social 
opportunities universities offer are campus-based. 

Professor 
Kate Lister  
Part-time distance learner 
and Associate Dean of 
Equality, Diversity and 
Inclusion at Arden University. 

Their needs and struggles are often overlooked: 
out of sight, out of mind. This needs to change.
The higher education sector needs to adapt 
to recognise and support this vital group of 
students. Universities need to adopt an inclusive 
and intersectional approach to embedding 
mental wellbeing considerations throughout 
their pedagogies, practices, cultures and 
support structures, in order to create inclusive 
environments that do not rely on campus-
based support for mental wellbeing. This 
report, so rich in student voice and experiences, 
is an important step towards this goal.

I would like to share my heartfelt thanks with 
the student panel, for being so supportive and 
generous with their time and experiences, and 
with the entire Positive Digital Practices team for 
being so dedicated to improving higher education 
for part-time, distance learners and commuter 
students. I believe these voices and actions can 
make the difference we need to see in the world.

Foreword
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Student Minds recognises that the language we use 
is important and can have significant bearing on how 
our work is understood and interpreted. Therefore, 
we feel it is important to define our terms, to enable 
a shared understanding and interpretation. 

This report stems from our work as partners on 
the Positive Digital Practices project, which focuses 

A student studying for a higher education qualification, living  
off-camps in accommodation which is not designed for students, and 
without other students. Given there is no sector-wide consensus on 
how far from campus a student would need to live to be described as a 
‘commuter’, we have opted not to attach a distance to this definition. 

A way of learning remotely without being in regular face-to-face contact 
with a teacher in the classroom. All aspects of the higher education 
experience are delivered online. (Adapted from The Complete 
University Guide’s definition, cited in the Augar Review, 2019). 

A student studying for a higher education qualification over  
an extended period of time. 

A student who begins undergraduate study at age 21 or over,  
or postgraduate study aged 25 or over. 

A student studying for a higher education qualification at a UK 
institution, despite being based outside of the UK.Transnational student

Mature student

Part-time student

Distance learning

Commuter student

We further recognise that students can fall into more than one of 
these categories at any given time.

primarily on the experiences of part-time,  
distance learner and commuter students.  
We have defined these terms as we understand  
them below. We have indicated where definitions 
are taken from other sources; otherwise, our 
terminology has been shaped by our own 
understanding and the experiences of the students 
we have worked with. 

Terminology
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Mental health refers to a full spectrum of experience ranging from good 
mental health to mental illness (Hughes and Spanner, 2019). 

Refers to experiencing levels of emotional and/ or psychological distress 
beyond normal experience and beyond an individual’s current ability to 
effectively manage. It will include those who are experiencing mental 
illness and those whose experiences fall below this threshold, but whose 
mental health is not good (Hughes and Spanner, 2019). 

Wellbeing will encompass a wider framework, of which mental health is 
an integral part, but which also includes physical and social wellbeing. 
This uses a model provided by Richard Kraut, in which optimum 
wellbeing is defined by the ability of an individual to fully exercise their 
cognitive, emotional, physical and social powers, leading to flourishing 
(Hughes and Spanner, 2019).

Mental health

Mental health 
issues 

Wellbeing 

A whole-university approach
Student Minds supports and advocates for a whole-
university approach to mental health, with focus on both 
preventative and responsive interventions and support.  
We believe that such an approach enables the development 
of environments and cultures which reduce poor mental 
health, whilst also supporting good mental health. We 
have written this report with a whole-university approach 
in mind, exploring a variety of the interrelated themes and 
domains which form the University Mental Health Charter 
and framing the experiences and reflections shared by 
students in this way. 
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Student Minds recognises the need to identify and 
understand the inequalities which exist within our 
education system (and society more broadly) and 
which negatively impact the experiences of some 
students and groups of students. Inequalities can 
have negative impacts on all aspects of the student 
experience, including finances (Russell Group SUs, 
2023), belonging (Blake et al., 2022), attainment 
(Nguyen et al., 2020), and graduate outcomes 
(Bolton and Lewis, 2023). It is only by listening 
to, and co-producing with, students with unique 
lived experiences that we can truly understand 
the impacts of inequalities and develop targeted 
support to address them.

Background

Student Minds is the UK’s student  
mental health charity. 

We exist to ensure that no student is held back 
by their mental health whilst at university and 
beyond. Our aim is to empower students and 
members of university communities to improve 
student mental health, by challenging existing 
structures and stigmas and taking a whole-
university approach to mental health. 



8

Methodology
Over the last two years, Student Minds has been 
a partner on the Positive Digital Practices project, 
funded by the Office for Students (OfS). The 
project has focussed on the experiences of part-
time, distance learner and commuter students, 
successfully developing a hub of resources to 
improve the support available to these groups. 
As part of the project, Student Minds has been 
supporting a panel of 15 volunteers who are all 
part-time, distance learner and/or commuter 
students. These volunteers were recruited by 
Student Minds in 2021, following an application 
and interview process. The panel has helped to 
co-produce the hub of resources, by generously 
sharing their experiences, feedback, insight and 
opinions with the project team. 

Through working with the student panel we quickly 
realised that their experiences were unique, and 
their needs and preferences as students were often 
overlooked. It’s for this reason that we decided 
to compile this report, exploring the experiences 
of part-time, distance learner and commuter 
students, and highlighting the support needed 
to ensure they have a positive experience in UK 
higher education. This report is therefore fully 
informed by what these students have shared 
with us throughout the Positive Digital Practices 
project over the last two years. Their insight was 
captured predominantly through focus groups and 
written contributions in response to set questions. 
In addition, we have drawn from a range of existing 
literature and included quotes from other sources 
where relevant to complement and build upon 
discussion points. 

Challenges and Limitations 
The Positive Digital Practices project began one 
year into the Covid-19 pandemic, at a time when 
almost all university students had experienced a 
shift to online learning for at least some of their 
course. As such, universities had made great 
strides to improve online provision and put in 
place structures and systems to effectively support 
remote and distance teaching, learning and 
assessment. The experiences shared by students 
throughout this report therefore likely reflect a 
unique context and time period. This is further 
exacerbated by the fact several students on our 
panel live outside of the UK, and therefore had 
varying experiences of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
given the different approaches countries took in 
responding to the crisis.

We are clear in our understanding that every 
student will have a unique experience at university 
and it is difficult and problematic to draw 
direct comparisons between different groups. 
Throughout this report, we will reflect on the ways 
in which part-time, distance learner and commuter 
students have similar experiences, as well as how 
their experiences differ. We will aim to do this 
through an intersectional lens, recognising the 
numerous ways in which a student’s identity can 
shape their experiences. We do however recognise 
that what we share is a snapshot and unlikely 
to be wholly representative of the experiences 
of all part-time, distance learner and commuter 
students. The student panel we worked with 
was disproportionately made up of women, and 
most studied at the same institution. As such, we 
encourage readers to engage with this report with 
recognition and understanding of these limitations, 
as well as the systemic biases and inequalities 
which may shape our findings. 

https://positivedigitalpractices.weebly.com/resource-hub.html
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Part-time Students
In the 2021/22 academic year, there were over  
2.8 million students studying at UK higher 
education providers. Of these, almost 600,000 
(21%) were studying part-time (HESA, 2023a). 
Although this number has increased steadily over 
the past five years, the proportion of students 
studying part-time is much lower now than in the 
earlier years of the millennium. In 2003/04, there 
were 840,000 part-time students at universities 
across the UK, making up 38% of the total student 
population. This fall was particularly prominent 
amongst part-time undergraduate students, with 
numbers halving in the ten years from 2009/10  
to 2019/20. 

According to a briefing by Hubble and Bolton 
(2022), “a range of policy changes and social and 
economic factors have created a ‘perfect storm’ 
which has led to the sharp downturn in [part-time] 
student numbers”. 

This includes reforms to higher education funding, 
the cost of studying, and the flexibility of studying. 
A report by the Sutton Trust (Callender and 
Thompson, 2018) further explores the decline 
in part-time undergraduate students, noting 
“approximately 40% of this decline is attributable 
to fee changes” and that “the decline in part-time 
study has significant knock-on effects for widening 
participation”. This reduction in the number of 
part-time students has further led to a significant 
decrease of students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds entering higher education (Butcher, 
2020). 

Research by Universities UK (2013) identified 
numerous benefits to part-time learning, including 
improved self-confidence, career prospects and 
happiness levels. Part-time learning also allows 
for workers to reskill whilst remaining within the 
workforce, which can produce a “more highly 
skilled workforce which benefits the whole 
economy and is essential to increase national 
productivity” (Hubble and Bolton, 2022: p6).  
Such evidence therefore suggests that part-time 
learning opportunities are beneficial to both 
students themselves and wider society. 

The demographic make-up of part-time students 
is notably different to that of the full-time student 
body. In 2021/22, 62% of part-time learners  
were female, compared to 56% of full-time 
students. Part-time students were also more  
likely to be older, with 60% aged 30 and over  
and just 21% aged 24 or under. Amongst 
undergraduate students, part-time students  
are also slightly more likely to have a known 
disability than full-time students (20% and 17% 
respectively) (HESA, 2023a). 

The UK Landscape
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Distance Learners
In the 2021/22 academic year, over 278,000 UK-
based university students were distance learners, 
with the vast majority (around 151,000) studying 
at The Open University (The OU) (HESA, 2023b). In 
addition to these UK-based learners, there were 
also over 500,000 transnational students studying 
at UK universities, again with the majority (around 
46,000) studying at The OU (HESA, 2023c). 

The Open University has ‘pioneered distance 
learning’ for over 50 years (The Open University, 
2023), offering a wide range of higher education 
qualifications to students who wish to study flexibly 
from across the world. Students have access to 
online learning resources, as well as module forums, 
tutors and support teams. OU students typically 
report positive experiences, with 86% agreeing 
that they are happy with the overall quality of their 
course and 78% agreeing that their course was 
well organised and running smoothly - significantly 
higher than the sector benchmark (NSS, 2022a). 

According to a blog by Oliver (2022), UK 
universities are outperforming global benchmarks 
for distance learning in a number of areas, 
including value for money and overall satisfaction. 
A briefing by The Parliamentary Office of Science 
and Technology (2021) also notes that ‘research 
evidence from diverse educational settings suggests 
that [distance learning] can be as, or more, 
effective than in-person instruction at achieving 
learning outcomes for students in some subjects 
and contexts, with particular benefits of a blended 
learning approach’ (p.3). 

However, when it comes to wellbeing, Student 
Minds’ latest research (conducted in 2022), found 
that distance learner students were amongst the 
most likely groups to report low life satisfaction, 
poor wellbeing and worse mental health compared 
to when they began university. Reasons for this 
are likely to be complex and nuanced - but it is 
important to acknowledge the mental health 
inequalities which may exist within student 
communities so that universities can actively seek to 
understand them and how they may be addressed.

The Covid-19 Pandemic
It is important to note that the Covid-19 
pandemic enforced involuntary distance 
learning on almost all students. This enabled a 
particular focus on the benefits and limitations 
of wholly-online study, albeit in a unique 
context. As noted previously, our work with the 
Positive Digital Practices project and student 
panel began in 2021, and as such our findings 
represent a snapshot of experiences during this 
period of time. That said, the distance learner 
students we worked with were all voluntarily 
studying as distance learners.  

Doghonadze et al. ‘s (2020) research into 
distance learning during the pandemic 
concluded that whilst there are notable benefits 
of learning digitally, including reduced costs 
and flexibility, there can be downfalls such 
as unequal access to digital infrastructure, 
limited social connectedness, and concerns 
over inclusivity. As the UK emerges from the 
pandemic, and university campuses have 
returned to varying levels of in-person teaching, 
it is important to remember that many students 
will continue to engage in distance learning 
(either through choice, or due to new hybrid 
ways of teaching), and support should be 
tailored as such.
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Commuter Students
Students may choose to live off-campus without 
other university students for a number of reasons, 
and living arrangements are varied. Commuter 
students may live alone, with partners and/or 
children, with non-student friends or housemates, 
or with their parents.  

According to a Sutton Trust study published in 
2018, approximately one in four UK university 
students are commuters, with most of these being 
‘short-distance commuters’, travelling less than 
57 miles from home to university (Donnelly and 
Gamsu, 2018). More recently, in 2023, Save the 
Student’s National Student Accommodation Survey 
found that 15% of students now live with their 
parents during term-time, with this being the case 
for 18% of first year students. The same research 
also found that students are increasingly moving 
further away from university campuses, with the 
average distance increasing from 21 minutes in 
2022 to 24 minutes in 2023. Save the Student 
attributed these trends to the rising cost of living, 
acknowledging that living with parents is often the 
cheapest option available to students. 

Research from Donnelly and Gamsu (2018) argues 
that some forms of commuting, namely those tied 
to the family home, are symptomatic of inequalities 
of class and ethnicity; “over three times more 
students in the lowest social class group commute 
from home than do so from the highest group” 
(p.4). Fostering good wellbeing of commuter 
students is, therefore, crucial to supporting 
students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, 
and requires a genuinely intersectional approach.

As acknowledged by Maguire and Morris (2018), 
there is evidence to suggest that, compared to 
residential students, ‘commuter students obtain 
poorer outcomes from their higher education, 
and will be less engaged and satisfied with their 
academic experience’ (p.6). They are also more 
likely to be the first generation in their families to 
enter higher education, have a lower income, be 
a mature student and be from an ethnic minority 
background. Students who live at home are also 
reportedly less likely to say they study because 
they enjoy the subject, and more likely to say 
they need the qualification to enter a particular 
occupation (Department for Business Innovation 
and Skills, 2014). Research from Neves and Hillman 
(2019: p31) further demonstrates that there is 
a link between commuting and the quality of 
experience at university, “with typical residential 
students significantly more likely to report good 
value and satisfaction with their choice [of course 
and institution] than full commuter students”. 
Whilst there can be significant variations in the 
precise living experiences of commuter students 
(e.g. one living within five miles of campus with 
non-student peers will have a substantially 
different experience to one living over ten miles 
away with family), it is evident that commuting can 
have an impact on the perceived value of learning 
in UK higher education.
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Mature Students
Whilst the Positive Digital Practices project did not 
specifically focus on support for mature students, 
we recognise that Mature students in the UK 
are more likely to be flexible learners, including 
studying part-time or via distance learning (Hubble 
and Bolton, 2021). Often, this is due to other 
commitments including work and parental or other 
caring responsibilities.  A report published by the 
Department for Business Innovation and Skills 
(2014) also found that older students were more 
likely to live at home during their university studies. 

Mature students are an underrepresented group 
in higher education and, in England, the Office for 
Students (2023) has made an increase in the access 
and participation of mature learners a regulatory 
target for universities. The regulator noted in 2020 
that “mature students have not been prioritised 
by many universities, despite overall low and 
falling proportions of such students in their own 
populations and the sector more broadly” (Office 
for Students, 2020: p:9). 

There is evidence to suggest that part-time 
studying for mature students can have positive 
personal outcomes, such as increased self-
confidence and new friendships, and economic 
benefits including improved work performance and 
employability (Swain and Hammond, 2011).
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Findings and Discussion

Through our work with the student panel, we identified a number of themes which can broadly 
be understood within the domains of the University Mental Health Charter (Hughes and 
Spanner, 2019). Throughout this chapter, these themes are explored through direct quotes from 
our student panellists, as well as consideration of existing literature and research findings.  

14
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Live
In this section of the report, we explore themes related to students’ everyday lives.  
This includes their living environments, their experience balancing multiple priorities,  
finances and the cost of living, and students’ sense of connectedness and belonging.  
These are some key issues highlighted by the students we worked with when considering  
their experiences as part-time, distance learner and/or commuter students. Many are also 
common themes identified in other pieces of research. 

Flexibility and balance 
One of the major themes which emerged when 
discussing the benefits of attending university as 
a part-time, distance learner and/or commuter 
student was around flexibility and balance. As with 
all students, our panellists have full lives outside of 
their university experience, and engaging in higher 
education therefore often relied on the ability to be 
flexible with their time and balance other priorities 
alongside their academic course. This often meant 
taking a more agile approach to studying than 
perhaps the typical full-time, on-campus student 
experience allows. 

For example, several students on our panel worked 
alongside their studies, either in full-time or part-
time employment. Although this is common across 
the whole student body, Chappell et al (2020) also 
found that commuter students were significantly 
more likely than on-campus student groups to hold 
a part-time job. Many of our panellists expressed 
that their chosen mode of study afforded them 
greater flexibility and allowed them to continue 
working throughout the year, often in well-
established careers. Paid roles also helped to fund 
their studies – a key benefit of simultaneous work 
and study for many. 

A part-time student panellist

I love the flexibility that allowed me to 
pursue this second Postgraduate degree 
while being able to keep working and 
not having to abandon my career.”

A part-time student panellist

[I like that] I am able to work 
alongside it so that I can help fund it.”

[It is] easier to keep part-time 
employment alongside studying, as I 
don’t have to move anywhere during 
breaks from university and can have a 
year round contract.”

A commuter student panellist

I have been able to get work 
experience local to me which has 
allowed me to make valuable contacts 
in the relevant industry which will be 
more prominent for me as I will be 
staying here [after university].”

A commuter student panellist
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In addition to the benefits associated with 
continuing employment, students reflected that 
their chosen mode of study allowed them to 
balance their academic course alongside other 
priorities, such as their health or family, more 
effectively. Panellists also felt that having flexible 
access to learning materials, such as recorded 
lectures, allowed them to engage more fully at 
times when they felt most able to. 

A part-time student panellist

I can prioritise my health. The demands 
of full-time study with my disabilities 
were not possible, so this gives me the 
option to still study.” 

A part-time student panellist

I loved being able to divide my time 
according to how it suited what else 
was going on.” 

A part-time student panellist

[I like] working at my own pace, and 
balancing it with other responsibilities.” 

A part-time student panellist

[I value the] greater availability of 
webinars/lectures at times outside of 
“normal” class times; also, not always 
having to attend in ‘real time’. Rare in 
full-time study.” 

A distance learner student panellist

[I have] more access to seminars 
that are held online and otherwise 
probably would not have been.”  

Support for recorded lecture materials is also 
mirrored in the wider student population, with 
research from the UPP Foundation (2022) showing 
that 90% of students prefer in-person lectures to 
be recorded. 76% wished to have hybrid options 
for lectures, with only 12% opposed to this. These 
figures demonstrate that such practices are not 
only beneficial to part-time, distance learner and 
commuter students, but also for students studying 
full-time on campus too. 

On the other hand, it was also clear that studying 
flexibly could present a challenge at times. Part-
time students in particular reflected that a lack of 
structure and having to regularly ‘switch’ between 
studying and working could be difficult. 

A part-time student panellist

Sometimes it is difficult to stay ‘in 
the zone’ due to switching between 
studying and working.” 

A part-time student panellist

There is not as much routine as full-
time study so you have to self manage 
a lot of your work. You need to 
navigate distractions and a schedule 
(which can also be a positive).” 

A part-time student panellist

Dividing time is not always easy,  
especially if part-time over takes and  
turns more into full-time in certain weeks.” 
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When considering what support universities could 
offer to improve the experiences of part-time, 
distance learner and commuter students, our 
panellists highlighted the need for universities 
to help students with structuring their work and 
maintaining focus. This challenge was addressed  
by the Positive Digital Practices project, through 
the development of Warwick University’s  
‘Be Well, Learn Well’ platform which includes 
practical study tips for students. The project  
also developed an interactive resource,  
‘At a crossroads’, which explores the challenges  
of navigating work and/or family alongside study 
and considers possible sources of support.  

Connection and Belonging
Connection and sense of belonging are common 
themes when considering students’ experiences in 
higher education - particularly since the beginning 
of the Covid-19 pandemic. Loneliness and isolation 
can, unfortunately, be common amongst student 
populations (Hughes and Spanner, 2019; Wonkhe, 
2019; ONS, 2022; Student Minds, 2023) and this 
can have a clear impact on wellbeing and mental 
health. A sense of connectedness and belonging is 
important for many students. In working with the 
Positive Digital Practices student panel, it quickly 
became clear that many of the challenges faced 
by part-time, distance learner and commuter 
students stemmed from the connection (or lack 
thereof) they feel to their university, their peers 
and their educators. This was frequently viewed 
as a negative aspect of their university experience, 
and one which our panellists felt needed to be 
addressed by universities. 

Student panellists had common, shared 
experiences of feeling disconnected, lonely, and 
lacking a sense of belonging. Often, it was felt 
that this stemmed from universities, students’ 
unions and/or student groups catering mostly 
for students who live on, or close to, campus and 
study full-time. Reflections were also linked to how 
often students are in contact with their peers and 
educators, and how regularly (if at all) they visit 
physical campuses in-person. 

A part-time student panellist

It can be hard to get involved in 
on-campus communities if you are 
seeing people less.” 

A distance learner student panellist

Sometimes you feel you are missing 
out following emails that point to 
events that are going on on campus.” 

A distance learner student panellist

It can at times feel isolating as 
nobody is around and we are 
physically not on campus.” 

A distance learner student panellist

While it is great to connect with 
people worldwide it does not replace 
meeting people in person and having 
spontaneous meets/discussions etc.”  

https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/cross_fac/academy/funding/2016-17fundedprojects/wellbeingpedagogieslibrary/bewelllearnwell/
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/cross_fac/academy/funding/2016-17fundedprojects/wellbeingpedagogieslibrary/bewelllearnwell/
https://learning.elucidat.com/course/6363b2baa48cc-6391ced502696
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A commuter student panellist

With Covid forcing freshers and my 
first two years online I feel I missed out 
on building connections that my peers 
were making. It can now feel like I am 
intruding sometimes.” 

A commuter student panellist

Societies and other activities are often 
centred around the campus which 
makes it harder to join in – especially  
if it is just for an hour.” 

A commuter student panellist

Connecting with peers is difficult – they 
can easily spend time with each other 
in-between lectures etc whereas often 
I’ll have to leave ASAP to get home.” 

A commuter student panellist

[It’s] harder to join societies – a lot 
of the time they’ll hold events in the 
evening meaning you have to travel to 
uni just to be involved, and often they’ll 
have drinking events which means you 
have to find an alternative to driving.” 

It has been argued that it is difficult for universities 
to acknowledge the needs of some student  
groups if staff do not see them on a day-to-day 
basis, as they might with those living on campus. 
Maguire and Morris (2018: p25) state that, for 
commuter students, “their experiences may be 
more hidden from their institutions and less 
integrated with the rhythms of traditional student 
life”. Research from GuildHE (2018: p29) further 
identifies commuter students as a group that are 
“hard to hear” (in that their engagement with 
the community on campus is low) and found that 
85% of providers surveyed did not hold additional 
facilities for commuter students. 

We recommend that this argument be  
re-framed and that rather, university services 
and support be considered ‘hard to reach’ 
for some part-time, distance learner and 
commuter students. Institutions must make 
conscious, concerted efforts to understand 
their students’ needs and subsequently offer 
appropriate support where needed.
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A part-time student panellist

Sometimes lecturers/uni support  
staff can be dismissive of part-time 
students – I study part-time due to 
prior commitments and disability,  
not out of laziness.” 

A part-time student panellist

There is this stigma that part-time or 
distance learning courses are not as 
valuable, and students aren’t as smart 
or have less potential.” 

A part-time student panellist

People think that you are lazy for not 
taking a full-time course.” 

A distance learner student panellist

It does not always feel like we are  
a ‘real’ part of the university and  
are heard/supported as much as  
in-person students.”  

A commuter student panellist

Not feeling like you belong to the 
institution as much as others – 
sometimes when people ask me  
where I am studying I still default to  
my Sixth form even after 3 years.”  

“ There have been cases when I tell people I 
have graduated from a university in London 
and they sound so impressed. However, 
once you tell them it’s distance learning, 
you can sense that their perception 
or enthusiasm changes, as if they’re 
thinking that it’s not really being part 
of the university and distance learning 
programs are not legit. It seems the stigma 
is carried out even outside academia. 
Perhaps highlighting such facts can help 
reduce the stigma of distance students not 
being as capable or motivated. Many of 
my fellow distance learner students have 
now gone forward in pursuing PhDs, social 
enterprises, and building a mental health 
app – all which inspire me to pursue my 
own dreams.” 
 
Distance Learner

Case Study

The idea that non-traditional groups of students 
are seen to be ‘intruding’ was also commonplace 
amongst our panellists. The sense that they did not 
belong at university, or that they were less-valued 
than their full-time, on-campus peers was commonly 
shared. This became further exacerbated through 
interactions with staff, and our panellists spoke of 
feeling a stigma around being lazy or less intelligent 
because of how they have chosen to study. 
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However, there were also some positive 
experiences highlighted by panel members relating 
to connectedness. For instance, commuter students 
on the panel reflected on the value of staying in 
their hometown and therefore close to existing 
connections and support networks. 

A commuter student panellist

[I have] extra support around me from 
family and friends which I would not 
have as easy access to if I moved away.”  

A commuter student panellist

I get to see my family/friends from 
outside of university as often as I want 
to, which I might not have been able to 
do if I’d moved away.” 

One student also reflected on how valuable this  
was for the connections they made at university 
too, saying: 

A commuter student panellist

I’ve been able to show my university 
friends around my hometown which 
is really special, and also been able to 
give my university friends a home away 
from home when they don’t want to be 
stuck in uni halls.”  

For another, it is precisely the disparate nature of 
distance learning that allows for the forming of 
meaningful relationships with peers worldwide that 
would otherwise not be possible:

A distance learner student panellist

Being able to meet other students 
across the globe is super interesting! I 
have made friends with fellow alumni’s 
online, where they have even visited 
me in (Dubai), and they live in London.”  

These feel like particularly powerful reminders 
of how important and valuable diverse student 
populations are. 

As part of the Positive Digital Practices project,  
our student panellists co-produced  
Bradford University’s ‘Positive Digital Communities’ 
resources alongside students studying at Bradford. 
This workstream of the project recognised the 
challenges outlined above around creating and 
maintaining a sense of community and set out 
to co-create guidance around the use of ‘digital 
circles’, or online communities. The successful 
creation, maintenance and monitoring of online 
communities was identified by our panellists as 
particularly important to them in order to feel  
a connection to their course, university and/or 
their peers.  

Finances and the Cost of Living
Another key issue highlighted by our student panel 
which has also become increasingly apparent over 
the past year is the impact of finances and the 
cost of living. Even before the cost of living crisis 
took hold in 2022, our panel had shared reflections 
around the financial benefits and challenges 
of being a part-time, distance learner and/or 
commuter student. 

On one hand, commuter and distance learner 
students in particular recognised that the cost 
of moving away for university is high and they 
therefore felt they saved money by not needing to 
re-locate to study. This is despite those who remain 
at home receiving “a maintenance loan entitlement 
20 per cent below the level for those who live away 
from home” (Augar, 2019: p195) . However, since 
travel-associated costs have increased over the 
past year, commuter students have consistently 
been highlighted as a group disproportionately 
impacted by the rising cost of living.  

https://www.bradford.ac.uk/teaching-quality/funded-projects/positive/downloadable-resources-positive-digital-communities/Positive-Digital-Communities---Guidance-for-creators,-moderators-and-users.docx
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Matt Western, Shadow Minister 
for Higher Education, addressing 

the Secretary of State for 
Education, 2022 

I’ve been speaking to a lot of students 
in recent weeks and they’re obviously 
anxious about the cost of living… 
inflation has rocketed to over 10%. 
Accommodation costs up 5%, food up 
14.5%, transport costs up 10.6% hitting 
commuter students particularly hard. 
The result: students face an average 
funding gap of £439 per month and 
dropping out. Whilst the government 
faces a credibility gap in this sector, can 
the Secretary of State tell us, what are 
students supposed to do?.”  

Analysis by the MillionPlus Group (Jones, 2022)  
also identified commuter and live-at-home  
students as particularly at-risk of financial 
difficulties during the cost of living crisis.

There are also large numbers of  
at-risk students that either commute 
to campus or have remained living 
at home during their studies. Given 
the additional costs associated with 
commuting, it should not be surprising 
that between 61,900-68,400 commuter 
students face financial difficulties. 
While 36,0000- 39,800 live-at-home 
students are at-risk as the cost-of-living 
bites.”  

Jones (2022)

Our student panellists have also highlighted this 
challenge, and spoke about the limited financial 
support available to them. Such concerns have 
also been echoed in research conducted by the 
National Union of Students (NUS), with students 
sharing their experiences of the cost of living crisis. 

A part-time student panellist

[Part-time students get] less student 
loan money for ‘living expenses’ 
compared to full-time; if you can’t 
work, this makes it harder to afford 
part-time study.” 

I’m a distance learner, learning  
outside of two part-time jobs. I’m 
falling behind in my studies because 
I’m having to look for extra hours and 
additional employment just to make 
ends meet, and the stress just keeps 
piling on with each news story about 
increasing prices.” 

A distance student (NUS, 2022)

This challenge is likely to become exacerbated 
for many students in the coming years, as real-
term cuts to student maintenance funding have 
been ‘baked in’ to the student finance system in 
England (Ogden and Waltmann, 2023), meaning 
students from the poorest families could lose out 
on £1500 per year in coming years. Although this 
will, of course, impact all students in receipt of 
maintenance funding, the impact on commuter 
and part-time students may well be greater, given 
the rising costs of transport and the fact part-
time students only receive maintenance funding 
dependent on the number of modules taken. Some 
students may also need to take on additional, paid 
employment in order to afford the costs of living 
and studying. Indeed, research has shown that 
some part-time students enter education via this 
particular route specifically because they cannot 
afford to give up work or other responsibilities 
(Butcher, 2020). These financial constraints could 
create further challenges to the balance discussed 
by part-time, distance learner and commuter 
students as highlighted in the previous section. 
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Physical Environment 
The physical environment plays an important role 
in shaping many students’ university experience.  
As highlighted in the University Mental Health 
Charter (Hughes and Spanner, 2019), “there is 
a growing body of evidence that our physical 
environment and how we interact with it has 
a significant impact on our mental health and 
wellbeing. Given the amount of time that many 
staff and students spend on university grounds, 
there is a clear need to consider how the physical 
environment can be used to improve the wellbeing 
of the university community” (p.59).

Along with the role of the physical environment on 
campus, it is also important to recognise the role  
of the physical environment(s) students engage 
with away from campus, whether that be within 
their residential accommodation or other spaces 
used for study. When discussing their experiences, 
the Positive Digital Practices student panel made 
many references to the physical environment 
around them, and the way this interacts with 
their studies as part-time, distance learner and/
or commuter students. Although universities may 
have limited control over spaces outside of the 
university, it is still important to recognise how they 
may shape a student’s experience and the support 
they may need. 

For many of our panellists, living (and often 
studying) in their own homes was particularly 
beneficial. This removed barriers to engagement 
and sources of stress, and improved access to 
existing support networks.  

A distance learner student panellist

Studying in my own environment at 
home as an autistic person is a big plus 
for me. As well as not having to travel.” 

A commuter student panellist

There is no hassle or stress about living 
arrangements meaning I have a steady 
living space which I may not have 
gained if I had moved away.” 

A commuter student panellist

[I enjoy] being in a familiar place with 
familiar faces e.g. having old school 
friends local [to me] and being in the 
family home.” 

Staying local also meant commuter students could 
find work and create new networks which could be 
particularly valuable post-graduation, and they were 
also able to share their knowledge and experience 
of living in their town/city with other students who 
had moved away for university. 

A commuter student panellist

I have been able to get work 
experience local to me which has 
allowed me to make valuable contacts 
in the relevant industry which will be 
more prominent for me as I will be 
staying here after [my studies].” 

A commuter student panellist

Knowing the area better than others  
at the university - being able to share 
cool places to go which others may not 
have been aware of.” 
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However, distance learning by its nature means 
that students enrolled on distance courses are 
not required to attend any in-person teaching, 
and therefore many do not have access to their 
university’s physical environment at all, due to the 
distance at which they live from campus. Several of 
our student panellists were transnational students, 
meaning they were based outside of the UK, 
despite studying for a degree at a UK institution. 
In 2021/22, there were around half a million 
transnational students whose awarding provider 
was in the UK (HESA, 2023c). For some of our 
panellists, the lack of access to physical university 
spaces had negative impacts, particularly when it 
came to a sense of connectedness and belonging 
(explored more broadly on pages 17–20). 

A distance learner student panellist

Not having that physical space to 
actually speak to people and connect 
to people – as a social butterfly – can 
be depressing.” 

A distance learner student panellist

Sometimes you feel you are missing  
out following emails that point to 
events that are going on on campus.”  

A distance learner student panellist

It can at times feel isolating as nobody 
is around and we are physically not  
on campus.”  

Although clearly, there are many benefits to 
distance learning, as explored throughout this 
report, the absence of physical spaces is also seen 
to have clear down-sides for some students. It 
is important that universities work to consider 
how they can create positive spaces for students 
to connect and engage with each other, without 
needing to be on-campus. 

“ I am part of a social enterprise in the UK 
which is about bringing neuroscience 
awareness to the general public. Every 
month, we do meet-ups, (mostly online), 
but sometimes we try to gather even in a 
city (London). This really helps build the 
relationship and connection with everyone  
in the organisation. We also help each  
other with other aspects, like supporting 
business ideas, and collaborating together 
in projects. This really helps feel connected 
with the organisation, even though many  
live abroad in different cities. Universities 
can also benefit from actively creating  
such opportunities.” 
 
Distance Learner

Case Study
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For those student panellists who could access 
physical university environments, the focus was 
often on how these spaces met the varied needs 
and requirements of the whole student population. 
For instance, commuter students have clearly 
articulated in previous research the importance 
of having spaces on-campus to rest, relax, eat, 
work and socialise between lectures, as well as 
communal spaces for study (Chappell et al, 2020; 
Maguire and Morris, 2018). This was also one of 
the suggestions made by a student panellist:  

A commuter student panellist

Have a space for commuter students 
on campus – sometimes if I have a 
gap between class I will go to find 
somewhere to work or have a sit  
down whilst I wait but there isn’t 
enough space. I can’t just go home  
like other students.” 

Many universities do have spaces like these 
already, often offering kitchen facilities, ‘lounge’ 
environments with sofas and seating, study 
space, lockers, and toilets and showers. Examples 
include the Commuter Lounges at the University 
of St Andrews, the Commuter Hub at St Mary’s 
University, and the Commuter Hubs at the 
University of Salford. 

These spaces offer practical support whilst also 
ensuring commuter students feel welcomed and 
comfortable on-campus. 

Travel (Commuter Students)
Another key issue which stood out clearly, and 
which has been highlighted in previous and 
ongoing research too, is the impact of travel 
on commuter students’ experiences (Maguire 
and Morris, 2018). Of course, travelling to and 
from campus is central to a commuter students’ 
higher education experience - but for many, the 
unpredictable nature of travel can cause additional 
stress. Chappell et al (2020) found that fatigue, 
stress and anxiety linked to lengthy travel times 
and frequent delays were highlighted in 8.19% 
of questionnaire responses. This was echoed by 
our student panellists, who found that travelling 
to and from university could result in additional 
stress due to delays. This was often coupled with a 
lack of understanding or empathy from staff, and 
challenges related to timetabling which meant in-
person teaching was scheduled at impractical times 
for commuter students (e.g. one lecture at 9am 
and another at 4pm, with nothing in between). 

A commuter student panellist

Sometimes travel can be unreliable 
e.g. traffic/delays and staff may not 
understand.” 

A commuter student panellist

Commuting can add extra stress – 9am 
starts and 5pm finishes can be difficult 
because there’s so much traffic going in 
and out of the city.” 

A commuter student panellist

Sometimes coming in for just one hour 
long class can feel like a waste of time 
given the commuting time on top of that 
– better timetabling could solve this.” 

We therefore recommend that all universities 
consider introducing dedicated spaces, such 
as those for their own commuter students, at 
the earliest possible opportunity. 

https://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/study/support/commuter-students/
https://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/study/support/commuter-students/
https://www.stmarys.ac.uk/student-support/commuting/support.aspx
https://www.stmarys.ac.uk/student-support/commuting/support.aspx
https://www.salford.ac.uk/commuting
https://www.salford.ac.uk/commuting
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When asked how commuter students could be 
better supported at university, our commuter 
student panellists pointed to better support from 
staff, and more commuter-friendly timetabling. 

A commuter student panellist

[We need] greater awareness among 
staff about travel issues – not just  
being told to leave earlier or go  
a different way as lots of delays  
(like roadworks and traffic accidents) 
can be unexpected.” 

A commuter student panellist

Scheduling/timetabling with commuter 
students in mind – living on campus 
it’s fine to have a lecture at 9am and 
a lecture at 4pm but for a commuter 
student it’s an issue.” 

A commuter student panellist

Encourage tutors to identify whether  
a student is a commuter student or not 
– it can sometimes feel random to just 
go up to them to remind them that you 
are commuting.” 

Timetabling was also identified by Maguire 
and Morris (2018) who noted that ‘haphazard’ 
timetabling can be a barrier to students who 
have to travel significant distances to their place 
of study, which may result in commuter students 
being less likely to attend isolated lectures. 

Commuter students are often the ‘forgotten’ 
group in undergraduate cohorts, moving 
within university spaces with little 
awareness from higher education institutions 
(HEIs) as to who they are, and in what 
numbers. ‘Commuter-friendly’ timetabling 
recommended by participants in this study, 
and consistently voiced across academic 
and practitioner-led research, would be 
integral to improving commuter students’ 
experiences. My own research has uncovered 
the sheer heterogeneity of commuter 
student experiences which HEIs should 
consider when assembling support for this 
student group.

Emma Maslin – PhD researcher  
(Durham University)

Commuter students
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Learn
This chapter of the report will specifically focus on the learning experiences of part-time, 
distance learner and commuter students. This includes the benefits of studying in these 
ways and the challenges students have faced. Key themes include the pace of study, the 
role of learning environments, and ways in which staff can shape students’ experiences. 

Pace of Study and Autonomy
For part-time students in particular, being able 
to study at a less intense pace was a key benefit. 
Our panellists felt that studying part-time afforded 
them greater opportunity to fully consider their 
learning and take knowledge onboard, whilst 
also balancing studies with other responsibilities 
(explored in greater depth on pages 15–17). 

A part-time student panellist

[I have] more time to absorb knowledge 
and think about it.” 

Part-time student panellists also reflected on the 
greater sense of autonomy and self-led learning 
they have experienced as part-time learners. For 
some on the panel, it felt challenging managing 
often busy and finely balanced schedules, whilst 
also navigating other priorities and distractions. 
However, panellists also felt that the opportunity to 
work at their own pace and self-manage their time 
was a positive benefit to part-time learning. This 
was often interlinked with the theme of ‘flexibility 
and balance’, explored earlier in the report.  

A part-time student panellist

[I enjoy] working at my own pace, and 
balancing it with other responsibilities.” 

A part-time student panellist

Dividing time is not always easy, 
especially if part-time over takes  
and turns more into full-time in  
certain weeks.” 

There is not as much routine as  
full-time study so you have to self 
manage a lot of your work. You need 
to navigate distractions and a schedule 
(which can also be a positive).” 

A part-time student panellist

A part-time student panellist

I think I paid more attention to the 
materials as I know I won’t have 
someone baby me – responsibility  
was mine which was great.” 
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Learning Environments
In addition to the role of physical environments  
in everyday life, explored on pages (22–24), 
students also highlighted the role of learning 
environments in shaping their experiences as  
part-time, distance learner and commuter 
students. This included online learning 
environments, as well as physical spaces. 

Unsurprisingly, for distance learners, online 
learning environments were a key factor in their 
experience of distance learning. Many felt that 
having all learning materials available online 
was a key benefit, and enabled a more positive 
learning experience. Our panellists spoke about 
being able to access learning materials flexibly, at 
times which were convenient for them; re-visiting 
online materials to support their learning; as well 
as having access to a bigger range of learning 
materials when studying online. The benefits 
of online learning were not only highlighted by 
distance learners, but by part-time and commuter 
students too. 

[I value the] greater availability of 
webinars/lectures at times outside of 
“normal” class times; also, not always 
having to attend in ‘real time’. [This is] 
rare in full-time study.” 

A part-time student panellist

A distance learner student panellist

[I value having] more access to seminars 
that are held online and otherwise 
probably would not have been.” 

A part-time student panellist

[I like that] lectures were digital so  
you can always go back to them.” 

A distance learner student panellist

As a visual learner, it feels better to 
watch lectures, tha n to listen to your 
Professor in a classroom. It’s hard for 
me to take notes and listen at the same 
time. So this way, I can pause the slides 
when needed, take my notes, and get 
back to learning the material at my 
own discretion.” 

Access to online learning is also a fundamental 
part of the transnational student experience. 
Several of our student panellists were transnational 
students, studying in locations such as the United 
Arab Emirates, India, and even whilst travelling 
the world as a medic on cruise ships. One student 
panellist felt the transnational availability of 
courses helped to promote diversity and gave them 
the opportunity to meet new people with different 
viewpoints and lived experiences. 

A distance learner student panellist

I love the diversity of minds on our 
course from all around the world. 
There are so many different viewpoints 
and experiences shared in our 
WhatsApp groups, Teams meetings or 
tutorials which are unique.” 

In addition to online spaces and environments, 
students also spoke about the physical 
environment around them. For distance learners in 
particular, their study spaces were often also their 
living spaces – which was viewed as both beneficial 
and challenging for a variety of reasons.  

A distance learner student panellist

Studying in my own environment at 
home as an autistic person is a big plus 
for me. As well as not having to travel.” 
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As explored in the ‘physical environment section’ 
(pages 22–24), other students reported clear 
benefits to being in familiar physical environments 
during their studies, such as being close to 
existing support networks and local employment 
opportunities. 

Relationships with Staff  
Students’ relationships or interactions with 
university staff as part-time, distance learner  
and/or commuter students was another common 
theme of discussion amongst our student 
panellists. Experiences were varied – some 
students reported positive interactions with  
staff, which effectively supported their learning, 
whilst others shared reflections around how  
their interactions and relationships with staff  
could be improved. Often, these reflections related 
to staff’s understanding of a student’s mode of 
study, their online presence and availability, and 
the academic support offered (explored further in 
the ‘Support’ section of the report). 

A distance learner student panellist

It can be more easy to get distracted 
especially if at home, with other things 
going on.” 

A distance learner student panellist

Lecturers/staff have been available 
without needing to physically go to  
a campus building during ‘office  
hours’ (often impossible for parents, 
workers, etc).” 

A distance learner student panellist

If [you are] wanting to reach out to 
collaborate for a project, or be in 
contact with an academic or supervisor, 
it’s much more difficult as they are 
more likely to reject due to never 
building a form of connection with you. 
It’s hard for them to actually see your 
character and intentions.” 
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Unfortunately, some student panellists reflected 
that they felt less supported by staff due to 
their mode of study. They felt dismissed by staff, 
or labelled as lazy or less capable. Commuter 
students also felt that their experiences would be 
more positive if staff were aware that they were 
commuter students and that often, commuting  
can be unpredictable and stressful. 

A commuter student panellist

[There should be] greater awareness 
among staff about travel issues – not just 
being told to leave earlier or go a different 
way as lots of delays (like roadworks and 
traffic accidents) can be unexpected.” 

Undoubtedly, university staff play a huge role in 
shaping students’ experiences, and interactions 
with staff can have both positive and negative 
impacts on a student’s wellbeing. Equally, staff 
wellbeing is essential to a whole-university 
approach to mental health, and staff should be 
supported by higher education institutions to  
offer positive teaching and learning opportunities 
for all students, regardless of their mode of study.

A part-time student panellist

Sometimes lecturers/uni support staff  
can be dismissive of part-time students – I 
study part-time due to prior commitments 
and disability, not out of laziness.” 

The Positive Digital Practices resource hub includes 
numerous resources developed to support staff 
to embed wellbeing within their own practice and 
improve support for students.

University staff should seek to understand 
their student communities and shape 
their offering based on the needs of their 
students, as outlined in the Principles of 
Good Practice within the University Mental 
Health Charter (p.72). 

http://positivedigitalpractices.weebly.com/resource-hub.html


30

Support
When understanding and exploring students’ mental health, an important consideration 
often relates to their access to effective support. This might be clinical mental health 
support, delivered by counsellors or advisors, or it may be financial support, broader 
wellbeing support, academic support, or peer support, for example. 

The aim of the Positive Digital Practices project was 
to better support part-time, distance learner and 
commuter students through the development of 
resources and initiatives which build confidence, 
promote help-seeking behaviours, and embed 
wellbeing within academic teaching and learning. 
Such work is incredibly important in helping 
students to support themselves, and in helping staff 
to effectively support students’ overall wellbeing.

Awareness of Support and How to access It
A key barrier highlighted regularly when discussing 
mental health and wellbeing support relates to the 
visibility and accessibility of the services available  
to students. In 2023, Student Minds’ research found 
that 26% of all students surveyed would not know 
where to get mental health support at university 
if they needed it. If students aren’t aware that 
support exists, or they don’t know how or where to 
access it, then opportunities to effectively support 
students are lost. Student panellists reflected on 
this barrier and how this was exacerbated by their 
mode of study, with many suggesting they would 
benefit from clearer information about how to 
access help when it’s needed. 

[There needs to be] clearer information 
about where/how to access help  
(e.g. who do you contact for disability-
related advice; who do you contact for 
academic support; etc).” 

A part-time student panellist

A distance learner student panellist

[We need support in] knowing who  
to speak to when help is needed, this  
is not always clear and is important as 
we cannot speak to fellow students or 
just pop into someone’s office as we 
are not on campus.” 

Tailored communications, with clear and accessible 
information about how to access support, could 
empower more students to reach out for help 
when they need it. 

Universities should consider how information 
around the support available and how to 
access it can be effectively communicated 
to students who may be less present on 
campus, or who are not full-time students. 
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Academic Support
Student panellists also reflected on their 
experiences of receiving academic support as 
part-time, distance learner or commuter students. 
Often, reflections were linked to not being 
physically present on campus, and the impact  
that this could have on the support they received. 
Some students reported having good access to 
support online, with staff being available to offer 
support without a student needing to travel 
to campus. This was viewed as a clear benefit 
for some. However, others also highlighted the 
downsides of relying on accessing support in virtual 
spaces, citing longer response times and not being 
able to address issues quickly. 

A distance learner student panellist

Lecturers/staff have been available 
without needing to physically go  
to a campus building during “office 
hours” (often impossible for parents, 
workers, etc).”  

A distance learner student panellist

When you don’t understand 
something, it can become more 
discouraging and demotivating as 
sometimes it takes time for email 
responses/meeting set ups.”  

A distance learner student panellist

[It is difficult] not being able to reach 
someone immediately when needed, 
like a fellow student or lecturer.” 

Again, we feel this challenge can be addressed 
through applying the Principles of Good Practice 
set out in the University Mental Health Charter. 
This includes university staff taking steps to 
understand their populations and differing needs 
and experiences, whilst also developing specific 
interventions to dismantle barriers faced by 
particular groups (Hughes and Spanner. 2019: p. 72).

Experiences of Accessing Support
Ease and equality of access to adequate support 
is crucial to the academic attainment and 
wellbeing of student communities. According to 
our research, 74% of students know where to go 
to access support services if they were needed. 
This has increased from 63% in 20/21 during 
the pandemic, but remains at a similar level to 
2019/20. This suggests that the transition to online 
support during the pandemic impacted student’s 
knowledge of where to access services and as 
such it is important that universities take steps 
to communicate the range of services available, 
particularly digital or online interventions. 

Amongst student panellists who had been aware 
of and able to access a range of academic and 
technical support, experiences were mixed.

A distance learner student panellist

24/7 IT support, which for my course  
is provided, makes life A LOT easier!.” 

A commuter student panellist

[It is] harder to access resources  
and support. It can seem pointless 
spending time going into campus for 
some things which could’ve been an 
email or phone call so it can put me  
off from using support.” 
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Beyond accessing support for study, there are also 
implications relating to the access of wellbeing 
services for those who are not on campus regularly 
(or at all). It is encouraging that 97% of higher 
education institutions in England offer either (or 
both) online or face-to-face psychological support, 
with 99% offering in-house ‘self-help’ resources 
(Department for Education, 2023). However, as 
a sector, we must continue to consider potential 
barriers for particular groups of students (including 
part-time, distance learner and commuter 
students) in accessing these avenues for support 
and how to ensure such barriers are removed.

Again, the Covid-19 pandemic provides a snapshot 
into the experiences of the wider student 
population having to access wellbeing support 
services online, in the same manner that a distance 
learner student would have to. In the years prior to 
the pandemic, there was a considerable increase 
in internet-based wellbeing intervention services, 
but these remained limited within higher education 
(Papadatou-Pasou et al., 2017). When forced online 
both in study and support, many institutions  
had to restructure their models of counselling to 
web-based services, including virtual counselling. 

A report on wellbeing services during the pandemic 
in Scotland found that “online platforms such 
as Zoom and Teams emerged as an alternative 
psychological intervention and treatment tool” 
(Sousa and Feeney, 2023: p3). These services are 
generally seen as supplementary to traditional 
modes of support post-pandemic but for some 
part-time and off-campus learners, these digital 
services may be the only options to access support. 
Timely and proportionate access to support, 
alongside clear signposting, are key drivers of 
positive mental health and wellbeing outcomes in 
our student communities.

Universities should seek to enable all 
students to confidently access support if or 
when it’s needed, particularly taking steps to 
understand the possible support needs and 
preferences of part-time, distance learner 
and commuter students, to understand 
and subsequently remove any barriers to 
access which may exist due to their mode 
of study. Any new interventions should be 
co-developed alongside students to help 
ensure they are accessible and inclusive of 
the student populations they serve.
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Inclusivity and Intersectionality 
An inclusive and intersectional approach to mental health is key to successfully creating 
mentally healthy environments which reduce poor mental health and support good 
mental health. Such an approach requires an understanding of students’ diverse identities 
and needs, as well as a commitment to dismantling barriers to engaging fully in their 
university experience and accessing support. 

Amongst the part-time, distance learner and 
commuter students we worked with on our student 
panel, there were two identities which were 
commonly shared and reflected upon as shaping 
their experiences: disability and ‘mature’ student 
status. This does not mean that the students on 
our panel did not have other identities, or that 
these identities did not shape their experiences. 
Disability and age were simply the most commonly 
reflected upon throughout our work, and we 
have therefore included an exploration of these 
within this report. We would encourage further 
research into how a student’s identities shape their 
experiences of mental health and higher education, 
particularly amongst students who are part-time, 
distance learners or commuters. 

Disability 
Several of our student panellists identified as 
having a disability, and for some this was a 
significant factor in shaping their decision to 
study as a part-time, distance leaner or commuter 
student, and their experiences of higher education. 
Amongst part-time undergraduate students, 20% 
have a known disability compared to 17% of the 
full-time undergraduate population (HESA, 2023a). 
Given the limited amount of data available around 
commuter students and distance learners, it is 
unclear whether these modes of study are more 
common choices amongst disabled students. 

For the disabled students on our panel, there  
were clear benefits to studying part-time,  
off-campus and/or as a commuter, such as 
prioritising wellbeing and being able to study  
in familiar environments. 

A part-time student panellist

I can prioritise my health. The demands 
of full-time study with my disabilities 
were not possible, so this gives me the 
option to still study.” 

A distance learner student panellist

Studying in my own environment at  
home as an autistic person is a big plus  
for me. As well as not having to travel.” 

Disabled student panellists also reflected on 
the positive impact of having access to tailored 
support, such as through disability advisors and  
the Disability Support Allowance (DSA). 

A part-time student panellist

I was given an autism tutor and  
a mental health tutor as part of  
DSA which was useful.” 
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A survey of disabled higher education students by 
Randstad (2023) found that of those surveyed who 
had considered dropping out of university, 55% 
said DSA had prevented them from doing so. 

Whilst our research here highlights encouraging 
examples of adjustments being made in higher 
education, it must be recognised that there are 
considerable barriers in access and outcomes 
for disabled students (Pearson et al., 2019). This 
further highlights the need for targeted student 
support, especially for those who may come into 
contact with support services at a lower frequency, 
including off-campus and part-time learners. 

Age
Studying as a mature student through a non-
traditional mode is another student identity 
that can pose considerable barriers. Research 
from Askham (2008: p90) suggests that some 
mature, part-time students can feel intimidated by 
academic culture “including rules and regulations, 
word limits, language, assessment assumptions 
and other ‘academic’ issues”. Difficulty assimilating 
into the culture of higher education can have 
implications for feelings of belonging: 

A part-time student panellist

Being a mature student can feel 
overwhelming at times, especially  
as with distance learning there isn’t  
as strong a peer network and it can  
feel very isolating. I urge those in  
my position to reach out to their  
tutor groups, forge connections, and 
support each other.”  

Yet, it should be recognised that the ability to 
study at a later stage in life can be an incredibly 
rewarding experience. One part-time, mature 
student stated that:

I thought my chance to study was 
behind me, and always felt like  
my lack of degree has hindered  
my career progression somewhat.  
The ability to study at a distance 
learning institution as a disabled, 
mature student, has been instrumental 
in reigniting my confidence in myself.  
I am grateful for the ability to do  
this part-time, therefore fitting around 
my commitments and work.” 

A part-time student panellist

Again, we return to the theme of flexibility in  
part-time and distance learning as a key benefit 
to alternative modes of study. The opportunity 
to access higher education remains an incredibly 
valuable experience for many part-time, distance 
learner and commuter students and it’s vital that 
universities continue to support them in juggling 
responsibilities by providing appropriate support 
and adjustments. 

Targeted support for mature students can  
include tailored timetabling, additional support  
for students with caring responsibilities, and  
the fostering and maintenance of mature  
student communities. 



35

Conclusion

Overall, this report has sought to shine a light on the experiences of part-time, distance learner 
and commuter students, and highlight the ways in which universities can provide support to 
these communities as they engage in higher education. 

Our work with the incredible student panel has shown us that the higher education sector 
still has a way to go in becoming genuinely inclusive to all students and prospective students. 
However, our work with the Positive Digital Practices team has shown us that progress is 
possible and that with committed and focused efforts, tailored support can be developed to 
ensure all students have the university experience they deserve. 

We hope that this report serves as a useful tool for colleagues across the higher education 
sector, and that the student voice shared throughout will prompt discussions, reflections 
and actions which will improve the experiences of part-time, distance learner and commuter 
students across the country. 

We further hope that our sector will come together and focus efforts on supporting students 
and creating truly inclusive environments for all. Together, we can ensure that no student is held 
back by their mental health, or by the identities that make them who they are.
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