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SUMMARY 
 

Since reforms in Australian higher education in the late 1980s, students from 
historically under-represented backgrounds (i.e., ‘non-traditional’ students) have become 
increasingly the norm. While some argue that widening participation is problematic, research 
regarding the relationships between non-traditional backgrounds, mental health and academic 
outcomes has yielded inconsistent results. This research therefore aims to improve the 
understanding of resilience, complete mental health and academic achievement, among 
traditional and non-traditional university students. Four independent and related research 
papers have been produced.  

Study One is a systematic review of the definition of the term ‘non-traditional 
student’ within mental health studies conducted in higher education settings. Thirteen 
demographic categories were used to define the concept of ‘non-traditional’. Researcher-
imposed definitions were found to be ambiguous and highly inconsistent among studies. A 
student-centred approach to definition (i.e., self-perception) in operationalising the concept 
‘non-traditional’ was therefore adopted in the subsequent research studies. 

Studies Two, Three and Four report the findings of three quantitative studies resulting 
from an online survey which involved 442 first year students from the University of 
Adelaide. Study Two explores the prevalence and predictors of complete mental health 
among traditional and non-traditional students. It was shown that 30.5% of participants 
reported complete mental health. ‘Non-traditional’ students did not report lower likelihood of 
complete mental health compared to their traditional peers. Furthermore, an absence of 
significant adverse life events in the past two years, higher levels of resilience and reported 
campus-based social support were significantly associated with complete mental health in 
both traditional and non-traditional students. 
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Study Three compares the levels of resilience between traditional and non-traditional 
students. It was found that students who identified themselves as being ‘non-traditional’, in 
terms of employment, role as a parent, and age, reported significantly higher resilience 
compared to students who perceived themselves to be a ‘traditional’ student. 

Study Four explores the relationship between resilience, complete mental health, and 
prospective first-year grade point average (GPA), controlling for students’ demographic 
factors and known predictors of university academic achievement. Overall, resilience and 
complete mental health did not significantly predict GPA after controlling for the effect of 
covariates (e.g., adverse events, motivation). However, students who perceived lower 
institutional support were found to require a higher level of resilience to achieve the same 
GPA compared to others. The majority of ‘non-traditional’ demographic factors identified in 
Study One, and perception as a ‘non-traditional’ student did not predict GPA to a significant 
extent. 

The current results have several implications for the development of strategies to 
improve mental health and academic outcomes among increasingly diverse university 
students. First, the development of resilience could be useful in promoting academic 
achievement for some students. Second, resilience and campus-based social support protect 
mental health for both traditional and non-traditional students and therefore more focus 
should be placed on strengthening these aspects. Third, there is a need for universities to 
adequately support students who have experienced a significant adverse event. Fourth, more 
recognition and understanding of the strengths which ‘non-traditional’ backgrounds bring is 
required.   
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