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Foreword

The Psychology of Study Success in Universities is a book inspired by our research 
about human flourishing in educational settings. We share the understanding 
of success as the manifestation of positive development that happens in positive 
contexts and institutions, supported by caring, warm educators who surround 
students. Positive development should be the number one goal in all educational 
levels, including universities. However, we also acknowledge the concern of ever-
increasing efficiency and productivity pressures, especially in the higher education 
level. Our genuine wish is to contribute a viewpoint that shows how by focusing 
on student well-being and flourishing, it is possible to enhance their study success 
and the success of the university, too. These two objectives do not exclude each 
other but can coexist.

Our viewpoint in this book is based in Finland, where we both work at the 
University of Lapland. It is the northernmost university in the European Union, 
located on the Arctic Circle. We are happy about the opportunities this small but 
vivid university offers to people living in the area and across the Finland. But to 
stay as vivid as it is, it needs successful students. Research that is introduced in 
this book is based on studies among university students of the University of Lap-
land. Although the sets of data are not large in quantitative sense, they provide a 
multidimensional and thorough description of how students themselves – across 
disciplines and study programs – perceive the prerequisites of their study success. 
We are thankful to all students who have participated in our research and helped 
us understand the student perspective and develop teaching and supervision at 
the university. We believe that these lessons give insights to other higher educa-
tion institutions, too, nationally and internationally.

Since we both work at the Department of Education, we wanted to include 
in this book perspectives on caring teacherhood and good teaching and supervi-
sion practices in universities. We have studied caring teacherhood from various 
perspectives with our colleagues in early childhood education, basic education, 
special education, upper secondary education, and higher education. In addition, 
we have extensive experience on supervision of doctoral theses, based on which 
we wanted to include findings about best supervision practices as well as PhD 
students’ experiences of the doctoral research process.

Our purpose has been to compile a compact, research-based package to con-
tribute to discussion about study success in universities for researchers, teachers, 
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educators, professors, and other academics worldwide. This kind of book will be 
interesting for postgraduate students, too, who are performing their doctoral 
studies; they are future researchers in the field. First and foremost, we hope that 
this kind of book can support university teachers and professors in their work.

In Rovaniemi, on the Arctic Circle and on Valentine’s Day, February 14, 2017.
Kaarina Määttä and Satu Uusiautti
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1.1  What is this book about?

Finland and the Finnish school system have aroused worldwide interest since 
Finnish students’ success in international student comparisons (e.g., Programme 
for International Student Assessment, PISA) (Lavonen & Laaksonen, 2009; Väli-
järvi, 2014; Välijärvi et al., 2007). One reason behind the success is the Finn-
ish research-based teacher training (e.g., Jakku-Sihvonen & Niemi, 2006) and 
continuous interest in students’ success and well-being (e.g., Howell, 2009; 
Salmela  & Uusiautti, 2015). Recently, Finnish university education was also 
noticed in the news when comparing graduates from different countries (OECD, 
2016). It turned out that when, for example, comparing graduates’ literacy skills, 
none of the countries (e.g., Japan and Finland) in the top places made much of 
an appearance in conventional university rankings (see BBC News, October 20, 
2016).

Finland’s education system is based on the idea of equal access to every level 
of education (e.g., Rinne, Kivirauma, & Simola, 2002). Finnish university educa-
tion is free for every Finnish student who passes the application tests. Basically, 
the same success expectations concern university students, too, but at the univer-
sity level, the changing world has also changed the elements of success because 
prompt study processes and high levels of graduation have become a lifeline for 
universities not only in Finland but also across the world. Teachers and students 
have to struggle between these demands and expectations amongst which high-
quality learning and profound studying can even take a backseat (cf., FitzSim-
mons, 2014). Educators have asked how to have students pass courses quicker 
and more efficiently while still taking care of their well-being. This book provides 
research-based answers to these questions.

According to positive psychological understanding, satisfaction and well-being 
are important factors of efficient graduation and quality outcomes in studies 
regardless of education level (Langford et al., 2014; Pajares, 2001; Seligman  
et al., 2009). Therefore, universities should be worried about students’ satisfaction 
and pay attention to their perceptions of the elements in education that enhance 
or hinder their study success. These phenomena are discussed in The Psychology 
of Study Success in Universities. The book provides a multidimensional picture of  

Part 1
Introduction



2  Introduction

the student-related factors and teaching that may best enhance study success. The 
book gives voice to both graduate students and PhD students from Finland and 
compares findings in the light of international well-being theories and studies on 
university-level study success.

By ‘success in studies’, we refer to a two-dimensional process that consists 
of the fluent study process during which students flourish, study in a balanced 
manner, get support, and show high levels of well-being and of successful study 
outcomes, that is, good grades, fast graduation, and satisfaction with studies. The 
theoretical foundation of the book is based on positive psychological theories 
and research, and thus the book offers quite a wide introduction of international 
studies in the field. The themes in the book are also discussed from the practical 
perspective through various student data from Finland. The purpose is to provide 
an extensive analysis on study success in universities for researchers, teachers, 
educators, professors, and other academics primarily. This kind of book will be 
interesting for postgraduate students, too, who are performing their doctoral 
studies; they are future researchers in the field.

The Psychology of Study Success in Universities focuses first on students and their 
resources – what inspires them in studies, what slows down their study processes, 
and what kinds of experiences they have on successful studies. Similarly, success 
in university studies sets great expectations to university teachers’ and lectur-
ers’ teaching and supervision work. However, teaching in universities is quite 
concrete, and students’ hopes are very practical as well. Good teaching and suc-
cessful study processes are secured by immediate and caring interaction, flexible 
and student-centred teaching and supervision, and interdisciplinary collaboration 
among teachers. Finally, the book describes study success as a multidimensional 
concept that covers successful outcomes and a successful study process as well. 
The latter refers to important well-being elements in the academic community 
that are frequently put aside when outlining new plans of efficiency.

Although the research data the book is based on have been obtained in Fin-
land, the findings and general discussion are relevant to researchers, teachers, and 
students everywhere. Study success is important, and the fundamental resources 
from the positive psychological viewpoint are somewhat universal. However, the 
book is interesting also because student mobility is greater than ever, and uni-
versities get more and more students from, for example, Africa, Asia, India, and 
South America. These students, too, need information about the nature of uni-
versity studies in general, including their demandingness and effort. It is impor-
tant to provide new research-based, innovative ideas of how to be successful – not 
just in undergraduate but also in doctoral studies.

The book is divided into parts with approximately three chapters. The chapters 
following the Introduction provide their own perspective on the phenomenon of 
study success. They are wide and profound explorations into the success factors 
first from the students’ perspective followed by teaching and teachers’ perspec-
tive. The final chapter then illustrates the phenomenon in general.

The Introduction introduces the current productivity expectations of gradua-
tions and study processes in universities today. The introductory part also provides 
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a discussion of the book’s distinctive contribution. In addition, it highlights the 
demands sets on university teaching, also providing the teachers’ viewpoint. 
Because the purpose of the book is to discuss success in studies, the Introduction 
also includes the basic definition of positive psychological approach in the book. 
How is well-being in students and teachers connected with success, and why is it 
important to discuss them simultaneously? In addition, the Introduction contains 
introductions of the studies, data, and data analyses on which the book is based.

The second part discusses study success from the student perspective. It answers 
questions of what successful, fast-graduating masters are made of, how students 
perceive the smoothness of their study processes, and what kinds of factors may 
slow down their progress and hinder success in studies. To develop university 
education, it is crucial to hear students’ voices and know what exactly they appre-
ciate and, on the other hand, would like to develop in university studies. The first 
chapter highlights the success factors in masters’ studies, and the second chapter 
complements the discussion with PhD students’ viewpoints. Finally, the third 
chapter summarises special resources that university students need during their 
studies to get good grades and maintain their personal well-being.

The third part introduces success in university studies from teachers’ view-
points. It continues the theme from the Introduction by explaining how the 
approach of caring teacherhood may enhance both students’ study success and 
teachers’ well-being. The first chapter discusses the elements of caring teacher-
hood in general. The second chapter introduces viewpoints to positive teaching 
as well as caring online teaching practices. After that, the resources of supervi-
sion of masters’ and PhD theses by focusing on the description of the nodes 
and strides of successful supervision are introduced. How to provide critical but 
encouraging feedback during the supervision process and how to support stu-
dents with diverging motivation to complete their theses successfully? Among 
others, these are the questions this part answers. Finally, the last chapter in Part 
3 points out the invaluable resource of teachers’ and professors’ collaboration, 
caring atmosphere, and mutual support that make the cornerstone of a healthy 
academic community with high levels of well-being – and that reflects on the 
students’ well-being as well.

The fourth part concludes the book by highlighting the key points that con-
nect success and well-being in university studies. The first chapter explains the 
meaning of engagement and optimism – how they both are needed to persevere 
in studies and to reach the valuable achievement of graduation and how their 
emergence in students can be supported by the university community. The sec-
ond chapter continues by discussing the meaning of love for learning and how 
this positive state or attitude to studies can become not only an important success 
factor but also enhance well-being. The last chapter introduces the concept of 
study success as a two-dimensional phenomenon. On the one hand, success is 
about the outcomes – passing courses, high grades, and finally graduation – but 
on the other hand, and as the earlier parts of the book have shown, it is also about 
the study process. The final argument is, therefore, that there cannot be true 
success in studies without a smooth, caring study process in which well-being 
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is appreciated as much as the numeric goals of the student; teachers; and, in the 
end, the university as well.

1.2  The expectation of success and prompt graduation

Today, efficiency requirements and productivity expectations have a great influ-
ence on studies in colleges and universities. More and more doctors are gradu-
ating, and basic degrees, such as master’s degrees, should be performed faster. 
Universities are expected to take action to enhance fast graduation (Carter & 
House II, 2010; Ensigna, 2010). Apparently, the governments would like to 
see the youth applying for studies fast, making their decisions about study places 
quickly, and performing their studies promptly and thus entering the work mar-
ket as young as possible (Pennington, 2004).

On the other hand, requirements of more and more efficient use of teaching 
resources and large study groups can make university studies more difficult (Kok-
kelenberg, Dillon, & Christy, 2008). Resources should be secured and calculated 
so that students can design their own individualized study plans. Or is the num-
ber of students the deciding factor (Bedard & Kuhn, 2008)?

How can the smoothness of university studies be enhanced from the students’ 
point of view? University teachers and curricula have an important role in this 
process but, eventually, the demands are targeted at students themselves. They 
should be able to finish their studies quickly yet with high scores.

Universities do have various programs to support students’ progress (Glocker, 
2011; Groen, Jakubson, Ehrenberg, Condie, & Liu, 2008; Nutting, 2014). The 
efficiency of these programs has also been evaluated in studies (Ward & Vargas, 
2011). Indeed, more attention has been paid to, for example, student tutoring 
(Elbaum, Vaughn, Tejero Hughes, & Watson Moody, 2000; Graesser, Chipman, 
Haynes,  & Olney, 2005; Määttä, 2012, 2015). Although university lecturers’ 
and professors’ work focuses on research, from the students’ perspective, quality 
teaching that is based on research is fundamental to the success of their study 
paths (Parker, 2008). Likewise, teachers learn, too, constantly when teaching 
and lecturing and supporting students’ studies (Gibbs & Coffey, 2004). Actu-
ally, teachers may have the determining role in the smoothness of university 
studies (Bambrick-Santoya, 2014; Bell & Robinson, 2004; Lee & Cho, 2014; 
Uusiautti & Määttä, 2013a).

Numerous studies have outlined the features of teaching that enhance the 
smoothness of students’ studies the best (DePillis & Johnson, 2015; Uusiautti & 
Määttä, 2013b; Äärelä, Määttä, & Uusiautti, 2016). Research has focused on, 
for example, the importance of a positive study atmosphere (Shahidi  & Sob-
hani, 2015), the level of face-to-face teaching (Symonds, 2014), the supervi-
sion of master’s theses (Chongyi, 2004), the significance of the first study year 
(Keup & Barefoot, 2005; Schellenberg & Bailis, 2015), and the level of interac-
tion between the teaching personnel and students (Bowman & Akcaoglu, 2014; 
Määttä, 2015). Study evaluation practices are also important and can promote 
learning and increase motivation if evaluations are constructive (González, 
Jareño, & López, 2015).
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Furthermore, peer evaluations and peer support can enhance studies (e.g., 
Hamer, Purchase, Luxton-Reilly, & Denny, 2015; Ludemann & McMakin, 2014; 
Wierstra, Kanselaar, Van Der Linden,  & Lodeewijks, 1999; Topping, 1998) 
when we realize that the criticism and evaluations do not have to be crippling 
(Woodward-Kron, 2002). Writing skills development is crucial for study success 
(Butler & Britt, 2011; Cho, Schunn, & Charney, 2006; Määttä, 2012). Natu-
rally, multiform teaching and digitalization have provided new means to make 
studying even more efficient (e.g., Blocher, De Montes, Willis, & Tucker, 2002; 
Gillani  & Eynon, 2014; Hannan, 2005; Howland  & Wedman, 2004; Ramos  
et al., 2015). In all, it is important to make teaching more varied and multiform 
(Cheng, 2011).

Often, students are expected to perform more and better, which means that 
the idea of good learning can be shadowed by criticism (Stellmack, Keenan, San-
didge, Sippl, & Konheim-Kalkstein, 2012). Students’ motivation becomes tested 
(Reiss, 2012), which can result in their dropping out of education (Cortes, Mos-
tert, & Els, 2014; Stratton, O’Toole, & Wetzel, 2008) or in fatigue (Galbraith & 
Merrill, 2015; Olwage & Mostert, 2014).

Indeed, good teaching and ways of developing teaching have been studied 
widely. Still, one may ask whether good teaching is the precondition of good 
learning. Is good teaching enough (Helmke & Schrader, 1988)? Or is it more 
important to know how students perceive their studies and education and how 
they understand the goals and reality of their own studies?

Students want to gather study points and grades and advance in their stud-
ies. Good study success reflects to students’ well-being and health, too (Eide & 
Showalter, 2011; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2015b, 2016). Well-being makes study 
processes smoother (Rauscher & Elliott III, 2014). However, if studies become 
prolonged or overwhelming, students’ quality of life decreases (Cowan, 2011; 
Hansen & Lang, 2011). Thus, everyone dealing with university teaching shares 
the goal of finishing studies and graduating promptly. And yet, study processes 
can become long and graduation postponed.

One reason for prolonged studies is that students want to study ‘everything’ –  
in other words, extensively – and thus guarantee their employment (Dolton & 
Silles, 2008; Hartog, 2000). For example, in Finland, although the employment 
situation among university graduates is relatively good, their unemployment has 
increased (Työ- ja elinkeinoministeriö, 2016). Yet there are also other reasons 
for overeducation, which have also been studied from numerous viewpoints 
(Budría & Moro-Egido, 2014; Sánchez-Sánchez & McGuinness, 2015; Tarvid, 
2013).

Often study progress becomes hindered by financial problems (Reed & Hurd, 
2014), and parents cannot always help students financially (Dockery, Seymour, & 
Koshy, 2016). Again, students may have other priorities in life, too, than studies 
and graduation (Chesser, 2015).

It is obvious that students’ study skills and attitudes influence their way of stud-
ying and opportunities of succeeding (Määttä, Uusiautti, & Määttä, 2016). Per-
sonality features have their own influence (Duff, Boyle, Dunleavy, & Ferguson, 
2004). Previous study success (Busato, Prins, Elshout, & Hamaker, 2000), even 
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experiences in elementary school, have their own influence on university studies 
(Hébert, 1993). Students’ expectations and understanding about the length and 
demands of studies can be too high or unrealistic (Brunello & Winter-Ebmer, 
2003).

In all, study success is a sum of several factors (Määttä, Uusiautti, & Määttä, 
2016). A push for the renewal of university teaching has been great for a long 
time already (Ebert-May et al., 2015), but the change is slow, and traditions 
stick hard (Brownell & Tanner, 2012; Ebert-May et al., 2011). Despite the long 
call for reforms (Frayer, 1999), it is strange that new ideas and methods are 
put in practice this slowly (Tagg, 2012). However, some findings suggest that 
universities have renewed considerably (Gormally, Evans, & Brickman, 2014). 
However, the pressure is great, and not all changes can be realized at once and 
quickly (Gregory & Lodge, 2015). In the middle of efficiency and quality pres-
sures, resources for teaching and research are limited (Xuereb, 2015). How can 
these resources be used in an efficient way that benefits not only the students but 
universities, too?

1.3  Introduction to the research behind this book

The book is based on the following sets of data and methods. The various sets of 
data complement each other, providing multidimensional viewpoints to various 
elements of study success. Because the data are mainly qualitative in nature, they 
offer rich descriptions of student experiences and perceptions that are analyzed 
in the light of previous international studies. Although the sets of data are quite 
small and come only from one university, they introduce quite different perspec-
tives for university studies and cover various phases of studies all the way from 
master’s education to PhD studies. Eventually, the phenomenon of study success 
is somewhat universal by nature.

Data 1

The data collection happened via an internet-based questionnaire called Webropol 
in May 2014. The questionnaire was sent to 506 students who had registered as 
present students for their first study year at the University of Lapland. Of them, 
186 replied. Those who participated in the study were mostly women: 74% were 
women, and 23% men (3% of students, n = 5, did not report their genders). The 
distribution resembles the actual distribution of women and men at the Univer-
sity of Lapland. Of the participants of this study, 67% were younger than 24 years 
old; 18% were 25 to 29  years old; 4% were 30 to 34  years old; and 6% were 
older than 40 years old. The median of students at the University of Lapland is 
27 years.

The participants of this study also represented the four departments of the 
university relatively well. Forty-four students (23.7%) were from the department 
of education, 49 students (26.3%) were from the department of law, 27 students 
(15.5%) were from the department of arts, and 66 students (35.5%) were from 
the department of social sciences.
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The data were analyzed with a content analysis method that was qualitative 
data-based analysis (Kolbe & Burnett, 1991). First, the students’ responses were 
categorized into rough categories that formed the initial division into items 
describing hindrances of study progress and, on the other hand, their perceptions 
of study success and factors enhancing it. Eventually, seven main categories could 
be distinguished that form the most important factors hindering smooth pro-
gress in studies according to students’ perceptions. Eight main categories could 
be distinguished that outlined the main factors the students mentioned when 
describing their study success.

When it comes to reliability in studies like this, some basic issues can be evalu-
ated. First, the reliability of the data collection method must be assessed. In this 
research, the internet-based questionnaire was considered the most suitable way 
of contacting students: they could be easily reached via email. Another advantage 
was that they could fill the questionnaire whenever it was the most convenient 
for them. However, this always causes some disadvantages, too: many respond-
ents may easily forget or ignore the request to participate in the research, or 
answers can remain short and superficial. In addition, the researcher cannot be 
certain who has actually answered the questions (although it is highly unlikely 
that someone else could answer in behalf of a student) and how, for example, the 
circumstances of the answering moment (e.g., mood, motivation, satisfaction of 
studies or latest courses, or other factors in students’ personal lives) have influ-
enced the students’ answers. The quality of research is, therefore, mainly based 
on the quality of data – in this case, the content of answers (Couper, Kapteyn, 
Schonlau, & Winter, 2007). This evaluation showed that the students had con-
templated profoundly their study experiences and written about their difficulties 
and other adversities in an open manner. For example, their ability to notice 
shortcomings in their study skills showed that they did not just blame teachers or 
unpleasant teaching arrangements for the hindrances they had faced.

In addition, the reliability of this research was pursued to strengthen with 
collaboration of two researchers (Wray, Markovic, & Manderson, 2007). This 
enhanced the analysis by making sure that interpretations were not just based on 
one person’s preconceptions but on data. Yet it is still possible that some other 
researcher or research group could categorize or interpret the data differently. 
However, for the purposes of the research, the analysis showed what the crucial 
factors that hinder smooth study progress in students’ opinion are. The catego-
ries are therefore strictly based on the frequencies of occurrence in the data.

This data set was used as the part of discussion in Chapters 2.1, 4.2, and 4.3.

Data 2

This study focused on PhD students who had either started their doctoral research 
or had already graduated as doctors from 2005 to 2008. They were asked to write 
about their dissertation processes. Altogether, 25 PhD students and graduates 
provided their narratives. Their narratives made up a data set, which was comple-
mented with email conversations between the supervisor and the PhD students. 
The email data consisted of hundreds of messages sent over the years during the 
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dissertation processes. Thus, the aforementioned two sets of data provided mul-
tidimensional viewpoints to the dissertation process; on the one hand, it revealed 
the supervisees’ experiences and perceptions of the top performance, and, on the 
other hand, it sheds light on the supervisor’s role and work during the process.

The data have been analyzed with a theory-led content analysis (see also 
Mayring, 2000). The main themes have been derived from our classification of 
human resources (see Määttä & Uusiautti, 2012): emotional, social, cognitive, 
and functional resources. In addition, we have referred to Mihaly Csikszentmi-
halyi’s (2008) definition of the elements of the optimal experience, flow. Data 
regarding supervision of doctoral theses were analyzed in the light of caring 
teacherhood and love-based leadership (Theilheimer, 1991; Uusiautti & Määttä, 
2013c). However, because the two sets of data provided such a profound and 
multidimensional viewpoint to the dissertation process, the analysis has also data-
bound features, which means that we have given space to features emerging from 
the data.

When it comes to the reliability of the research, we have every reason to believe 
that the rich data have provided a profound and trustworthy illustration about 
the dissertation process as a manifestation of a top performance. To ensure 
the confirmability of the research, it is important to demonstrate that findings 
emerge from the data and not from researchers’ own predispositions (Shenton, 
2004); therefore, the doctoral students’ voices are included in the parts of this 
book widely.

This data set was used as the part of discussion in Chapters  2.2, 3.1, 3.2,  
and 4.1.

Data 3

The data were collected in the fall of 2015 at the University of Lapland. The 
data collection took place during a so-called master’s workshop in which 110 
students from different departments performing master’s studies participated. 
Alumni presented their viewpoints and experiences of the groups of studies and 
about the different phases of studies and their coping strategies.

The participants’ viewpoints were analyzed through qualitative content analy-
sis (see e.g., Mayring, 2000) by categorizing the participants’ answers into data-
based themes and categories. Eventually, 12 different themes were found that 
formed the results. The themes describe the participants’ viewpoints of what the 
necessary elements of successful master’s and graduation processes are.

In qualitative studies like this one, reliability can be evaluated by assessing 
the quality of data and its truthfulness (e.g., Creswell, 2009). These data were 
obtained in a workshop-like event where soon-to-be masters and already gradu-
ated masters, alumni, were gathered to discuss their study processes – the hin-
drances, adversities, and the positive experiences during them. The purpose was 
to bring out the students’ voices and let them describe their experiences openly 
so that the data would serve not only to support the development of a caring 



  Introduction to the research behind this book  9

university community (Uusiautti & Määttä, 2016) but also to support students’ 
fluent study paths (Määttä, Uusiautti, & Määttä, 2016). The data were rich and 
abundant. The participants described openly their experiences and drew a multi-
dimensional picture of what is required from students aiming at the completion 
of master’s degrees. When evaluating the analysis, it is worth noticing that the 
researchers in this study both teach at the university and, therefore, it was impor-
tant to make sure that the interpretations would not be skewed by the teaching 
experiences or even stubborn ideas of good teaching and good university stu-
dents (see also Uusiautti & Määttä, 2015a). Researchers’ careful self-reflection 
was important in this study because interpreting the results is the researchers’ 
privilege and responsibility (Fontana & Frey, 2005). Sticking to the students’ 
descriptions and voices and genuinely wishing to bring out viewpoints that might 
help developing university education were considered to enhance the reliability 
of interpretations in this study.

This data set was used as the part of discussion in Chapters 2.3 and 4.3.

Data 4

The study was conducted on 23 to 25 September 2013 among students at the 
University of Lapland, Finland, in an educational psychology course titled ‘The 
Basics of Learning and Developmental Psychology’ (5 ECTS). The course lec-
turer asked the participants to fill out a questionnaire about their relationship 
with social media. Answering was voluntary and anonymous, so it did not influ-
ence, for example, the students’ grading.

Of the 140 students taking the course, 90 students participated in the research 
by returning the questionnaire, a relatively good participation rate of 64%. Only 
seven respondents were men (7.8%), and 83 were women (92.2%). This uneven 
gender balance lies in the fact that students of education and educational psy-
chology are mostly women. However, because the purpose of the study was not 
to discover any gender-specific differences in the use of social media but only 
students’ social network services (SNS) behavior in general, the data were con-
sidered suitable and are not analyzed in terms of gender.

The questionnaire included both structured questions and open-ended ques-
tions. The structured questions were for collecting background information only, 
and the answers provided for the open-ended questions formed the actual data. 
The answers were analyzed through qualitative content analysis in the light of the 
research questions (see e.g., Mayring, 2000). The questions focused on four core 
areas: (1) the students’ opinions on social media and its importance, (2) their 
behavior on social media, (3) rules of using social media and agreements between 
friends and family members, and (4) the usability of social media. 

When it comes to the reliability of the study, the data were considered suitable 
because almost everyone used SNSs and were at least familiar with them. The 
answers given in the questionnaire did not illustrate just the participants’ ideas; 
they were also based on their practical experiences in SNSs. Relatively many of 
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the participants described their relationship with social media as natural; a SNS 
or SNSs had become a part of their everyday lives, and the classification between 
‘the real life’ and ‘SNS life’ had become vague. Thus, the data provided a good 
way of analyzing the benefits of social media according to these university stu-
dents’ points of view.

This data set was used as the part of discussion mainly in Chapter 2.3.

Data 5

The data were collected in the fall 2016 among university students of educational 
psychology. They were asked to fill out an online questionnaire about online 
teaching and learning environments. Of the 101 students 34 (29 women and 5 
men, aged 20–52 years; mean age, 29.9 years) participated in the study. Because 
the course was open to graduate students of the University of Lapland and stu-
dents from the Open University at the University of Lapland, the mean age of 
participants was relatively high. However, the number of women and men rep-
resented the overall situation among students of educational psychology well. 
All participants had previous experiences of online teaching; thus, they could be 
considered suitable participants in the study.

The data collection method was a qualitative questionnaire that consisted of 
five main questions. The questionnaire was an online questionnaire (provided by 
Webropol) to which the participants received a link and request to participate 
from the teacher of the course. They received the link via email and from an 
online study environment called ‘Optima’. Students could choose whether they 
wanted to participate or not, and they could answer the questionnaire anony-
mously. Their personal details were not asked at any point in the data collection 
procedure. The questionnaire presented one question at a time, and the partici-
pants had to answer the question before they could see the next question. How-
ever, it was possible to quit or return to the questionnaire later.

The participants were encouraged to write freely about their experiences, per-
ceptions, and opinions about online teaching. The concept of online teaching 
was not defined or specified, but the students could describe in what kinds of 
courses they had participated and how they were arranged. Based on the descrip-
tions, most of the students had participated in courses with online lectures that 
could be watched from their own computer, laptop, tablet, or smartphone. Some 
courses had included short tasks (e.g., writing tasks) and other independent stud-
ies (e.g., familiarization with course literature). Some courses had online group 
work, too. Basically, online teaching was online lecturing that could but did not 
necessarily include interactive tasks during lessons.

After background questions (age, experience with online teaching), the partici-
pants were asked to describe positive learning experiences in online teaching. If 
they had any, they were prompted to describe how the course was designed, what 
happened in the course, what features made learning positive, and so on. The sec-
ond question was focused on the negative experiences of online teaching, and stu-
dents were asked what features led to negative experiences. Third, they were asked 
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to describe how they would develop online teaching based on their own experi-
ences. The fourth theme covered interaction in online teaching with (1) the teacher 
and (2) other students. The students were asked to describe what the interaction is 
like in online teaching, and these questions did not include any implications to the 
nature of interaction (e.g., positive or negative). The last main question asked what 
an ideal online teaching and learning environment would be like. The students 
could describe it based on their own experiences, or they could imagine one and 
describe it. They were prompted with additional questions such as what makes the 
teaching and learning environment positive and what makes it meaningful to them. 
Finally, the students could write freely about their experiences or thoughts if they 
wanted to add something they considered important about the theme.

The purpose was to obtain information about students’ experiences of online 
teaching. In addition, their answers revealed how they perceived the teacher’s 
action in such a learning environment. Indeed, the data were rich, and students 
described in detail and in an honest manner what they had found positive and 
negative and how they perceived interaction in online teaching.

The data were analyzed with qualitative content analyzing method by catego-
rizing items from the data and forming data-based categories, such as various 
elements of positive learning experiences. Although the number of participants 
remained relatively low, the data appeared rich and relevant for the purposes of 
the research. It brought out students’ practical experiences, and based on them, 
it is possible to develop online teaching methods and increase meaningful study 
experiences among students in online courses.

This data set was used especially in Chapter 3.2.
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2.1  The ideal study process and factors hindering it

The prerequisites of smooth study processes in universities

Smooth progress in university studies is the hope and goal not only of every 
student but also of universities. Prolonged study processes do not serve anyone: 
they decrease students’ motivation to perform and complete studies and discour-
age university teachers. A decrease in the number of graduating students means 
decrease in universities’ funding, too; therefore, it is crucial to pay attention to 
the smoothness of studies from a student’s point of view. We wanted to hear from 
university students themselves what the most important factors hindering them 
progressing in their studies are; we introduce our findings in this chapter.

A glimpse at previous studies and theories shows that success in studies is a 
sum of many factors. We have previously presented four core factors that direct 
students’ study process: the student, university community, study plan, and uni-
versity teacher (Määttä & Uusiautti, 2012; see Figure 2.1). Although they may 
not explain successful study paths and learning comprehensively, they function as 
the basis of theoretical outline of this study.

Perhaps the most important factor in the study process is the student her- 
or himself. Students’ study skills, self-regulation, and attitudes determine their 
studying styles and skills and thus their opportunities of succeeding (Dresel  
et al., 2015; Phan, 2008). Likewise, students are heterogeneous, and their unique 
personalities have their own influence on their studies (Duff, Boyle, Dunleavy, & 
Ferguson, 2004). Success in previous education levels (Busato, Prins, Elshout, & 
Hamaker, 2000) directs performance in university studies. These experiences in 
students’ learning and study history can either strengthen or sap their self-efficacy 
beliefs or self-confidence as learners (Furnham, Chamorro-Premuzic, & McDou-
gall, 2002). Therefore, for example, university entrance tests do not predict well 
students’ study success at universities (Beenstock  & Feldman, 2016). Previ-
ous experiences have created for students a conception of themselves as learn-
ers, which can become questioned at the university level (Cano, 2005; Nicol & 
Macfarlane-Dick, 2006). In addition, students’ expectations and understanding 
about the length and demands of studies can be unrealistic (Brunello & Winter-
Ebmer, 2003).

Part 2
�Successful university students
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Motivation to perform well and complete courses is another important 
ingredient of study success. Students’ motivation is reflected in their way of 
performing studies and their persistence (Mills & Blankstein, 2000; Pintrich, 
1999; Salmela  & Uusiautti, 2015). Strong intrinsic motivation makes cop-
ing with study-related challenges easier because then learning and acquiring 
knowledge and skills are considered rewarding as such (see also Ryan & Deci, 
2000; Salmela & Määttä, 2015). However, outer rewards can boost motiva-
tion, too: positive and encouraging feedback is important because it improves 
students’ receptiveness to new learning experiences and tolerance of failure 
(Aoun, Vatanasakdakul, & Ang, 2016). It is important to remember that stu-
dents do not just live for their studies; rather, their lives are filled with other 
important areas, too, that are equally important for their comprehensive posi-
tive development (see e.g., Lerner, Lerner, von Eye, Bowers, & Lewin-Bizan, 
2011). Indeed, studies should also be in balance with other areas of life; inter-
esting hobbies, good human relationships and family life, versatile and relaxing 
leisure time act as a good counterbalance to studying (e.g., Lowe & Gayle, 
2007).

Students’ personal features are not, however, the only factor influencing 
their success; they are always a part of the university community that surrounds 
them and that either enhances or hinders their chances of succeeding. Many 
characteristics of university community influence students’ study processes 
(Chamorro-Premuzic & Furnham, 2003; Conard, 2006), and one of the closest 
features to students is teaching. Numerous studies have outlined the features of 
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Figure 2.1 � The ideal study process and factors hindering it (adapted from Määttä & 
Uusiautti, 2012, p. 52)
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teaching that enhance the study processes the best (DePillis & Johnson, 2015; 
Uusiautti & Määttä, 2013; Äärelä, Määttä, & Uusiautti, 2016). Teaching skills 
and teachers’ ability to have appreciating interactions with students and to guide 
students are still the bedrock of university education. Teaching skills can be 
practiced and developed. Yet the completion of an academic degree is each stu-
dent’s responsibility because even the most skillful teachers cannot learn on stu-
dents’ behalf (Määttä & Uusiautti, 2012; Äärelä, Määttä, & Uusiautti, 2016).

When it comes to curriculum planning and teaching arrangements, faculties 
and departments vary from authoritative to democratic. The curriculum provides 
both teachers and students with clear goals, and current renewals of university 
curricula aim at enhancing work-life knowledge and skills across studies (Chap-
pel & Johnston, 2003; Fallows & Steven, 2000; Xu, 2004). Curriculum planning 
can also pay attention to the study progresses and their phases and therefore turn 
curricula into more student centred in nature (Valle et al., 2003).

Students are expected to perform more and better (Stellmack, Keenan, San-
didge, Sippl,  & Konheim-Kalkstein, 2012). Within the pressure of increasing 
extrinsic demands and personal goals, students’ motivation becomes tested 
(Reiss, 2012). At its worst, bewilderment can result in dropping out of education 
(Cortes, Mostert, & Els, 2014; Stratton, O’Toole, & Wetzel, 2008) or in fatigue 
(Galbraith & Merrill, 2015; Olwage & Mostert, 2014).

What hinders success according to the university students’ 
perceptions?

We wanted to know what factors make studying and study progress difficult and 
asked first-year students at the University of Lapland about this. This selection 
was based on the findings according to which the first study year is the most 
important for the smoothness of forthcoming study years as well (e.g., McKen-
zie & Schweitzer, 2001; Rodger & Tremblay, 2003). We wanted to find out (1) 
what the most difficult issues the students have faced during their first year of uni-
versity studies have been and (2) what factors have hindered their study progress 
according to their own perceptions.

Deficiencies in study skills required in university studies formed the main cat-
egory in the students’ answers. This was the main hindrance of smooth study 
progress during the first year of university studies. Most of the students did not 
have previous experience of university studies, and even if the university arranged 
orientation lectures to discuss relevant study skills, adjustment to the new study 
environment did not happen immediately or even easily. In general, study meth-
ods needed at the university level were reported unfamiliar; therefore, the begin-
ning of the study process was slow and tangled for many first-year-students:

At the beginning, it was difficult to get in to the various learning environments.
To learn new study methods; lectures, making notes from speech and not 

directly from transparencies, preparing to exams with huge pile of literature.
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Sometimes new students may find it difficult to find and learn new study tech-
niques that suit them the best. They would like to know exactly how to prepare 
for exams or how to write answers to essay questions and what an essay or learn-
ing diary is.

To find a reading style that fits. I have not been able make good plans of how to 
read to exams. Neither have I found a suitable study method and therefore my suc-
cess in exams has been quite lame, and I have not obtained too much study points.

Adjustment to academic studies is difficult at the beginning. The general uni-
versity practices are not familiar, and adjustment to the academic atmosphere 
takes time. Studies at a university require more self-control, independence, and 
initiative than previous studies in upper secondary education. Numerous students 
mentioned how hard it was to impel themselves to study and find a study rhythm. 
The ability to carry on studies after failing in exams was also mentioned as a very 
demanding situation that decreased motivation and required extra effort.

At first, finding a study rhythm (different/more relaxed/more responsibility 
than in the general upper secondary education).

Familiarization with more freely and voluntary studying was simultaneously 
liberating and, at times, problematic.

Too often have I started to read to an exam a couple of nights before it but 
toward the end of the study year, I have tried to mend my ways.

Finding a reading rhythm in independent studies; maintaining self-confi-
dence, and spurring myself after getting an F and restarting studying.

Unclear directions in studies had caused problems as well. Students reported 
that they had found guidelines for exams unclear, insufficient, and confusing. 
Likewise, guidelines of how to write essays and use learning diaries were con-
sidered ambiguous and difficult to understand. Students complained that teach-
ers’ requirements for parts of a course had been diverging and that they are not 
always aware of what kind of performances teachers actually expect.

Unclear directions regarding exams. In my first exam, I wrote too long answers 
and lost points. In the next one, I wrote more shortly, and then required infor-
mation was missing. Each exam should have their own separate directions of 
how to perform in that exact exam.

Study plans and scheduling were mentioned as one of the core issues hindering 
smooth studies. Independence in studies necessitates skills to plan one’s study 
schedules. Students considered it difficult to perceive their study paths and the 
workload in their plans. Students had encountered trouble sticking to their study 
schedules or sparing enough time for studies and preparation for exams.

The most difficult thing has been to realize how much work each task requires 
(essays, exams, seminars, etc.) because different teachers demand different kinds 
of input.
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You have to plan everything by yourself and, every now and then, you relapse 
into too ambitious performing which tests your coping.

Adjustment to university studies, time management, and reasonable distri-
bution of your resources.

Lack of guidance in studies was mentioned as a hindrance. Students reported that 
they had not received enough guidance in how to select courses and minors as 
well as in planning of their studies in general. They mentioned that they had not 
received sufficient information beforehand about courses available and what the 
course contents are and what they should select.

Starting your studies was the most difficult at first. I  felt that I did not get 
enough guidance for planning my studies.

In the fall, I was not certain which courses I could already select [in my study 
plan].

There has not been much study counseling.

Lack of guidance and difficulties in finding help at the beginning of studies are 
major problems and can cause long-lasting trouble because some courses should 
be studied in a certain order. There are also courses that are offered only every sec-
ond year. Therefore, it is important to provide students with these kinds of infor-
mation clearly and promptly straight at the beginning of the first study year. On 
the other hand, these are also details that students easily forget in the middle of 
the start of their studies when they have numerous other issues to solve and think 
about, too. Therefore, guidance should be available through the school year so 
students can return to these questions when they need help with them the most.

Many students were also disappointed with tutoring. Both student and teacher 
tutoring were considered insufficient. Students considered group meetings 
important, and they wished that they would be regularly arranged and offer more 
help with study planning.

Lack of community or one’s own group and loneliness were also commonly men-
tioned in the data. Many students arrive to the university from across the coun-
try; therefore, they have to start building new friendships and other relationships 
at the same time they start their new, demanding studies. Student tutoring, in 
which older students guide the newcomers, has proven a good way of getting 
new students to get familiarized with their new study place, the university and the 
city, and their new study groups. Still, experiences of the start varied among the 
participants and the loneliness of university studies had surprised many of them.

Studying is somewhat lonely business.
Adjustment to this new place, which I, however, knew already beforehand.
The most difficult thing for me has been to get to know my own group, the 

other first-year-students. I took so many different courses than the others, and 
therefore, I  met hardly anyone after the orientation week in the fall. This is 
greatly my fault too.
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Finally, overlapping courses and busy study periods were reported to hinder smooth 
progress. Students found it difficult to determine when to take or attend courses 
if there were, for example, two courses going on at the same time with partly or 
mostly overlapping lecture times. Some courses did not allow absences, and thus, 
students had to make difficult selections, especially if the ways of performing 
courses could not be negotiated with teachers. Some periods had been extremely 
busy and toilsome because of numerous lectures, exams, and other tasks. Another 
big problem was difficulty in getting exam books from the library; students may 
have to wait for a long time for certain much-used books.

Teaching is accumulated. I have really full months with lectures and exams, 
and then months that I have not have suitable lectures available at all. Many 
study groups have too little space and I have not gotten in in them.

Students’ descriptions of the factors that hinder their smooth study progress were 
varied. As the results show, these vary from study skills to more general problems, 
such as overall scheduling of courses. Most of these hindrances as unnecessary, 
which means that they can be addressed and that there already are suitable, well-
known ways of fixing these problems.

University students’ descriptions of study success

In another study, we wanted to hear students’ descriptions of their positive study 
experiences. This viewpoint provides a good counterbalance to the previous 
descriptions of hindrances of success. The main purpose was to discover the fac-
tors that make studying and study progress smooth and lead to successful out-
comes according to students’ perceptions. We asked the students (1) what the 
most pleasing study experiences they have encountered in university studies have 
been and (2) what factors have enhanced their study progress and success accord-
ing to their own perceptions. We divided the success factors into eight categories.

The most important element of success was experiences of successes. They 
increased students’ study satisfaction and contentment. Successes were reported 
to boost students’ sense of efficacy and capability. Especially, passing a demand-
ing exam after studying hard provided a benign positive experience. Many of 
the students mentioned that passing the very first exam at the university was a 
memorable event. Indeed, the meaning of a good start, whether it was in stud-
ies, at school in general, or in a new workplace, should never be underestimated 
(see e.g., Keup & Barefoot, 2005; Schellenberg & Bailis, 2015). The students 
described their positive experiences as follows:

Passing the first exam

Studying and reading numerous books require dedication and persistence, but 
when good grades are achieved, motivation increases, and studying provides joy. 
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Good grades and surpassing one’s own expectations were also mentioned as fac-
tors of boosting success. Smooth study progress was described as an especially 
pleasant study experience.

To handle a difficult course well.
When the first exam went better than I expected.

Successes are a mark of right kinds of study skills and ability to adjust in the 
academic study environment. Therefore, it is important to become familiar 
with one’s strengths and weaknesses as a student as well as oneself as a learner 
(González, Jareño, & López, 2015).

The students also acknowledged good relationships with other students as an 
important success factor. More often than not, students have to move to a new 
place to study, leaving home and old friends behind. Finding new friends among 
peer students helps their engagement with their studies and the study place and 
functions as a social resource during student life (see also Vaarala, Uusiautti, & 
Määttä, 2013).

New friends are worth their weight in gold.

Working together makes studying meaningful (see also FitzSimmons, 2014). 
According to the data, the sense of belonging to a group and acceptance form a 
source of encouragement. Peer support and advice from older students were also 
perceived meaningful for successful study progress (see also Hamer, Purchase, 
Luxton-Reilly, & Denny, 2015; Ludemann & McMakin, 2014; Wierstra, Kanse-
laar, Van Der Linden, & Lodeewijks, 1999; Topping, 1998).

The absolutely best positive experience during this study year has been the people 
of my own study group and the fact how well I get along with them all.

Creating the excellent group spirit in our home group; studying is nice in a 
good team.

Students also described the wider study environment and emphasized the impor-
tance of an open atmosphere at the university. According to their experiences, the 
smallness of their university made it easy to approach teachers and professors, and 
most of them found interaction with them immediate and relaxed. A positive and 
encouraging atmosphere was therefore named as one element in successful study 
processes. They had noted that not only positive relationships between students 
but also teaching personnel were valuable.

The small size of the university increases communality.
The overall atmosphere is nice and relaxed between students and teachers. It 

is nice that you can ask teachers help.
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Indeed, the students seemed to connect the positive atmosphere (see also Sha-
hidi & Sobhani, 2015) with the opportunity of asking for help and being helped 
when needed. It has been noted that prompt, timely help and support (instead 
of keeping students dwelling with their concerns) are important conditions of 
timely graduation (Cortes, Mostert, & Els, 2014). If students believe that their 
worries are nullified, that they do not dare to bother the teaching personnel with 
their questions, or that they are ignored, even the smallest issues that could be 
solved easily can accumulate into big problems and lead to prolonged studies 
and even dropping out (Cortes, Mostert, & Els, 2014; Määttä, 2016; Olwage & 
Mostert, 2014; Stratton, O’Toole, & Wetzel, 2008).

Teaching and teachers’ dedication and enthusiasm were perceived as inspiring 
and motivating. The students appreciated teachers who invested in their teaching 
methods and styles and the contents of their lectures. Teachers and courses that 
were the most pleasing to them were mentioned by name in the data.

To get the exact information from the course that you were looking for. Interest-
ing teachers who put their soul into teaching make lectures interesting even if 
the theme wasn’t.

Also, the group communication course was interesting and especially nice, 
and the teacher was competent.

Interesting themes

Face-to-face teaching was appreciated in the data, but students also noticed teach-
ers who used varied teaching methods. They had enjoyed the variety and had also 
perceived that more often than not, different methods provided an opportunity 
to study faster.

The teaching personnel consists of very nice and warm people. I have been able to 
study online which has suited me well.

Students in the data emphasized that studies and studying itself were reward-
ing. Learning about one’s field and research, and recognizing development in 
themselves had been exciting and even surprising. The aforementioned variety in 
study methods especially showed their strengths and resources and strengthened 
their belief in their abilities. When studying itself becomes a motivating factor, 
instead of just achievements and measurable goals, we can talk about intrinsic 
motivation.

Studying itself has been rewarding, after my years at work.
Learning new things.
It has been great to notice new sides in myself. For example, I didn’t consider 

myself very profound or apt to academic thinking previously but courses that 
have gone well and positive feedback have improved my self-esteem and I feel like 
the university is the right place to me.
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Studying just for yourself has been lovely. I feel like having come to a place 
where I can study in way that is meaningful to me. My experience is that I have 
been able to express myself and that I have been appreciated.

Activities in studies and practical training or practicums as well as connections to 
work life were highlighted in the data as good experiences. Various small group 
tasks and seminars were reported as pleasing study methods. Practical training 
related to one’s field increased motivation and enthusiasm.

The first practicum and group lessons.
All those courses that have allowed me to do things in practice, e.g., graphical 

technology and software courses. Learning has been concrete during those courses 
and I have noticed my development clearly.

One singular experience is ‘Leadership and organization’ course which had 
those strategic development workgroups that were challenging but rewarding 
and inspiring to perform. Studying felt relevant and comparable to meth-
ods used in actual work. Thinking about skills needed at work, the course was 
apparently beneficial, to develop those skills.

Practically-oriented courses, such as ‘Conciliation’ and ‘The witness’s sup-
port’. They gave me more than ordinary literature exams.

As their studies went on, many students had become convinced that their own 
field of studies or their major had increased their satisfaction in their studies. 
Their choice had proved to be right when they had noticed that their field had 
started to interest them increasingly. It met their expectations, and they felt that 
they wanted to develop as experts in their own field. This is also about finding 
a field that corresponds with one’s strengths. Being able to use one’s signature 
strengths and developing in their direction can become the most valuable source 
of well-being in life (Van Niekerk, Mostert, & de Beer, 2016) – making studies 
also seem especially meaningful.

Studies in my own field have been the most rewarding.
The most pleasing thing has been when I realized that this is it, this is what 

I want to do.

When talking about study satisfaction and success, many students mentioned that 
they wanted to schedule their studies in a way that suits them best. Indeed, flex-
ibility in teaching arrangements and study schedules were frequently mentioned 
factors of success. Various optional ways of performing studies – for example, 
writing essays instead of literature exam – were mentioned as factors that speed up 
studies. Variety and optional tasks were considered beneficial. Different teaching 
arrangements, such as online lectures and self-scheduled exams in the so-called 
computer-based exam class, brought much appreciated flexibility in studies.

Good opportunities to perform studies by writing essays.



28  Successful university students

Self-scheduled exams, online exams, and online courses make planning your 
own schedule effortless.

Flexible timetables and opportunities to online participation in lectures make 
studying easier. Freedom, autonomy, and self-directed studies were reported as 
positive experiences and as dimensions that they had not learned until entering 
the university. Flexibility was also appreciated by students who worked alongside 
studies as well as by those who had children and had to arrange child care during 
their studies.

The best thing has been to notice how flexible studying is. The courses has lasted 
three weeks at the most, while most of them have been one- or two-week-long 
spurts. Due to flexible schedules, I have been able to spend a lot of time in my 
home city and work alongside studies.

The most pleasant study experiences have been related to participatory teach-
ing methods and flexible practices.

The last main category found in the data covered the active and positive feedback 
given by teachers. Personal comments and individual feedback were regarded as 
support and encouragement. Students reported that the constructive feedback 
about their performances in essays, exams, or other tasks helped them find the 
right direction in their studies. They also received information about their devel-
opment, strengths, and ways to perform various tasks.

I have received personal comments and feedback about my work.
The sense of development and feedback from teachers.
Some courses have been especially high-quality, and I have learned good prac-

tical skills that have developed my expression. . . . In these courses, teachers have 
been ready to give advice and guide, due to which these courses have given me 
so much.

The teacher who evaluated provided plenty of constructive feedback, and 
inspired and encouraged me. . . .

From students to teachers

One of the ways to improve students’ study progress can happen through the uni-
versity teachers and professors. They are responsible for the development of their 
own disciplines and fields of research, and this cannot happen without proper 
guidance and education of new generations of students. The quality of univer-
sity teaching can be evaluated with many criteria: substance knowledge, breadth, 
topicality, theory versus practice orientation, necessity versus redundancy, inter-
esting versus platitude, difficulty versus intelligibility, fragmentariness or struc-
ture, hastiness or concentration. Ideal university teaching is based on research 
(Määttä & Uusiautti, 2012) and shows students how university research interacts 
not only in the field but with the teaching at universities as well. Shulman (1987) 
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argues that content knowledge should merge with pedagogical knowledge in 
university teaching.

Still, just good teaching is not enough (Helmke & Schrader, 1988), and it might 
be even more important to know how students perceive their education and how 
capable they are to plan their studies and achieve their goals. Indeed, students’ wor-
ries are not just related to teaching. For example, one reason for prolonged studies 
is that students want to study extensively, and this may guarantee their employment 
(Dolton & Silles, 2008; Hartog, 2000). This kind of overeducation can also hin-
der the smoothness of studies in many levels, such as studies that are too burden-
some, consecutive fatigue, and imbalance between studies and other areas of life  
(Budría & Moro-Egido, 2014; Sánchez-Sánchez & McGuinness, 2015; Tarvid, 
2013). However, for some students, other areas of life may leave studies in the 
shadow (Chesser, 2015). Finally, sometimes studies become hindered by financial 
problems (Dockery, Seymour, & Koshy, 2016; Reed & Hurd, 2014).

The findings we have introduced here are supported by several earlier studies 
on the importance of positive feedback, constructive evaluation, and mentoring 
or tutoring. At their best, they improve students’ initiation and activity in their 
studies as well as their ability for self-reflection and to evaluate their own learn-
ing and study skills (Boud & Molloy, 2013; Carless, Salter, Yang, & Lam, 2011; 
Ćukušić, Garača, & Jadrić, 2014). Students need ongoing feedback to develop 
as students, learners, and members of an academic community (Winstone, Nash, 
Rowntree,  & Menezes, 2016; Winstone, Nash, Rowntree,  & Parker, 2016), 
which sets demands on university education. New methods of student counseling 
and guidance (see e.g., West & Turner, 2016) can provide some means to address 
these needs, but they necessitate plenty from teachers, too.

2.2 � PhD studies as described by doctoral students 
themselves

The special nature of the PhD dissertation process

The dissertation process is an unforgettable and special phase of life for everyone 
seizing it. A PhD degree is greatly respected even though the number of graduat-
ing doctors has quadrupled during the past 20 years (see e.g., Chambaz, Biau-
det, & Collonge, 2006). Still, the work and effort the process requires have not 
diminished, and we can talk about an ultimate performance when we talk about 
doctoral theses.

Writing a doctoral thesis requires an enormous effort and perseverance as well 
as talent and ambition (Dill et al., 2006; Green & Powell, 2005). A doctoral 
thesis has to meet official academic standards. However, these standards do not 
describe how a doctoral student’s personal everyday life will change for the years 
of the dissertation process and how it demands adjustment, effort, and support 
and empathy from the PhD student’s family and friends.

Actually, the emphasis on top performance starts at school. Students’ progress 
and learning are controlled continuously through exams and tests, both locally 
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(e.g., Konttinen, 1995; Lundgren, 2002; Simola, 2002) and internationally 
(Baker et al., 2010; Corcoran, 2010; Rothstein, 2009; Wiliam, 2010). The cur-
rent trend seems to be that students are encouraged and even expected to surpass 
their limits and reach optimal performances, and this is expected to continue 
when they enter the world of work as well (see e.g., Uusiautti & Määttä, 2015). 
Is it realistic to expect this? And what is the connection between top performing 
and flourishing?

The viewpoint provided here is based on our numerous studies on the psychol-
ogy of human strengths and positive development (e.g., Määttä, 2011; Määttä & 
Uusiautti, 2012; Salmela  & Uusiautti, 2013; Uusiautti, 2013; Uusiautti  & 
Määttä, 2013; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2015). It complements the analysis of univer-
sity students’ success in studies by viewing the completion of a doctoral degree as 
a manifestation of a top performance.

The core concepts here are the motivational base of performance, human 
resources, and positive experiences leading to top performance (e.g., flow). The 
purpose is to discuss the importance of multiple elements of performing and the 
positive support and encouragement that foster the discovery of states of optimal 
and positive experiences at doing at one’s limits in the university world. This 
chapter introduces PhD students’ experiences, but in Part 3, we will also pay a 
special attention to supervisors’ opportunities to enhance their doctoral students’ 
success.

The concept of performance

The completion of a doctoral thesis is always a performance and is actually quite 
a unique one. However, the concept of performance is not simple and must 
be defined carefully. Frequently, performance is confused with its neighboring 
concepts, such as competence, behavior, or action. It is crucial to realize the dif-
ferences among them. Behavior, for instance, is a combination of various moti-
vational elements, such as focus, attention, interest, and persistency, and can be 
influenced by competence, among others. Performance is the result of behav-
ior; it is something measurable and comparable and a clearly definable result 
(Thompson, Stuart, & Linsay, 1997).

Thus, an actual performance is a combination of various elements – both indi-
vidual- and context-specific ones. First, the processes have a holistic nature, which 
means that success is merely a result of the functional interaction of its elements 
rather than how each element influences entity (Tsang, Jardine,  & Kolodny, 
1999). Second, the inner processes, such as mental, biological, and behavioral 
functions, and outer processes, such as opportunities, obligations, and rules, 
and how well these processes are synchronized contribute to the possibility of 
a top performance (Mitchell, 1997). Mitchell’s (1997) model of performance 
highlights this connection between the context and individual features and moti-
vation. People respond to the situation with their skills, knowledge, goals, val-
ues, and mood, but the context includes the task, colleagues or other people 
connected to the situation, work environment, and culture. In addition to each 
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other, these categories can influence motivation. Motivation together with abili-
ties, work knowledge, and context-bound factors leads to behavior, which again 
leads to performance.

Mitchell (1997) emphasizes that all theories that attempt to describe perfor-
mance, whether they are belief, goal, efficiency, or expectation value theories, 
share certain features. Goals describe what we want to do, self-efficacy describes 
what we think we can do, and expectations describe our best evaluation of the 
consequences our action can have. All these, directly or indirectly, influence moti-
vation and are also connected to effort, attention, persistence, and strategies. This 
idea is based on the finding that positive experiences concerning one’s own doing 
make for one of the most central dimensions of good performance (Uusiautti & 
Määttä, 2011; see also Liden, Wayne, & Sparrowe, 2000).

It is important to analyze some of the core concepts that might help with an 
understanding of the positive experience of doing. Competence is often confused 
with performance, but they are not synonymous (Kanfer & Ackerman, 2005). 
Competence refers to a more stable state or to a person’s characteristic (Rychen & 
Salganik, 2003). Performance is a momentary happening and can vary according 
to many factors, even if competence is high in relation to the task at hand.

Lynch (2013) names five basic dimensions and two meta-criteria for a perfor-
mance. He also considers them as manifestations of quality in performance. Kan-
fer and Ackerman (2005) distinguish two dimensions of performance: maximal 
and typical performance. The former refers to a person’s skills and abilities and 
describes all that the person can do when inner states (e.g., sleep, concentra-
tion) are optimal and when it is possible to concentrate on the task. The latter 
dimension is typical behavior, which refers to how the person usually does things 
or how he or she is likely to perform. The researchers point out that although 
maximal performance is an interesting research target, it would perhaps be more 
beneficial to pay attention to the difference between what the person can do and 
what he or she actually does (see also Stoltenberg, 2005).

The concept of self-efficacy is also closely related to competence and perfor-
mance. Self-efficacy is a person’s assessment of his or her own abilities to use his 
or her resources and to regulate his or her behavior to perform a task (Caprara & 
Cervone, 2006; Judge, Locke, & Durham, 1997; Mitchell, 1997). It is therefore 
similar to the aforementioned sense of competence. It has been shown that posi-
tive self-efficacy improves a person’s performance and well-being in numerous 
ways (Schunk & Pajares, 2005). People who have high self-efficacy devote more 
to their activities and persevere more than those who estimate that their compe-
tence is weaker. In addition, people with high self-efficacy are likely to select more 
high-level goals and engage in them (Bandura, 1997; Mitchell, 1997).

We consider a dissertation process an example of a top performance and act-
ing at one’s limits. What kind of mastery of skills would can lead to optimal top 
performance? How important will the positive emotion as one of the keystones of 
learning be in a dissertation process (cf., Chafouleas & Bray, 2004)? What are the 
most salient issues supervisors should consider when supervising PhD students’ 
dissertation processes?
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We will first introduce PhD students’ own descriptions of the various phases 
of a dissertation process in general to provide an outline of the process in Finn-
ish universities. After that, we focus more closely on dissertation processes as top 
performance, which connects PhD studies closely to the concept of study success.

PhD Students’ descriptions of the phases of a PhD research

(1) Getting started

How does one decide to study a doctor’s degree? Certainly, the decision is not 
always a straightforward one and can be preceded by various phases of doubts 
that have to be conquered.

Me writing a doctoral thesis? Never.

The first thoughts of a student who contemplates doctoral research can be quite 
hesitant (see also Golde, 2000). At the beginning of the dissertation process, 
uncertainty, self-protection, and even mystical expectations occur.

As if I was asked to fly a UFO from point A to point B.

Doubts about one’s resources are daunting. Nor does anyone want to let him- or 
herself down or set too high goals for his or her capability (see Rae, 2002), as 
described one of our PhD students:

Why on earth should I be doing a doctoral thesis? I could study an interesting 
phenomenon for the fun of it’.

On the other hand, apparently many want to test their limits and abilities.
Starting to write a doctoral thesis may engage and attract for a long time. The 

pendulum between starting and withholding is present (see McWilliam, Lawson, 
Evans, & Taylor, 2005). The workload as such is not frightening. Many are ready 
for hard work, but the uncertainty and doubts about one’s own survival create 
ambivalence. Usually, PhD students do not have any previous experiences of writ-
ing a doctoral thesis, and therefore, the process is the first and only one for them.

Of course, some students have decided to start to do doctoral research even 
before their master’s thesis has been completed (see e.g., Peura, 2008). The pro-
cess seems well defined and goal oriented with work schedules and such. The 
decision to write a doctoral thesis and to overcome all the obstacles, whatever 
comes, proves to be worth its weight in gold, especially at the finish line of the 
dissertation process.

A salient reason for starting postgraduate studies is the attractiveness of a 
researcher’s career. A master’s degree provides one with scientific resources, and 
some students have a compulsion to continue doing research and to experience 
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the relaxed joy of researching. The academic merits can be considered attractive, 
too.

Indeed, the motives to start PhD studies can be the most varied (see e.g., Don-
caster & Lester, 2002). Other people’s success can be inspiring:

When I was in my colleague’s public dissertation event, I became inspired to 
start writing a doctoral thesis. Previously, I had thought that it would be such a 
utopia that is far from real life.

Another motive is to do something valuable that has wider use. A doctoral the-
sis can aim at helping those who have experienced a bitter fate, opening others’ 
eyes to see or giving hope. Some PhD students think that their duty is to provide 
more information about the theme they are interested in. Many doctoral candi-
dates find their research theme from work. Thus, their work as such may provide 
a natural research context:

In my work, I had to constantly search for more information and knowledge as 
the field was undergoing a transformation, so why should I not start researching.

Inspiration can break out in the spur of the moment or during a continuous and 
constant thirst for learning and studying (see Johnson, 2001). Studying just feels 
nice.

I started to write my own doctoral thesis after dreaming of it for a long time. 
I have always enjoyed studying. Additionally, doing research suited my life situ-
ation well.

(2) Being hooked on the dissertation process

After getting started and into one’s stride, many students become hooked on 
the dissertation process (Määttä, 2012; see also Doncaster & Lester, 2002). The 
obsession of writing a doctoral thesis and working with it may feel hard, and one 
may even lose one’s grip on reality momentarily. Writing a doctoral thesis may 
also represent a new phase of life (see also Leonard, 2001).

After being a housewife, doing research meant diving into my own world for 
me. I was able to search information and write about a subject that really inter-
ests me all by myself.

PhD students write emails in the small hours, noticing that ‘the day has already 
changed’, which tells about the inspiration and dedication doing a PhD research 
can ignite. The work pace may be hard labor or the strengthening and rewarding 
of mental energy and attention akin to flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, 2008). The 
significance of this positive state is further discussed later in this chapter.
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When concentrating on a doctoral thesis, many fail to do housework and clean; 
they ‘fail to dust and clean the closets’. A PhD student may feel entitled to take 
time to her- or himself and pass on everyday duties:

My family was amazed because the mom was just writing all the time. My chil-
dren are quite old but used to having me available. Now I am not. I love being 
selfish.

One doctoral student got a book called The Cleaning Book from her colleagues 
at her postdoctoral party, in which there was immemorial and felicitous remarks 
on her: ‘Mundus mutatur, pulvis remanet – The world is changing, dust remains’. 
The postdoctoral party reminded her of the return to everyday life and reality 
after the dissertation process.

A doctoral student creates a world of his or her own for him- or herself (Don-
caster & Lester, 2002; Maltfroy & Yates, 2003), which includes autonomy of a 
special kind and enthusiasm for searching for information (Murray & Lawrence, 
2008) as well as a feeling of competence (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Researching and 
studying form a central part of one’s own life and world.

Taking care of one’s own well-being may also be forgotten, or one tends not to 
have enough time for rest, exercise, or eating. Indeed, the writing may turn into 
‘a dangerous sport’ that tests one’s health. For some, the monotonous sitting at 
the computer causes tenosynovitis, a stress injury of a leg, or other physical injury, 
and others may worry about something worse:

My deterioration started now from my legs and the lumbar region is hopefully 
not proceeding very fast upwards.

Surely, there are also many who consider writing a doctoral thesis as ordinary 
drudgery, systematic working that proceeds step by step:

Writing a doctoral thesis requires rigorous work. The files and references have 
to grouped, noted, and kept in order. You just have to sit, read, and write 
persistently.

(3) Social life in test

During the finishing phase of a doctoral thesis, socializing skills are also fro-
zen, and the ordinary exchange of thoughts necessarily is not at its best, either. 
A  researcher who has become absorbed in the world of a doctoral thesis may 
seem absent and distant:

Being absent-minded and talking fuzzy, my husband often noted that appar-
ently I have had a little too rough a day.
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Interaction and dealings with others is halting, and even one’s own train of 
thought seems abnormal. A  doctoral student may lose previous friendships 
when concentrating closely on his or her own research (see Bolker, 1998). For-
mer friends seem different. One does not get any response, and previous topics 
do not interest anymore. Some convey their concern about their will to retire 
from the world as well as their inability to be interested on others’ ‘trivial’ mat-
ters. However, many PhD students are aware of the temporary nature of the 
process:

Interaction with others seems quite a hassle. Next, I will try to behave calmly 
and in a civilized manner.

However, the feeling of alienation amazes PhD students themselves as well. To 
be able to be alone with doctoral research is like a double-edged sword (see e.g., 
Delamont, Atkinson, & Parry, 2000; Leonard, 2001); it is enjoyable and liberat-
ing but also harrowing:

Working alone and the detachment are the hardest in writing a doctoral thesis.

On the other hand, the agony of laboring alone is being eased by the brand-new 
support contacts that come along during the dissertation process. The research 
work familiarizes the PhD student with new people, and long-term friendships 
may spring up between people who are experiencing the same. Participation in 
PhD seminars can turn into the greatest source of support and social contacts 
during the research process.

In addition to the peers in the PhD seminar, the companionship between a 
supervisor and PhD student is special and significant by nature. While the seminars 
can turn into a profound exchange of experiences, questions, and perspectives as 
well as appreciation (Eraut, 2004), the supervisor’s task as ‘a master of ceremo-
nies’ is to make this enriching interaction possible (see also Himanen, 2007).

(4) Balancing between demands and expectations

There is no deadline for finishing a doctoral thesis. A PhD student should not be 
stressed out because of hurry because there is no external need or date. Neverthe-
less, a doctoral student’s own need for completion may become quite a whip. The 
question is all the more to prove to oneself, when one’s own performance, pow-
erful goal orientation, and inner motivation work as catalysts. The promises of a 
schedule for completion help a family and circle of acquaintances to understand 
and support the process, and determined working becomes easier:

It has been hard as a mother and when working with a demanding job to con-
strain oneself from overburdening. One has to draw up a realistic schedule and 
hold on to that.
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Usually, a schedule makes one committed, but if it is too hard, it can turn into a 
burden or stressful baggage. Sometimes it is necessary to keep one’s own work at 
arm’s length (see Cryer, 2003) or take a pause:

Now I have to admit that the whole subject seems repulsive. I have to take a 
break if that helps to continue.

Still, it may be difficult to detach oneself from the grasp of writing a doctoral 
thesis. Even a supervisor may become blind to the speed (see e.g., Delamont  
et al., 2000; Philips & Pugh, 2005). The quick pace does not harm or bother 
those who are able to proceed with a sense of direction and comprehend that 
scientific thinking, studying, and understanding the complicated phenomena 
require long-term conversance, demanding consideration, and reflection. Still, 
during the PhD research, uncertainty about the direction of one’s road haunts 
every PhD student occasionally (see also Costley & Stephenson, 2009). How and 
in what order should one proceed? Is the text sufficiently scientific or scientifically 
convincing as a whole? The ability to ask for help is crucial.

What is this disease called? The symptoms: I am unable to produce new text and 
also the previous seems hollow and trivial?

A PhD student relies on the supervisor at the beginning and during his or her 
studies. The supervisor has to make sure that the prerequisites for a doctoral 
thesis will be met. For the student, uncertainty may also emerge from a doubt of 
whether the whole doctoral thesis will be finished or one’s resources are enough 
to achieve that at all (cf. Golde, 2000).

I feel mostly empty: I feel like having given my all. What else could I do since 
I have looked through the revision tips several times?

The expression of doubt is crucial, and it can lead to new hope if the supervisor 
is able to provide encouragement and support (see also Cullen, Pearson, Saha, & 
Spear, 1994). Supervision is interaction with a variety of response elements: the 
expressions of surprise and identification, advice, help offers, objections, answers 
that aim at normalizing, and interpretation. Interaction may also turn into a 
struggle of opinions, in which a supervisor’s questions and views are accepted, 
reflected, or rejected. Admitting one’s own obliviousness, accepting the state of 
wondering, and the ability to pose questions and problems are the bases of all 
learning, and the dissertation process is continuous studying to a doctoral stu-
dent and a supervisor as well.

The most inspiring moments in the research work are the insights and even 
the smallest theoretically or practically relevant findings or discoveries that occur 
during the process. Finding workable solutions and confirming a clarifying direc-
tion may produce enthusing experiences of engagement. The moments of success 
and the experiences of one’s own proficiency are motivating (Pintrich & Garcia, 
1994; Ryan & Deci, 2000).
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Skillful supervision consists of appreciating and supportive interaction, but 
along with the emotional tone, the structure of a supervision conversation is of 
great importance (Atkins & Brown, 1988). From PhD students’ point of view, 
their concerns should be handled promptly. The supervisor should answer imme-
diately when it is a question of facilitating or eliminating problems, offering solu-
tions, or just confirming the selected way.

Warm thanks for your quick feedback – I  am speechless with surprise and 
abashed. I was so scared.

A doctoral thesis has to meet the high academic requirements. Achieving this 
goal rarely happens overnight. Regardless of the pace at which a PhD research 
advances, students have to learn to tolerate criticism, corrections, and suggestions 
of how to improve their work (see also Cullen et al., 1994). More often than not, 
students may consider their theses ready and find out that there is still plenty to 
do. Although a supervisor would assure a student that a thesis is going to improve 
when the feedback is addressed and the thesis revised, the PhD student may still 
feel disappointed, annoyed, and insulted. Some find it hard to hear from the 
supervisor that the text has to be shortened, condensed, inserted, or improved. 
And still, the same will happen again, when the external examiners read the thesis 
and give their comments. In this sense, too, writing a doctoral thesis leads a stu-
dent to his or her limits; not only do they have to patiently read and accept even 
critical feedback, but they also have to be ready to revise the thesis according to 
this feedback. Therefore, giving positive reinforcement and appreciative feedback 
for successful solutions is also important because positive feedback keeps moti-
vation high and encourages to continue with the not so pleasing revision tasks 
along the process (Costley & Armsby, 2007).

When I finally received favorable review statements, it was the biggest joy, and 
then I started to be nervous about the actual public examination.

The acceptance of the doctoral thesis leads to the final steps of the process, which 
is slightly different in different countries. In Finland, the process culminates 
in the public examination in which the PhD student has to defend his or her 
research in public. The opponent is an expert professor in the field.

(5) The final step – graduating as a doctor

Common to all doctoral students are their own change and strengthening. Doing 
doctoral research and defending it in public represent a mental border cross-
ing. Getting through this challenge assures one of one’s own expertise and gives 
resources and courage to race to new challenges. Expertise increases, self-confi-
dence strengthens, and responsiveness may increase as well.

I will not ever forget the day of the public defense, and I was content with myself: 
I was able to accomplish this.
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Returning to everyday life after graduating as a doctor is not necessarily just sun-
shine (see also Golde & Walker, 2006). Even if one does not find new work tasks 
that correspond to one’s education, postgraduate studies have anyway provided 
one with readiness and expertise to develop one’s own work, and the imprints 
will appear little by little.

Even if a dissertation process did not bring any concrete benefits, its being so 
immemorial and rewarding is undeniable. After writing a doctoral thesis, a PhD 
student is not the same, and something has permanently changed.

A doctoral thesis is the highest grade academic thesis. It is proof of a doctoral 
student’s special expertise and learnedness and his or her merit. However, hardly 
anyone achieves the goal of becoming a doctor by oneself or alone. A doctoral 
student’s family, friends, employer, working conditions, and the library and other 
support services are of primary importance to the progress of a doctoral thesis. 
In addition, the companionship of other doctoral colleagues, scientific confer-
ences, and postgraduate seminars may provide special support and help. The sig-
nificance of a supervisor is remarkable. It is to a supervisor’s credit to make a 
doctoral encouraged and stretch to a top achievement. It is the most far-reaching 
and rewarding thing in supervision.

In academic education and supervision, the cognitive processes are at centre 
stage. In addition to the previous, emotions belong essentially to PhD education. 
The joy of knowing and the fear of failure, excitement and relief, the ultimate 
efforts and overwhelming delight: all these are placed in the doctoral students’ 
stories. Emotions, knowledge, and learning intertwine (Rantala & Määttä, 2010). 
The emotions affect the energizing of the action, setting a goal, and a learner’s 
attentiveness (Pintrich, 2003). Positive emotions enhance problem-solving skills 
and logical reasoning, creativity, and social decision making (Rantala & Määttä, 
2010) and increase self-efficacy (Elias, 2004).

In all, a PhD research process appears as a one-of-a-kind series of events rep-
resenting a top performance at its best. Next, we will introduce PhD students’ 
descriptions of how their paths resemble top performance and how they perceive 
successful PhD processes.

PhD students’ descriptions of their research process as a top 
performance

Along with lifespans, people become rewarded for excellent performances, for 
example, at school (e.g., straight-A graduates; see Salmela & Uusiautti, 2013) 
or at work (e.g., employee of the year nominees; see Uusiautti & Määttä, 2015). 
When people work and study and act at their limits, they can reach top perfor-
mance. In this chapter, we consider a doctoral dissertation as an accomplishment 
that can be seen as an example of top performance that only a few can achieve in 
the university context. In this chapter, our purpose is to analyze the individual-
specific requirements and context-bound features enabling the emergence of top 
performance within the context of a dissertation process. We aim to answer the 
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following questions: What are the individual-specific requirements for top perfor-
mance? How does the top performance manifest itself?

First, we introduce findings regarding doctoral students’ individual resources 
required in top performance. After that, we describe how the students described 
the experience of acting at their limits through the conceptual framework of an 
optimal, autotelic experience flow.

INDIVIDUAL-SPECIFIC REQUIREMENTS FOR TOP PERFORMANCE

As the introduction of the concept of performance showed, many elements are 
involved in top performance, and the use of human resources depends on both 
context-bound and individual features that can vary considerably from one situa-
tion to another. The results showed many ways to categorize human resources. We 
will introduce a grouping of four elements that each illustrate a separate but yet 
interconnected area of human functioning (see also Määttä & Uusiautti, 2014).

First, there are positive emotions. Joy and contentment, optimism, being 
appreciated, and feeling of security create a positive mood, a fundamental positive 
attitude that affect positively well-being at work in numerous ways (Ghorpade, 
Lackritz, & Sing, 2006; Huang & Viert, 2004).

The feeling that I will survive, I can and I will show it was an enormous force 
of going-ahead.

Likewise, many PhD students mentioned how ‘worries and insecurity turned into 
joy’, and how the dissertation process was not that difficult after all.

I have been surprised at how easily it all seems to run.

Positive feelings enhance intellectual thinking and problem-solving skills, decrease 
the defending attitude, and also improve memory, and helpfulness. The impor-
tance and potential of this may seem surprising because the feelings of happiness 
are so simple and common in nature (Isen & Reeve, 2006). Another reason why 
beneficial effects of positive feelings may seem surprising is that people do not 
usually look for reasons or explanations when things go well. Positive emotions 
function as emotional resources.

Second, people live in the network of human relationships their whole lives. 
Many people find the meaning of life within the framework of relationships. For 
example, Berscheid (2006) claims that understanding human behavior has suf-
fered because of forgetting this fact. However, most behavior takes place in the 
context of human relationships. Many PhD students described how they had a 
chance and privilege to lean on the familiar social community that supported 
them in their dissertation process:

I have the network ready, and everyone is happy to participate, almost as if they 
were putting out the red carpet for me.
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Everyone needs intimate relationships that provide appreciation, support, recrea-
tion, and protection. In a school context, Pyhältö, Soini, and Pietarinen’s (2010) 
study showed that the possibility and ability to use the social resources provided 
by the environment (especially when combined with a sense of active learning 
agency) could protect students from, for example, experiences of anxiety and 
emotional distress (see also Billing et al., 2014).

Likewise, the agony of laboring alone is eased by the new supportive people 
whom one meets during the dissertation process. The research work involves a 
number of new people who doctoral students familiarize themselves with, and 
long-term friendships may spring up between people who are experiencing and 
going through the same process. Good interaction skills, empathy, flexibility, 
patience, caring, and interest are significant social resources that support the 
creation and preservation of good and close relationships (see also Thompson & 
Prottas, 2006).

Third, great plans and performance or long-term goals cannot be achieved 
without self-appreciation, perseverance, and commitment as well as the ability to 
control and channel impulses (Gross & John, 2003). In this study, several PhD 
students mentioned how writing a doctoral thesis is basically like ordinary drudg-
ery, systematic working that proceeds step by step:

Writing a doctoral thesis requires rigorous work. The files and references have 
to grouped, noted, and kept in order. You just have to sit, read, and write 
persistently.

The strength of character, self-discipline, and ability to control impulses are 
important features for good performance (Cullen, Gentry, & Yammarino, 2015). 
Likewise, optimism has a clear connection to it because, among other things, 
optimism involves the ability to set reasonable goals, to achieve these goals, and 
to use efficient learning strategies (Gillham  & Reivich, 2004). According to 
Carver and Scheier (2005), optimistic people achieve their goals because they 
organize their actions in an intellectual way. Proactive attitude (as opposed to 
reactive) (see Uusiautti & Määttä, 2011, 2015) also represents such cognitive 
resources. Indeed, many doctoral studies arise from such a proactive action, a 
need for research that emerges from practice.

Finally, being able to use one’s strengths provides the sense of meaningful 
doing (see Csikszentmihalyi, 2008). Therefore, it is also important that people 
are able to do those things that they can, to fulfill themselves and use their talent, 
to create and develop. Still, it may be difficult to detach oneself from the grasp 
of writing a doctoral thesis. Having a break may be striking or depressing even 
though ‘the saddest thing would be to let the doctoral student think that some-
thing is possible when it is not’ (a supervisor’s notes).

Locke and Latham (1990) have launched a concept of a ‘high performance 
cycle’. The concept helps understanding the nature of a dissertation process, too. 
According to their idea, if the challenge includes expectancy of success, high 
performance is guaranteed assuming that the person is engaged to the goal and 
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receives adequate feedback and that situational factors do not affect the perfor-
mance considerably (see also Uusiautti, 2013). Similar findings have been learned 
from the various education levels (e.g., Gilpin, 2008; Green et al., 2012; Oades, 
Robinson, Green,  & Spence, 2011) and hobbies (e.g., Carruthers  & Hood, 
2005), too. These kinds of resources are functional resources.

When a human being is able to get the most of his or her resources, he or 
she is likely to get positive feedback and recognition from others (McKenzie & 
Schweitzer, 2001), achieve high performance, and have increase in his or her self-
appreciation. This represents the true opportunity of self-fulfillment. During the 
dissertation process, students are able to proceed with a sense of direction and 
realise that scientific thinking, studying, and understanding the complicated phe-
nomena require long-term conversance, demanding consideration and reflection:

I have learned that things become apparent progressively. One has to test differ-
ent thoughts, study the literature, and the data. One has to reflect on them and 
match up over and over again.

However, the holistic nature of human functioning necessitates that the resources 
have to be protected and nurtured to develop or flourish. Both the supervisee 
and the supervisor need to rest, too:

Thank you and sleep well, my supervisor, since you confirmed those to me! This is 
interesting processing. I have been able to do plenty of specifications today.

As riveting as a dissertation process may be, the students’ positive and healthy 
development is threatened without the protective leaves of sleep, nutrition, and 
physical exercise. They make the use of inner resources possible, which concerns 
a dissertation process, too. It can be quite a life-changing experience as whole as 
described by one PhD student:

If I were to name any positive sides of this hard work pace, I would say I have 
quit smoking by oversight since I do not have time for it anymore.

RESOURCES AND OPTIMAL EXPERIENCES

When considered as a top performance, a dissertation process requires several 
elements of human resources. These are apparent in the PhD students’ narra-
tives, as the previous result chapter showed. Top performance is also closely 
related to a phenomenon called flow, and the data showed that this experience 
was familiar to the research participants. In this chapter, we introduce the top 
performance of a dissertation process as it manifests itself through the phenom-
enon of flow.

Flow is a subjective state of feeling control – or better yet, feeling that you can 
act without any control, without hindrance (Csikszentmihalyi, Abuhamdeh, & 
Nakamura, 2005; Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, & Damon, 2001). Features such as 
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gender and cultural norms affect the experience of flow; however, here, the focus 
is on the experience of flow as the manifestation of top performance.

Based on the narratives and email conversations, many of the participants had 
visited ‘a weird planet’, ‘the spaces of mind’, or ‘had alienated themselves from the 
surrounding world’. The flame of working and doing as well as the feeling of mas-
tery had riveted them, bringing downright the endless feeling of the joy of work.

Doctoral students described experiences that resemble Mihaly Csikszentmiha-
lyi’s (2008, pp. 49–67) components of flow. Flow is usually experienced when 
goals are high and feedback is immediate and fair. In addition, the task at hand, 
the doing the person is committed to, has to include continuous challenges that 
match her or his skills. Flow is equivalent to the feeling of absorption (Csiks
zentmihalyi, 2008; Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonzalez-Roma, & Bakker, 2002). This 
means that one concentrates fully on what one is doing instead of thinking about 
something else; action and awareness merge. Clarity of goals and immediate feed-
back lay the foundation of this experience.

I was told that we had a lovely hot summer, but I did not have time to notice 
that as I was excited about sitting at my computer. A surprise visitor marveled 
at me as I was wearing thick slacks, a sweater, and wool socks although it was 
really hot weather!

Flow can emerge through challenging activity that requires skills if one’s skills 
and abilities match the task at hand. This can lead to high motivation and activ-
ity, but first, uncertainty, self-protection, and even mystical expectations that are 
involved in a dissertation process have to be conquered. Indeed, in flow, one 
always knows what has to be done, and an enjoyable task always has clear goals; a 
goal of dissertation process is to finish doctoral studies and compile the doctoral 
thesis. With this in mind, a PhD student can analyze his or her work and its pro-
ceeding in the light of the set goals:

Writing a doctoral thesis requires self-discipline. I find my intermediate goals 
functional; I try to stick to them. I take small steps to finish various parts of the 
study.

In addition to the fact that one knows what has to be done (the goals), flow 
always requires information about how well one is doing, and maintaining flow 
in unresponsive context can be difficult or impossible. The supervisor is the most 
important feedback provider for the student as the following emails sent to a 
supervisor shows:

Oh wow. That is it! Thanks. Now I see it.

The aforementioned elements of flow essentially enhance concentration on the 
task at hand. What follows from the merging of action and awareness is that 
distracting issues do not bother when doing the flow-providing work. The work 
pace may be hard labor in practice or use of mental energy and attention.
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Often, the experience of working at one’s limits leads to a paradoxical sense of 
control. The most enjoyable experiences allow people to have a sense of control 
over their actions. Working on a doctoral thesis encourages doctoral students to 
concentrate and to prevent interruptions. Not many complain about fatigue; they 
merely talk about ‘the flame of working’ and ‘drive’: ‘Now I am going strong’. 
This means that rather than thinking of the actual doing, they feel the possibility 
of control.

I do not understand the spree that is going on. I am so unusually impatient and 
unable to dissociate myself from this.

One of the most common descriptions of optimal experiences is the perception 
of time and how it does not seem to pass in a way that it ordinarily does. Many 
people have experienced the changes in time: sometimes it goes faster, and usu-
ally this happens when doing something enjoyable. To perform at one’s limits, 
one has to become free ‘from the tyranny of time’ as expressed by Csikszentmi-
halyi (2008, p. 67) himself.

Thank you for being so patient. I have suspected that you will already close the 
door. I am so annoyed. Now that I have rewritten the table of contents, I became 
inspired again. Nor do I know what the time is.

(Email to the supervisor; sent at 2.23 a.m.)

Total absorption tells about the loss of self-consciousness, which is an interest-
ing part of flow because it eventually leads to increased self-consciousness and 
self-awareness – being alone with one’s self. The foundation of the loss of self-
consciousness is in the clear goals, stable rules, and suitable challenges, and there-
fore, they involve low risk for the self to be threatened.

I do not know myself. Am I really me or someone else?

At the same time, when being wrapped up in one’s doing, flow requires a very 
active role for the self (e.g., McWilliam, Dawson, & Tan, 2008). This means 
that to fully use one’s abilities and even exceed one’s skills, one has to have a 
good self-conception, a profound understanding of one’s self (Hogg, Abrams, 
Otten, & Hinkle, 2004). In the school world, at first glance, this can be easier 
said than done, but there are means that can be used for creating such optimal 
learning conditions (Ryan, Soven, Smither, Sullivan, & Vanbuskirk, 1999)

Understanding the meaning

According to our analysis, the dissertation process, when considered as a mani-
festation of a top performance, can lead to the perceived meaningfulness, which 
actually is one of the basic tenets of positive psychology (Seligman, 2002, 2011). 
Likewise, its connection to flow is evident as shown in the PhD students’ descrip-
tions of becoming riveted by the dissertation process. This notion is crucial 
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because positive experiences, such as flow, can enhance students’ productivity, 
engagement (Hakanen, Perhoniemi,  & Toppinen-Tanner, 2008), coping and 
problem-solving skills (Carver  & Scheier, 2005; Judge, Locke,  & Durham, 
1997), and overall well-being (Schunk & Pajares, 2005). Most important, flow 
also is involved with one’s skills, which also are closely connected with satisfaction 
and sense of meaningful doing.

Action at one’s limits is also a matter of self-awareness and authenticity (Gard-
ner, Avolio, Luthans, May, & Walumbwa, 2005). This is how an open and con-
fidential relationship with a student can be built. Likewise, in caring supervision, 
the student can be oneself and fully engage to the process knowing that she or he 
is appreciated and accepted as is.

In this chapter, we focused on the elements of top performance from a select 
point of view, introducing a dissertation process as an example of such optimal 
action at one’s limits. As the analyses showed, top performance is the sum of 
many factors, and not just dependent, for example, the individual student’s 
abilities. Actually, support and guidance by the important people surround-
ing the student seem play almost equally important role. Good supervision 
contributes to not only to PhD students’ optimal performance but also to 
supervisors’ work by providing them with positive teaching and supervision 
experiences, initial excitement, perceived successes, and positive feelings (see 
also Csikszentmihalyi, 2008; Isen & Reeve, 2006). We will discuss this in detail 
in Part 3.

2.3  Students’ resources in university studies

Study success tells about well-being, too

Students want to gather study points and grades and advance in their studies. 
However, study success and high achievements may reflect students’ well-being 
and health, too (Eide & Showalter, 2011; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2015, 2016). 
Well-being makes study processes smoother (Rauscher & Elliott III, 2014), but 
on the other hand, if studies become prolonged or overwhelming, students’ qual-
ity of life decreases (Cowan, 2011; Hansen & Lang, 2011).

It is obvious that students’ study skills and attitudes and personalities have 
an influence on their way of studying and opportunities of succeeding (Duff et 
al., 2004; Määttä, Uusiautti, & Määttä, 2016). Previous study success (Busato, 
Prins, Elshout, & Hamaker, 2000), even experiences in elementary school, have 
their own influence on university studies (Hébert, 1993). In all, the smooth-
ness of study processes is a sum of several factors (Määttä, Uusiautti, & Määttä, 
2016).

The purpose of this chapter is to describe what kind of study attitude is needed 
for the successful completion of a university degree as described by graduated 
masters and students studying in the master’s level. Hardly anyone’s study pro-
cess is straight and lacks adversities. Overcoming difficulties and hindrances is 
part of the completion of an academic degree. What do university studies require 
from students? And what are successful graduates made of?
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What are university students’ most important resources?

The following 12 themes illustrates students’ views of the most common 
means and resources of completing a university degree as described by students 
themselves.

(1) Self-confidence and self-respect

I will survive, and I can do it.

Students have to be certain of and trust in their abilities to perform university 
studies. Their previous study experiences may not necessarily have supported 
or strengthened their learning skills, and experiences of failure can haunt their 
minds. Hardly anyone finds studying or learning something new easy. If students 
have doubts about their ability to perform or cope with studies, it is important to 
turn to teacher students and talk about these issues.

Likewise, it is crucial to reflect the state of one’s self-respect. Everyone work-
ing toward a university degree has experiences that strengthen their skills and 
their self-efficacy beliefs. Self-esteem and self-respect tell about the students’ own 
beliefs and expectations of their abilities to perform well studies included in the 
university degree. This understanding about oneself as a student develops along-
side studies.

(2) The decision to start studies and to continue them

I roll up my sleeves and start working.

The first study points should be completed as quickly as possible at the start of 
university education. This can ignite the desire to graduate promptly and to pass 
also courses that seem difficult or otherwise unpleasing. Some students find it 
better to first take courses that match their skills and interests the best. Some oth-
ers like to complete the difficult phases at once because they become convinced 
of their ability to perform studies efficiently and with good results. Easy courses 
and phases may follow along by themselves.

Especially, in the phase of doing an academic thesis, the student’s own decision 
of starting the work is the most crucial one, as mentioned also when discussing 
doctoral studies. It is not very difficult to find reasons to postpone this demand-
ing part of studies. Therefore, it is important to be aware of possible excuses and 
to control them.

(3) Appreciation of the privilege of being able to study

I am granted with the privilege to study a master’s degree.

In Finland, university education in free. Therefore, parents’ or one’s own wealth 
does not determine the opportunity to study in universities. The intellectual 
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capital and development of learning and expertise can be a reason for great 
respect. Many students can be thankful for becoming accepted as a student, for 
having a chance to progress in life to one’s fullest potential, and for being able 
to see the world from the various viewpoints provided during their education. 
A  university degree is appreciated by others, too, and the completion of the 
degree tells about one’s capabilities and talent. Not everyone has what it takes to 
graduate from a university.

(4) Courage

I enter the new world with a positive and open-minded curiosity.

The world of university studies is new and different from earlier study experi-
ences. Sometimes hard work is not enough, and sometimes the wish to learn 
is not enough. One’s skills are tested, and the forthcoming study years include 
plenty of unknowns. Trust in one’s enormous potential can help one seize tasks 
that are outside from one’s comfort zone but that can introduce new dimensions 
and show ways of better understanding reality.

(5) Patience

I tolerate it that sometimes studies go on easily, sometimes they tangle, and there 
is no free ride to a master’s degree.

Studies do not always go on as wished, and hindrances are not always the stu-
dent’s fault. However, the study processes involve situations that the student 
can have an influence. For example, long waiting times for examination scores 
or criteria for evaluations can be found out by asking, being active, and making 
sure that the student has done her or his best to ensure fluent studies. Actually, 
there have been and will be plenty of reforms that originate in students’ ability to 
call for better solutions. For example, flexible online examinations, various forms 
of online teaching, and online textbooks have been included in studies based on 
students’ suggestions.

(6) Enthusiasm

I can do something new and significant.

University studies offer chances of creating something new. When studying, stu-
dents can come up with innovative viewpoints and new, creative solutions to 
traditional ways of acting. In the academic world, strong expertise and traditions 
can become a burden and make people blind to new solutions. Students can 
break the limits. Students’ doors are open to many directions, and the ability to 
question their own and others’ stubborn opinions can promote enthusiasm and 
increase creativity. Many graduates remember occasions that let them test their 
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own limits, become inspired and succeed, and strengthen their sense of being 
able make a difference.

(7) Tolerance of insecurity and criticism

Nothing great can be achieved easily.

Uncertainty and even disappointments are part of study processes that aim at 
great achievements. The ability to be happy of successes has to be consciously 
practiced, in addition to the ability of surpassing obstacles.

It is important to notice and focus on successes and accomplishments and to 
realise that they also include errors, mistakes, and nodes. One can learn from 
them and progress to new achievements. Therefore, it is also important to thank 
oneself for good results instead of thinking or worrying about hindrances or 
adversities.

(8) Good reading and writing skills

I develop as a writer by writing and as a reader by reading.

Writing increases one’s capacity, and simultaneously one’s learning abilities and 
skills develop. This happens phase by phase when moving on from one course to 
another with the help of guidance, feedback, and self-evaluation.

(9) Normalizing overwhelming expectations

Learning new is based on the previously learned.

Proceeding from one degree to another is quite normal – like a master’s degree 
is a natural continuum to a bachelor’s degree. It does not demand any new, 
superficial skills, and therefore, its demandingness should not be overestimated. 
The intellectual capital is gathered little by little by increasing earlier knowledge 
– perhaps by revising, molding, and complementing it, too.

(10) Good scheduling

I set numeric goals and a plan of progress to my studies.

Students who can set goals and plan a study schedule that is not too tight and not 
too loose are the most successful. A careful study plan should be done so that it 
lists all required studies, estimations of time needed to complete them, and their 
chronological sequence. It is also good to think about which studies are manda-
tory, which studies are options, and what other choices there are. In Finnish 
universities, students can include such studies in their degrees that correspond to 
their own interests and promote their special expertise.
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(11) Taking care of one’s well-being

I enjoy what life offers.

Student life should include hobbies and relaxing free time that support coping 
with studies, even though studies include many pressures and obligations that 
have to be fulfilled. Still, studying does not prevent joy and opportunities to do 
things that are pleasing. At its best, studies offer positive experiences and not just 
toil.

Other areas of life also provide sources of well-being that students have to take 
care of. In this study, many students mentioned physical exercise as a free time 
activity that improved their mood and prevented fatigue during demanding study 
processes. As a whole, hobbies, such as sports, provide experiences of happiness 
and joy at many levels that improve students’ well-being. For example, Crystal 
Wu (2014) has explored the elements of well-being in sports, leaning on Prof. 
Seligman’s PERMA theory, and concluded that it is possible to pay attention to 
and enhance one’s well-being through sports as well.

(12) Good social relationships

I take care of my family relationships and friendships.

A balanced study life means that students arrange time for their families and 
friends, too. Good, positive relationships are support and security in good and 
bad times. Social support and encouragement and just being together and in a 
good company are extremely important supporters of learning. And even one 
good friend is enough.

The Garland

The Finnish universities have a festive tradition in which masters’, doctors’, and 
honorary doctors’ degrees are conferred. The conferment is aimed at everyone 
who has graduated as a master or doctor and whose degree is approved before 
the conferment regardless of the year of graduation. As a symbol of the confer-
ment, masters get garlands. It is adopted from the ancient Greek Apollo, who 
was the god of singing, poetry, and light, and who was wearing a garland in his 
head after the father of his loved one, Dafne, turned his daughter into a laurel 
tree because he did not approve of Apollo as her suitor. A laurel tree became a 
symbol of peace and immortality. In the conferment ceremony, the garland, made 
of laurel leaves, symbolizes knowledge, education, and free arts. It is a mark of a 
significant achievement.

The requirements of an academic degree can be illustrated as a garland figure 
(see Figure 2.2). Each laurel leaf represents one of the themes introduced as the 
various dimensions of study processes at universities and form a useful presenta-
tion of the factors that should be considered when aiming at supporting students’ 
smooth study paths.
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Social media and internet-based solutions as university students’ 
resources

One topical resource in university studies is the way of arranging teaching and 
socializing with others. This topic was touched upon earlier, too, but here 
highlight it specifically from the perspective of students’ resources. There are 
increasing studies showing the benefits of peer support networks that make com-
municating with others easier and that are encouraging further research and 
applications for such usage (Oldmeadow, Quinn, & Kowert, 2013; Przybylsk & 
Weinstein, 2012). For example, it has been proven that interactions with peers 
who are successfully coping with their problems are more likely to result in posi-
tive behavior change in others (Solomon, 2004). In Takahashi et al.’s (2009) 
study, participants felt empowered by giving online peer support to others in 
social network services (SNS). The findings are supported by Vaarala et al. (2013) 
reporting that online peer support can be very important for university students 
who are coping with loneliness.

The role of internet and online communication has been known already for 
a while in adolescents’ lives (e.g., Scherer, 1997). In education contexts, this 
area of life must be acknowledged and taken seriously (Silius et al., 2010). Social 
media provides many opportunities for education: it can function as a learning 
environment; a student peer network and a medium of learning new, relevant, 
and topical skills. Thus, SNSs can be used for education and in education more 
efficiently.

APPRECIATION

PATIENCE

TOLERANCE OF
INSECURITY AND
CRITICISM

NORMALIZING
OVERWHELMING
EXPECTATIONS

TAKING CARE OF
ONE’S WELL-BEING

GOOD SOCIAL
RELATIONSHIPS

GOOD SCHEDULING

GOOD READING AND
WRITING SKILLS

COURAGE

SELF-CONFIDENT AND
SELF-RESPECT

ENTHUSIASM

THE DECISION TO START
STUDIES AND GO ON
WITH THEM

Figure 2.2   A master’s garland (adopted from Määttä & Uusiautti, 2016, p. 7)
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When writing this chapter, we were interested in knowing how Finnish uni-
versity students consider SNSs, especially education-wise. The purpose is to 
increase understanding of the nature of using social media and its possible influ-
ence on students’ lives and in this way support their success in studies (see e.g., 
Määttä  & Uusiautti, 2012; Uusiautti  & Määttä, 2013). Indeed, international 
research on people’s behavior in social media has exploded and provided numer-
ous points of views that are sometimes even contradictory (see e.g., boyd & Elli-
son, 2007; Caers et al., 2013; Haythornthwaite, 2005; Rohn, 2014). What is 
certain, however, is that SNSs have influenced and will influence human beings’ 
social lives. Some studies suggest that people who actively participate on Face-
book are more likely to experience connectedness and feel happier (Valkenburg, 
Peter, & Schouten, 2006). Students with lower levels of life satisfaction tend to 
seek to participate in online networks to increase their personal well-being (Elli-
son, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007).

Steinfield, Ellison, and Lampe’s (2008) study combines the idea of social capi-
tal with human well-being and SNSs. Their viewpoint rests on the idea that social 
capital is illustrated in social relationships as presented by Bourdieu. Bourdieu 
(1996) divided capital into three types: cultural, economic, and social capital. The 
first refers to an individual’s concrete, financial capital, possessions, and owner-
ship (money, things, income, and wealth). Cultural capital means the ownership 
of cultural products, a certain way of life and making choices, and the ability to 
make use of and produce culture (including education). Social capital is the entity 
of those actual and potential resources that are connected to social relationships 
and the ability to mobilize people (Bourdieu, 1984). Social capital is immaterial 
and connected to mutual recognition and appreciation among individuals.

How is social capital connected to social media? Notwithstanding, social ties 
make a key feature of individuals’ life satisfaction (Kahneman & Krueger, 2006), 
and in today’s world, social media has become an important channel of increas-
ing social capital (Ellison et al., 2007). Kavanaugh, Reese, Carroll, and Rosson 
(2005) distinguish two types of social individuals in SNSs: bridging individuals, 
who create and organize networks, and bonding individuals, who establish close 
relationships with others, for example, within a network. The researchers’ find-
ings suggest that bridging individuals can enhance social relations and informa-
tion exchange and increase face-to-face interaction via SNSs. All this helps to 
build both bonding and bridging social capital in communities (Kavanaugh et 
al., 2005). Bridging social capital refers to loose connections among individu-
als who may provide useful information or new perspectives for one another 
but typically not emotional support like bonding networks do. Likewise, Ellison 
et  al. (2007) discovered that the use of social media has a strong association 
with social capital and interacts with measures of psychological well-being in 
university students. In all, SNSs thus make an important channel of establish-
ing and maintaining social relationships and have become an important element 
of human well-being and happiness as well (Saslow, Muise, Impett, & Dubin, 
2012; Seder & Oishi, 2012).

We analyzed what kind of benefits university students perceive for social media, 
how they use them, and how they think they could be used. What kinds of benefits 
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do university students perceive in the usage of social media? What kind of social 
capital does social media produce according to university students’ opinions?

BENEFITS OF THE SOCIAL MEDIA ACCORDING TO UNIVERSITY STUDENTS’ 

OPINIONS

When asking university students how they perceive the opportunities of using 
social media more efficiently, their viewpoints varied from ‘no more possibili-
ties/the social media has reached it top usage’ (11.1%) to detailed descriptions 
of various utilization possibilities (56.7%). Those who were able to see further 
opportunities for the usage of SNSs could be categorized roughly into four cat-
egories based on the themes emerging from their answers. We will introduce their 
viewpoints next.

Most ideas concerned the use of social media in education. Students were cer-
tain that the opportunities of using the social media in education are ‘limitless’ 
(Student no. 88). They mentioned study groups that could enhance cooper-
ative learning; either students or teachers could form groups around a theme 
or a school subject in which students could share and discuss the study theme, 
develop projects or ask questions and give answers. Teachers could post assign-
ments and give directions via SNSs, and students would have access to these tasks 
from anywhere and anytime. Other study-related information, such as scheduled 
exam dates or information about excursions, could be posted in the social media 
networks.

The social media can be well employed, for example, in education. Students cre-
ate environments for themselves in the social media, and share information and 
their experiences there.

(Student no. 77)

It could be probably used in teaching. Courses could have close communities that 
would enable students’ interaction also out of school hours.

(Student no. 7)

Indeed, social media was considered an important future channel of interaction 
at school, and some of the students mentioned that it would be necessary to 
not only use SNSs at school for better and more efficient interaction but also to 
teach modern interaction, the interactive side of it, which has become increas-
ingly important in today’s life to everyone.

Opportunities to teach people to interact virtually, and it would develop people’s 
writing and influencing skills as well.

(Student no. 57)

It could be used more at work and school, because it offers good possibilities for 
being in contact with people.

(Student no. 73)
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Furthermore, interaction via SNSs in education would not be limited to just stu-
dents and teachers but would include also parents and partners outside school, 
such as local entrepreneurs. The social media would thus enhance knowledge of 
the local and global environment and society; SNSs make learning environments 
of their own.

The social media could be used more in the home-school cooperation.
(Student no. 77)

It makes global interaction possible at school.
(Student no. 17)

The social media can make use of other people’s knowledge. You can learn via 
SNSs.

(Student no. 5)

The second most important future usage of the social media mentioned by uni-
versity students was its possibilities for enhancing bonding and providing peer 
support. Students emphasized the opportunities of bonding as well as building 
and learning communality in social media. This advantage was reasoned with the 
easiness of contacting and interacting with others via SNSs and thus the incom-
parable ease of creating networks.

For stirring experiences of bonding!
(Student no. 57)

People could use the social media more rationally especially for networking, and, 
thus, considering their future, too.

(Student no. 82)

An especially invaluable feature of SNSs was, according to students’ opinions, 
peer support groups that could be used better and more widely in the future.

It is particularly good for peer support groups that kind of offers anonymity but 
still you can talk and share, and give and receive support from people experienc-
ing the same.

(Student no. 72)

It can provide a support network, e.g., for weigh management, new acquaint-
ances, group activities, peer support, online second-hand shops, village commu-
nities, etc.

(Student no. 54)

In all, bonding and communality, as well as group activities, in social media were 
considered important ways of finding positive experiences. In today’s world, 
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people spend plenty of time on SNSs; therefore, the human ingredient, sense 
of togetherness, and happy experiences provided via social media are becoming 
increasingly more important for human well-being. However, it is not self-evi-
dent that everyone can benefit from social media like this. Therefore, education 
can be crucial:

In my opinion, an individual people has the opportunity to get positive expe-
riences from the social media, if the individual knows how to realize the 
opportunities.

(Student no. 71)

Some of the students considered that social media could be used more effectively 
for information sharing and increasing awareness about social issues and other 
topical events and matters. They emphasized that plenty of important informa-
tion can be missed without SNSs where one can learn about something that is 
not reported by the traditional news media. In this way, social media also could 
function for giving voice for those treated unfairly, and therefore, for doing good.

The social media could be used more for bringing out issues needing a change. 
It is a place where you can reach plenty of different people from different places, 
which makes it possibilities for good – quite significant.

(Student no. 45)

Informing about good things and soft values and reaching masses in cases of 
emergency, making influencing on social matters easier, and letting the voices 
of people facing inequity heard.

(Student no. 49)

The rest of the students focused on the usage of social media in work. They 
referred mostly to marketing and communication opportunities but also had 
noticed the possibilities for idea sharing and cooperation and for finding a work-
place. Enterprises not appearing in SNSs were considered outdated, and certain 
professionally oriented social networks were seen as important in finding employ-
ment and creating work-related networks.

The possibilities of marketing and communicating are limitless – not many 
enterprises or communities know how to make use of it! Social media is, however, 
an easy way of reaching a big audience; when used in a right way, it makes a 
powerful means.

(Student no. 48)

When summing up university students’ experiences and opinions on the utiliza-
tion of social media, one factor becomes the most essential for their well-being: its 
social benefits. This is in line with the findings about two fundamental reasons for 
joining social media: (1) the need to belong and (2) the need for self-presentation 
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(Nadkarni & Hofmann, 2012). Likewise, Lee, Yen, and Hsiao (2014) showed 
that, among university students, experiential value is found to be most significant 
in social media; users seemed to mostly fulfil their psychological needs, such as 
sharing useful information and receiving enthusiastic replies or praise, from their 
social contacts on SNSs.

In all, the students’ evaluations about their reasons for using social media 
were mostly connected with social relationships and interaction. Most of the stu-
dents justified the use of social media with an increased and easy interaction with 
friends and relatives even around the world (see also Rohn, 2014). The students 
described that their main action on SNSs is focused on social relationships and 
friendships and that the networks existing in social media are one of the main 
reasons for using social media.

SNSs is especially important for making social interaction easier and construct-
ing communality.

(Student no. 33)

We also wanted to know how the university students thought social media could 
be used better or more efficiently. In these answers, too, their emphasis was on 
communality, bonding, group activities, and peer support; they all can be seen 
as components of social capital. Although some students talked about various 
methods of using social media, for example, as a part of education or to create 
special focus groups, some others referred to possibilities of enhancing awareness 
and sharing experiences and information. All these possibilities were connected 
to the need and wish to work for everyone’s good, to improve social interaction, 
and to provide positive communal experiences to each other.

What can be then said about the social capital constructed in social media? 
How does it boost students’ well-being or their study success? Students consid-
ered social media as a way of enhancing the positive sense of togetherness and 
constructing communality that are based on the internet. The sense of giving and 
receiving support, thus, differs from what one might have in real-time face-to-
face encounters but is not any less important. Especially when thinking about the 
increasing demands on individualism and self-directed action necessitated from 
today’s people by schools, work life, and other areas of life, it is all the more 
important to discuss the social opportunities and benefits of modern lifestyles. 
Furthermore, as the students highlighted, bonding does not mean only support 
of special interest groups but also information sharing in general and wide edu-
cational and work life connections. They also mentioned influencing and active 
civic participation (cf., Valenzuela, Park, & Kee, 2009).

Therefore, social media and internet-based solutions appear as university stu-
dents’ resources at many levels. First, social media can be considered a new type 
of a learning environment, providing both formal and informal learning and edu-
cation opportunities (e.g., Niemi & Multisilta, 2014). Not only did university 
students perceive social media as a suitable and functional place for discussing 
themes studied at school with peer students and teachers but also with others. 
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According to Mason (2006), this type of possibility to provide timely and con-
text-bound feedback in education has the potential to deliver a positive learning 
experience (see also Selwyn, 2009). Furthermore, one of the crucial problems 
in university-level studies is that the beginning of studies is the most difficult 
for many students also because they do not yet know their peers or teachers 
(Määttä & Uusiautti, 2012). SNSs could be used for lowering the doorstep for 
contacting and familiarizing them. Furthermore, SNSs could be used for learn-
ing from other relevant people or communities about the theme at hand, for 
example, by inviting representatives from various workplaces to tell about their 
experiences and viewpoints and including an opportunity to ask questions from 
them. When used as a learning environment, tasks, schedules, and other relevant 
information about studies could be shared through SNSs.

Some pedagogical applications are already introduced, such as a personal learn-
ing environment, which is a potentially promising pedagogical approach for both 
integrating formal and informal learning using social media (Dabbagh & Kitsan-
tas, 2012). The study by Dabbagh and Kitsantas (2012) showed that learning in 
social media support students’ self-regulated learning in higher education con-
texts (see also Mason, 2006; Valtonen et al., 2011) and could thus support their 
study success as well.

The second benefit concerns student networks. These close communities can 
be easily established, and they enable students to discuss specific courses, themes, 
student life, or whatever topics the communities were based on or built for. This 
kind of sharing can be seen not only enhancing students’ study success but also 
their engagement in studies in addition to their mutual social networking and 
relationships (e.g., Steinfield et al., 2008). At its best, students can learn how 
to act as self-organizing, proactive, self-reflecting, and self-regulating individuals 
within a broad network of socio-structural influences (see also Bandura, 2001a, 
2001b).

The third viewpoint to the educative use of social media relates to various skills 
that are required in today’s world, often referred as literacies. There are increas-
ing studies about the benefits of using social media not only to enhance learn-
ing of the school subject but also to develop interaction skills when it comes to 
expressing oneself by posting on social media (Chen, 2012). Without the ability 
to critically reflect on and efficiently express oneself in social media, SNSs are 
neither likely to benefit the user nor increase his or her social capital.

When it comes to education, the important implication from our study among 
university students was that teachers could act as bridging individuals, creating 
possibilities for bonding among students and thus enhance the sense of meaning-
ful studies and have a positive impact (e.g., Cruce, Wolniak, Seifert, & Pascarella, 
2006; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2013). As the role of a teacher as a mentor has become 
more and more important and versatile these days, SNSs can provide a useful way 
for the teachers’ bridging role. According to one study (Kunttu & Huttunen, 
2008), only a little over half of university students feel like belonging to some 
study group. About one third of them do not feel like belonging to any group. 
In Lähteenoja’s (2010) research, more than half of new university students had 
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never discussed scientific questions or their studies, difficulties, or future plans 
with teachers. Indeed, Kezar and Kinzie (2006) emphasize that focusing on the 
early years of study and respect for various learning styles and methods are keys 
to successful and meaningful study paths (see also Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & 
Gonyes, 2008). Here, we see the possibilities of SNSs in education as the place 
for encounters, information sharing, and distribution and as a way of creating 
social relationships and increasing students’ social capital – as one part of the 
modern university students’ study success.

Resources and positive attitudes

Perhaps one promising solution to enhance the smoothness of university studies 
is the strengthening positive thinking and emotions that improve study moti-
vation and attitudes (Beard, Humberstone,  & Clayton, 2014; Rowe, Fitness, 
Wood, 2015). The difference between positive and negative study attitudes has 
been show in studies (Segal, Tucker, & Coolidge, 2009), and luckily, positivity 
can be learned and practiced consciously (Williams, Childers, & Kemp, 2013).

Although obstacles and hindrances of fluent study processes have been stud-
ied and discovered widely (Salanova, Schaufeli, Martínez, & Bresó, 2010), new 
positive psychological viewpoints have given a new direction to view university 
study processes. Instead of or as a counterbalance to students’ difficulties, positive 
psychology emphasizes students’ strengths and their role in fluent, meaningful 
studies (Van Niekerk, Mostert, & de Beer, 2016). Furthermore, success in stud-
ies boosts engagement and efficiency (Mesurado, Richaud, & Mateo, 2015) and 
prevents burnout (Stoeber, Childs, Hayward, & Feast, 2011).

One important factor that increases meaningfulness in studies is social interac-
tion and learning together with others. The importance of learning with peers 
and all the interactional elements it includes cannot be overemphasized from 
the perspective of successful university studies. Young adults who start univer-
sity studies often in a place far away from their childhood homes ‘break away 
from their families and prepare themselves for life vocationally, academically, and 
socially’ (Rokach, 2000, p. 629). University studies represents a phase of life 
when loneliness can step into a young adult’s life (e.g., Pressman et al., 2005) if 
she or he is not able to create peer relationships and participate actively in shared 
activities. Meaningful student involvement can be enhanced through the learn-
ing environment, classroom management and study climate, and extracurricular 
activities in the campus life (Fletcher, 2005; Pintrich, 1999), which can improve 
students’ engagement with their studies and their feeling of belonging (Kuh 
et al., 2008; see also Vaarala et al., 2013). As students mentioned in our studies 
in this part (see also Chapter 3.2), peer relationships enhance their coping with 
studies and pressures in many ways. They even long for opportunities to interact 
with peer students, and these are matters that should be given sufficient atten-
tion in universities. But not only are peer relationships important for student 
well-being and study success; the modern world also necessitates more and more 
sophisticated teamwork skills and abilities. University education should provide 
opportunities to practice teamwork through group tasks and even group exams. 
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When participating in these forms of collaboration, students get the chance to 
practice work skills that they will need when entering the labor market after their 
graduation. It is important to realize that no one succeeds alone, and no one is 
the only ingredient of one’s success. As future employees, students should be 
equipped with these necessary social skills of helping, encouraging, and working 
together with others (see also Crebert, Bates, Bell, Patrick, & Cragnolini, 2007).

In addition to peer relationships, relationships with university personnel are 
crucial. Leskisenoja’s (2016) recent study showed that positive relationship, 
especially with teachers, enhances contentment and well-being at school. The 
relevance of this kind of a caring teacher–student relationship does not lose its 
importance at higher levels of education either, which is one of the main themes 
we discuss in the next part of this book.

To summarize, university teaching and education should, first and foremost, 
aim at flourishing students (Ouweneel, Le Blanc, & Schaufeli, 2011). Students 
enter universities with high hopes and expectations (Rosenstreich, Feldman, 
Davidson, Maza, & Margalit, 2015), and their dreams can be fulfilled if they 
are given opportunities to succeed in their studies. It is important to under-
stand that this flourishing reflects on their vitality (Jones, You, & Furlong, 2013) 
and well-being (Howell, 2009), and it is greatly dependent on their resources 
(Xuereb, 2015). It is worth remembering that student well-being means the 
well-being of the university and even the whole society. Part 3, therefore, focuses 
on the ways university teaching and supervision of theses can enhance students’ 
study success.
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The third part introduces success in university studies from the teachers’ view-
point. It continues the theme from the Introduction by explaining how the 
approach of caring teacherhood may enhance both students’ study success and 
teachers’ well-being. The first chapter discusses the elements of caring teach-
erhood in general. The second chapter focuses on practices of teaching and 
strength-based approaches in university education as a part of caring teacher-
hood. In addition, we take a look at online teaching and teachers’ opportunities 
to create a positive and caring online teaching environment. The third chapter 
introduces the resources of supervision of master’s and PhD theses by focusing 
on the description of the nodes and strides of successful supervision. How should 
critical but encouraging feedback be provided during the supervision process, and 
how should students with diverging motivation be supported to complete their 
theses successfully? Among others, these will be the questions this part answers. 
Finally, the part points out the invaluable resource of teachers’ and professors’ 
collaboration, caring atmosphere, and mutual support that make the cornerstone 
of a healthy academic community with high levels of well-being – and that reflects 
on the students’ well-being as well.

3.1  Caring teacherhood in university education

The idea of caring

In this chapter, we discuss how the goals of education could be achieved by using 
caring teacherhood in university education mainly based on our research in the 
‘Love-based Leadership – an Interdisciplinary Approach’ project (www.ulapland.
fi/lovebasedleadership). We think that a particular positive and caring viewpoint 
could be something that today’s university education needs. For example, Cruce, 
Wolniak, Seifert, and Pascarella (2006) suggest that good practices in education 
have a unique, positive impact on student development because they can affect, 
for example, student engagement, which can be seen as one main pillar in suc-
cessful and meaningful study path.

Good teacherhood has been characterized in several ways at different times 
(e.g., Lancaster, 1974; Freire, 1997; van Manen, 1991; van Manen & Li, 2002; 
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Korthagen, 2004; Marcos, Sanchez, & Tillema, 2011). The foci have changed 
over the course of time, yet there has been something permanent in the expecta-
tions as well (Darling-Hammond, 2003; Feiman-Nemser, 2003). In addition to 
teachers’ personality and individual characteristics and collaboration and social 
skills, substance knowledge has been considered important as well (e.g., Elliott, 
Isaacs, & Chugani, 2010; Jakku-Sihvonen, 2005; Wall & McAleer, 2000). How-
ever, the fact that a teacher is capable when it comes to the above-mentioned 
aspects does not guarantee positive learning outcomes (Parker, Ndoye, & Imig, 
2009). Instead, the ability to help various learners to succeed and be inspired is 
crucial. A teacher’s proficiency is manifested by the ability to look at the subject 
from a student’s point of view, to foresee the critical junctions in learning, and 
design teaching to meet students’ information acquisition and collection pro-
cesses (e.g., Zombylas, 2007). Thus, a teacher’s professionalism results from ver-
satile mastery of the content in teaching (Davis, 1993; Hansen, 2009). However, 
even this mastery does not seem to be enough.

Indeed, teachers at all levels of education, if anyone, know that emotion-based 
attachments are bridges between people. Everyone should be able to feel love, 
caring, and attachment during their whole life, from birth to death (Fromm, 
1956). A teacher’s ethical caring means genuine caring, aspiring to understand 
and make an effort for students’ protection, support, and development. Because 
of this pedagogical caring, the teacher especially pursues students’ potential to 
develop and thus help them to find and use their own strengths. This perspective 
is less often discussed when it comes to university teachers’ and professors’ work.

Kezar and Kinzie (2006) have introduced features of a quality undergraduate 
education that have been associated with student engagement: quality begins 
with an organizational culture that values high expectations, respect for diverse 
learning styles, and emphasis on the early years of study; quality undergradu-
ate curriculum requires coherence in learning, synthesizing experiences, ongoing 
practice of learned skills, and integrating education with experience; and quality 
undergraduate instruction builds in active learning, assessment and prompt feed-
back, collaboration, adequate time on task, and out of class contact with faculty 
(see also Kuh, 2003). Likewise, Theilheimer (1991) have presented a detailed 
list of five factors that contribute to a positive learning environment: (1) comfort 
(creating a feeling of safety, accommodating errors, giving students the freedom 
of expressing themselves without constraints, creating the feeling of belonging to 
peer group), (2) clarity (providing clear instructions, breaking down material to 
smaller chunks to maintain the feeling of accomplishment, however small), (3) 
respect (mutual respect between students and the teacher), (4) relationships (par-
ticularly caring relationships between the teacher and individual students, teacher 
attending each student individually), and (5) responsibility (giving students a 
degree of control over decisions concerning their learning).

We combine the fundamental idea of love with teaching in university edu-
cation, which we call caring teacherhood (see also Uusiautti, 2013; Uusiautti, 
Syväjärvi, Stenvall, Perttula, & Määttä, 2012). Our purpose is to analyze how 
caring teacherhood in higher education can be used to enhance students’ success 
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and what its relationship with other factors affecting students’ study success is 
like. Thus, we review love in university teachers’ work from the point of view of 
the students’ study processes.

Caldwell and Dixon (2010) have defined love, forgiveness, and trust as 
organizational constructs that are freedom producing, empowering, and vital to 
enhancing followers’ self-efficacy. The same idea appears applicable to the uni-
versity setting, too, if we consider teachers as leaders of the classrooms: when 
teachers consistently exhibit love, forgiveness, and trust in relationships, their 
students respond with increased commitment to studies. Moreover, happiness 
can be directly translated into engagement, productivity, and satisfaction (Pre-
witt, 2003; see also Rego, Ribeiro, Pina, & Jesuino, 2011). It has been argued 
that sensitive leaders develop a culture that demonstrates concern for individual 
needs (Fairholm & Fairholm, 2000; Popper & Amit, 2009). Emotions and emo-
tional intelligence have even been considered as the heart of effective leadership 
(Goleman, 2006). Furthermore, an ethic of caring establishes a moral touchstone 
for decision making (Hoyle, 2002) because the elicitation of love regards other 
people as the cause, target, or third-party observer of these emotions (Fischer & 
van Kleef, 2010).

Given this perspective on love and teacherhood, we are interested in research-
ing the connection between caring teacherhood and students’ study success in 
universities. This viewpoint contributes to the overall knowledge about caring 
leadership practices but specifically to awareness of the multidimensional nature 
of higher education organizations and factors affecting the smoothness of univer-
sity students’ study processes.

The nature of caring teacherhood

The nature of caring teacherhood in relation to students’ successful study pro-
cesses could be divided into three viewpoints (Uusiautti  & Määttä, 2013a). 
According to the university leaders’ perceptions, they could use caring leader-
ship for (1) providing resources for quality education, (2) seeing students as 
equal group and promoting the sense of solidarity, and (3) treating students as 
customers.

The first category refers to the relationship between outer factors affecting 
education and the way education is realized in practice and provided to students. 
It is important that teachers and professors consider themselves responsible for 
ensuring high-quality education and support for students.

The second viewpoint is related to the atmosphere at the unit or department of 
the university. According to our study (Uusiautti & Määttä, 2013a), it is impor-
tant for the students’ study success, commitment, and overall satisfaction that 
the people at each unit and at the university share the sense of togetherness and 
solidarity. The sense of togetherness can also be seen as the answer to the ever-
increasing pressures of productivity and individual success. Working together, 
open interaction, and collaboration in units could benefit not only students and 
the faculty but the whole organization as well. A well-functioning unit with a 
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good and inspiring spirit can offer the best premises for students’ study success 
and through this, the success of the whole unit and the university as well. We will 
discuss this in more detail in the Chapter 3.3.

Whereas the previous category described how the sense of solidarity could 
support students’ study paths, the third category takes the thought at the per-
sonal level by seeing students as the customers. However, it is not just demands 
expressed by the customers but merely collaboration and desire to find out what 
is the best for them through reciprocal interaction: students as customers are 
simultaneously seen as partners, too. From this point of view, caring teacherhood 
is considered a means of paying attention to students as individuals, taking care of 
them at the personal level, and respecting them as the most valuable part of the 
university. When students are perceived as customers of higher education, they 
can believe they are being supported and heard. Probably, this idea is more eas-
ily applicable in some countries than others. For example, in Finland, university 
education is free, and therefore, the preliminary idea of a customer-student is not 
an obviousness, but, for example, in the United States, university education is not 
free, and one might think that perceiving students as customers is more natural.

When discussing caring teacherhood, the idea of students as customers goes 
back to the understanding about the purpose of the teachers’ work in universi-
ties. This is also the question of respecting students. Caring teachers’ task is to 
be aware of their responsibility for students and accept them as their customers, 
but they also have to be on a first-name basis with their jobs and find their work 
meaningful in this perspective.

We have previously described the student’s study process as a sum of factors at 
the student’s personal level; the unit level; and the overall regulations, values, and 
cultural traditions that control education. Although they do not explain a suc-
cessful study processes alone, their development and significance should be paid 
more and more attention at universities.

Caring teacherhood from the students’ perspective

From the students’ perspective, caring teacherhood means that they are valued 
and noticed at the university. They receive support and guidance when needed 
and feel respected as an important part of the university. In addition to sufficient 
support and guidance, there are other means to enhance students’ well-being, 
too. For example, mutual free-time activities that could be provided at or nearby 
the campus would enhance positive interaction between students and university 
personnel. Participating in these kinds of activities would also increase student 
engagement. For example, Kuh’s (2003) framework for student engagement is 
based on five benchmarks: level of academic challenge, enriching educational 
experiences, supportive campus environment, student–faculty interaction, and 
active and collaborative learning. Indeed, engagement is one basic concept when 
considering successful studying.

Naturally, everyone also perceives success in studies subjectively and evalu-
ates personal achievements in different ways (Maddux, 2002). Expectations 
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for the future affect greatly how people react to changes and challenges 
(Carver & Scheier, 2002), and various strategies lie behind the one that leads 
to active and meaningful studying. From the perspective of university stu-
dents’ success, it seemed that caring teacherhood can function as a means to 
support students at their personal level and enable them to find and use their 
personal characteristics, talents, and strengths in the best possible manner dur-
ing their studies.

At the unit level, the educators’ pedagogical and scientific professionalism, cur-
ricula, and the atmosphere and conditions of the unit (see Määttä & Uusiautti, 
2011a, 2011b; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2013b) can be named as the core factors 
leading to success. If the students were regarded as customers, the curriculum 
would be the product. It should fulfill the promises of education and thus be 
cutting edge. Basically, the curriculum provides both teachers and students with 
a clear goal. It answers the questions of what kinds of expertise students will have 
in the training program and what kinds of study entities they will study along 
with the study units.

Five stages can be distinguished in curriculum work (see Alaoutinen et al., 
2009): (1) to define the basic task and profession of the education, discipline, or 
art to evaluate the need for education; (2) to define required competencies and 
general goals of teaching; (3) to define the model of curriculum; (4) to define 
the goals, contents, workload, and methods for study entities and units; (5) to 
determine the communication in the curriculum; and (6) to evaluate the curricu-
lum and the proficiency produced by it and its constant development. Learning 
goals in the curriculum tell what students are expected to know after taking a 
certain study unit, and they also direct working and the way learning, teaching, 
and studying are being evaluated.

When pursuing the valued outcomes, students need special support and guid-
ance, and here the equal and open interaction between the faculty and students 
becomes highlighted. Finding studying meaningful has been noted to have a pos-
itive relationship with students’ perceptions of academic atmosphere at the unit 
(see e.g., Kezar & Kinzie, 2006; Mayya & Roff, 2004; Pimparyon, Roff, Mcaleer, 
Poonchai, & Pemba, 2000). Furthermore, it is a known fact (e.g., Greenwald, 
Hedges, & Laine, 1996) that a broad range of resources is positively related to 
student outcome (see also Atjonen, 2007).

Caring teacherhood in university education can enhance the students’ study 
processes by highlighting some fundamental principles of education. Universities 
are liable for students, meaning that the promises given in the university’s appli-
cation guides must be fulfilled so that every student feels welcome and becomes 
convinced that he or she made a good choice when applying for education. On 
the other hand, the most far-reaching and rewarding part of teaching and men-
toring is to make students interested and seize the questions of their discipline 
and finally become enthusiastic about working for the continuity and develop-
ment of science (Schunk & Pajares, 2005). Finally, quality guidance and teaching 
make a central, valuable part of the whole sphere of academic work. Caring for 
students is the lifeline of the quality and profitability of higher education.
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Daniel Goleman (2006) has wisely said: ‘Leading a school to create a warmer 
and more connected school culture need not mean sacrificing academic rigor. 
Instead, socially intelligent leaders help schools better fulfill their main mission: 
teaching’ (p. 81). This concerns university-level education, too. And, based on 
our studies, we would like to continue Goleman’s thought by adding that by 
using the leadership position for fulfilling the teaching mission, caring leaders also 
help students and enhance their study processes.

3.2  Well-structured, positive teaching

Curriculum planning as the basis of quality teaching 
in universities

A university curriculum is defined as a tool to plan and design university teaching 
and studies (Barnett, 2009). Based on the curriculum, studies should form a well-
structured, harmonious entity. All courses have their own goals, teaching meth-
ods, and evaluation principles. In addition to them, the connections between 
and sequence of courses are written in the curriculum. The ultimate purpose is 
to provide a framework for students’ fluent study paths in which progress can be 
foreseen and based on which it is possible to make successful personal study plans.

Setting goals is – as mentioned – a central part of a curriculum. What are these 
goals, what are they based on, and why are these goals set? Basically, three dimen-
sions can be distinguished in a curriculum that are written, taught (executed), 
and learned (realized or experienced) (see also Jakku-Sihvonen, Tissari, Ots, & 
Uusiautti, 2012). All these dimensions can be acknowledged when developing 
the curriculum and doing quality control of education. For example, it is rel-
evant to ask how well the learned curriculum resembles the written curriculum. 
Are students learning what they are expected to learn as stated in course-specific 
learning goals? How much does the hidden curriculum (and its unwritten goals) 
influence education, and what kinds of contents does the hidden curriculum have 
(e.g., Margolis, 2001)?

When planning the curriculum, it is necessary to be aware of all the levels the 
curriculum is supposed to serve: the student level, the teacher level, the university 
level, the level of work life, and the societal level (Barnett & Coate, 2005). The 
curriculum directs students’ study paths, sets an example of desired progress, and 
provides the basis of a personal study plan. To teachers, the curriculum provides a 
framework within which they plan and realize teaching that aims at pedagogical, 
scientific, and professional (theoretically and practically) learning goals.

What kinds of knowledge, skills, and attitudes should education produce, and 
what are the competences that each graduate should possess? What are the abili-
ties, expertise, and know-how the future work life necessitates? Basically, when 
defining the learning goals, it is necessary to define the core of the education 
program, the core content of the major that will serve as the common thread 
through the education. As the flood of information increases and pressures 
grow, finding this core is probably increasingly more difficult, yet it is extremely 
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important because it represents the absolute minimum and necessary contents 
that everyone should learn and master by graduation.

Analysis of the core elements in curriculum helps defining the program-specific 
goals and contents and their mutual connections and hierarchies. Based on this 
idea, the learning goals can be divided into three: (1) the core content that eve-
ryone has to master, (2) the supplementary contents that comprise a selection of 
what details and additions could be included in learning goals, and (3) special 
contents that may become learning goals only based on work experience or other 
activity.

The learning goals can be defined, for example, by leaning on the so-called 
Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom, Engelhart, Furst, Hill, & Krathwohl, 1956):

1	 to remember: the ability to remember things as they were presented (to list, 
recognize, organize, describe, define)

2	 to understand: the ability to understand and interpret what was learned (to 
categorize, explain, interpret, mold, evaluate, summarize)

3	 to apply: the ability to use information in new situations and in problem-
solving situations (to apply, use, construct, solve)

4	 to analyze: the ability to cut a problem into smaller units and understand 
their mutual relationship (to analyze, choose, compare, criticize)

5	 to evaluate: the ability to combine (to plan, develop, generalize, reorganize)
6	 to create: the ability to create something unique and new, the ability to assess 

the value of ideas and solutions (to conclude and reason, recommend, verify, 
choose, justify)

Successful planning of teaching

As the aforementioned introduction about curriculum planning suggests, suc-
cessful teaching leans greatly on a well-planned curriculum. Based on it, a univer-
sity teacher can define learning goals for each course, choose contents he or she 
will be teaching, select suitable teaching methods, and determine how learning 
will be evaluated. Actually, the teacher has numerous questions to answer when 
planning teaching: Who will the students be? What kinds of abilities and knowl-
edge do they already possess? What would be the best way to teach them – in a 
teacher-led manner or by activating students? How can the availability, applicabil-
ity, clarity, and multiformity of learning materials be ensured? How should stu-
dents’ learning be evaluated? How can the teacher pay attention to feedback from 
students and give response to feedback? How does the course fit in the entity of 
studies, and what kind of a picture does it give about the profession or the field 
of science? (Lindblom-Ylänne, 2004).

After answering these questions, the teacher starts teaching. Suitable teach-
ing methods can be lectures, introductory speeches, internet-based and varied 
teaching, simulations, seminars, supervision, evaluations and feedback, work and 
teaching practicums, learning tasks and essay writing, excursions, visits, learning 
games, drama, and so on. There are multiple options!
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A very basic teaching method in universities is lecturing. Based on a caring 
viewpoint, a lecture is successful if the lecturer respects the audience, tries to 
foresee their hopes and needs, and spends time in preparing lectures. Naturally, 
the teacher’s own interest in the theme is crucial, too.

Lectures always include a beginning, intermediate phase, and ending (the so-
called climax of the lecture). A good lecture (1) has a start that ignites interest 
in the audience, (2) proceeds logically and in a well-constructed manner, and 
(3) has a thought-provoking and impressive ending. However, none of these are 
possible if the teacher has not studied the theme sufficiently, meaning that con-
structing a good lecture requires plenty of work, such as reading the latest research 
articles and literature, checking one’s previous information and knowledge, and 
putting pieces together. Little by little, the theme as a whole becomes clear, and 
the teacher can choose the most important contents to be included in the lecture.

Lecturing and verbal communication are different than written expressions. 
The audience is listening to the lecture as a continuous flow in which there is 
no rewind option. Therefore, it is necessary to stick to the important contents 
without losing track too much. However, if the teacher is able to repeat the most 
important parts in different words, the audience has more time to internalize 
the new information. If the lecturer discusses themes too fast, presents contents 
in too a difficult manner, or has slides filled with small text, learning will not be 
optimal (Biggs & Tang, 2011). Positive interaction with students is important 
when lecturing, too (Kumar, 2003).

Lecturing aims at transmitting different viewpoints and theories so that the 
students can actively analyze and discuss them (Biggs & Tang, 2011). Often, the 
basic concepts and theories are taught in lectures after which self-directed study-
ing of text books and advanced material becomes easier for students.

Almost every teacher is nervous about holding a lecture. This is quite normal 
and may be due to various reasons, such as previous negative lecturing experi-
ences. Careful planning serves the teacher, too. Not only can the teacher feel 
more confident, but also students respect teachers who have a message, who 
have prepared their lectures with care, who pay attention to their audience, and 
who believe in their errand. Careful preparation makes also flexibility during lec-
tures possible if the situation needs it. Lecturing is an interaction situation during 
which the lecturer can get support and new viewpoints to his or her work and 
share them with the audience. The teacher can promote the emergence of a posi-
tive and encouraging atmosphere by his or her own way of interacting with stu-
dents (Määttä & Uusiautti, 2011a, 2012). At its best, interaction with students 
supports the teacher’s learning, too, and enhances well-being at work in general.

Teachers as tutors

There is plenty of research about the benefits of teachers acting as tutors for stu-
dents (Määttä, 2014; see also e.g., Burns & Sinfield, 2004; Field & Field, 1994). 
The concept itself is complex, originating from a Latin word ‘tutor’. The Finnish 
translation of the word merely means an observer, and for example, Lehtinen and 
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Jokinen (1999) has interpreted that a tutor is a compassionate guardian. Regard-
less of the word used in practice is, tutoring as a main concept means systematic, 
determined, and flexible guidance by experts and teacher–student interaction 
aiming at facilitating each student’s fluent study progress, socialization in the 
academic community, and independent achievement of learning goals.

Teacher tutoring is an important part of the university supervision system. For 
example, at our home university in Finland, every student has a teacher tutor and 
a student tutor. The teacher tutor is nominated by the faculty, and the student 
can contact the tutor whenever she or he needs help or personal guidance. The 
teacher tutor is motivating, encouraging, guiding, and advising. The purpose is 
to secure an efficient start-up of studies, fluent progress in studies, and develop-
ment in scientific thinking and to avoid wrong choices and prolonged studies. 
Tutoring is also supposed to support independent action, activity, motivation, 
and integration in the academic community. In all, the goal is to make sure that 
the goals are being met and students graduate in a reasonable time. Thus, tutor-
ing helps efficient, well-planned, and quality studying that is also motivating 
(Määttä, 2014). At its best, interaction between the teacher tutor and a student 
supports the student’s participation in the academic community and his or her 
own field of studies, strengthens the student’s development in academic stud-
ies and self-directedness, and prevents undesired choices and prolonged studies 
(Mäkinen, Olkinuora, & Lonka, 2004). Määttä (2014, p. 9) has described the 
emphases of tutoring as three overlapping dimensions (see Figure 3.1): in the 
point they overlap each other, the student’s optimal growth emerges.

Successful personal study planning conversation requires five basic tasks from 
the teacher tutor (see Laitinen, Pekonen, & Pirttimäki, 2009):

1	 to create a confidential atmosphere that makes open discussion possible;
2	 to discuss and analyze together the issues and problems that the student 

brings out;
3	 to design and built methods that aim at increasing the student’s own respon-

sibility and control over problematic situations;
4	 to follow and evaluate the conversation; and
5	 to conclude the conversation by making sure that the teacher tutor and the 

student agree about the solutions and next steps.

According to Nummenmaa’s (2008) studies, students consider conversations the 
least successful when the teacher tutor has been distant and cold and the con-
versation has not had any clear structure. Therefore, it is not enough that the 
relationship and interaction between a tutor and a student are warm and kind. 
Guidance has to be well-structured. It is worth noticing that tutoring can happen 
face to face or online, too.

Online tutoring is pedagogical activity that can have a functional, interactional, 
and reflective form (Laitinen, Pekonen, & Pirttimäki, 2009; see also Uusiautti & 
Määttä, 2014). Functional guidance means that the tutor gives advice or is avail-
able to a student or a student group. The student gets sufficiently real-time 
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information and guidance in order to successfully progress with studies. In the 
interactional sense, whereas the network serves the means of interaction, reflective 
tutoring supports the student’s aspiration to understand the situation. Reflectiv-
ity necessitates a certain kind of approach that pursues activating the student with 
open-ended questions, questioning of conceptions, and deliberations (Laitinen, 
Pekonen, & Pirttimäki, 2009; Mäkinen, 2007).

Different students need different kinds and levels of personal tutoring. Thus, it 
is good to have various forms (e.g., face-to-face or phone conversations, emails, 
online systems) available. The main point is to have tutors who students can turn 
to without hesitation. From this perspective, it is crucial that teachers also find 
the most suitable ways of realizing tutoring.

Based on research, an active and positive interaction is the key of tutoring. 
Views on the importance of interaction is also shown in numerous surveys among 
students (e.g., Uusiautti & Määttä, 2014). Adjustment and engagement to the 
university necessitates vivid interaction inside the university, with the university 
personnel. Positive interaction makes the atmosphere positive, too.

Growth as a Student

Personal and
Professional Growth

Growth as a Member
of the Academic

Community

Figure 3.1  Emphases of teacher tutoring (Määttä, 2014, p. 9)



  Well-structured, positive teaching  81

The research also shows that students would like to have more interaction with 
the teaching staff. They also report that contacts with teachers are mostly posi-
tive, but too scarce (Säntti, 1999). According to the Finnish university student 
health survey (2008), only little over half of university students believe that they 
belong to a group. Lähteenoja’s (2010) doctoral research showed that more than 
half of new students had never visited teachers’ offices for appointments; asked 
or received feedback about exams from teachers; or discussed scientific questions, 
study progress, or future plans with teachers.

Although it is important to invest in tutoring at the beginning of studies, stu-
dents do need support and guidance also throughout their education. The goal 
is that students could progress fluently and that the structure of education would 
be functional and meaningful.

At the beginning of their studies, the flood of new things seems like chaos 
to students; therefore, they do not even know what to ask. As their studies get 
started and all practical matters become clearer, they will have more questions. 
This is the time that teacher tutoring is the most important. Still, it is not self-
evident that students dare to ask questions from teachers when they have con-
cerns or trouble. This is why the teacher’s active willingness to interact is crucial.

On the one hand, students, who do well, proceed the fastest, and want to do 
even better benefit from tutoring the most (Lindblom-Ylänne, 2004). Therefore, 
students who have actual problems get the least benefits. They do not always 
recognize their problems or cannot see the value of tutoring and the advice they 
are given by teachers.

As students’ self-directedness increases, the need for tutoring decreases. How-
ever, students have to make several choices during their studies. In addition, they 
may face various challenges or adversities that they would like to – and should – 
discuss with teacher tutors.

In sum, tutoring in its various forms should be a natural part of university 
teachers’ work. Good tutoring is rewarding in many ways. Students start their 
university studies being happy, proud, and hopeful about their special study 
place. However, joy and relief are accompanied by numerous doubts, ques-
tions, and concerns. If tutors are able to help and create positive relationships 
with students, students study and graduate fluently. Teachers’ work bears fruit 
in the future researcher generation. For teachers, tutoring provides a sense of 
meaning in work, positive relationships with students, and collaboration. Fur-
thermore, tutoring can decrease teachers’ workload if tutoring is realized sys-
tematically and planned well. A good balance is necessary: students should learn 
to be responsible for their studies, but the university should be able to provide 
sufficient, timely, and accurate guidance so that students can succeed in their 
university studies the best (see also Lindblom-Ylänne & Nevgi, 2009; Moitus 
et al., 2001).

Every year, more than 8,000 university students quit their studies in Finland, 
which is about 6% of all university students. Thus, the number of quitters is high. 
Naturally, the reasons for quitting are abundant: the study field can prove to be 
wrong, guidance is deficient, changes in personal life lead to quitting, or one can 
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go to work permanently. Some of these students come back but not everyone. 
From the perspective of a university, every student who does not graduate is a 
loss.

Of course, the ideal situation would be that young people could make the right 
choices; would be aware of their talents, strengths, and interests; would know the 
available options well; would start higher education straight after high school; 
would graduate in time; and would become employed straight after graduation. 
More often than not, the reality is different. Some youngsters think they know 
what they want but become disappointed. But as our studies have shown, it is 
possible to improve: it is possible to support students in their studies, point out 
their strengths, encourage them, and enhance their well-being and resources – to 
make their studies successful in the university.

Strength-based teaching

In addition to tutoring, teachers interact with students when teaching, which 
is probably the most natural element of a teacher–student relationship. In this 
chapter, we will briefly discuss the idea of strength-based teaching in greater 
detail as an example of how to pay attention to students’ strengths and resources 
in teaching in a way that supports their well-being and achievements in studies.

Strength-based teaching is a concept that is often associated with basic educa-
tion but is very well adaptable in higher education in various ways (e.g., Anderson, 
2005; He, 2009; Schreiner & Anderson, 2005). It is a concept that provides a 
useful theoretical viewpoint to analyze teaching that could support students’ study 
success optimally (Carman, 2005; Linkins, Niemiec, Gillham, & Mayerson, 2014; 
O’Connell, 2006; see also Liesveld, Miller, & Robinson, 2005; Yeager, Fisher, & 
Shearon, 2011). It is based on the idea that all students have strengths, resources, 
and the ability to recover from adversity, and it attempts to identify and appreciate 
students’ internal strengths and resources (see also Salmela, Uusiautti, & Määttä, 
2015), also when dealing with problems and adversities that occur in each and 
every student’s study path (Linkins et al., 2014; O´Connell, 2006).

Earlier we talked about how the curriculum directs university teaching in prac-
tice with its goals, contents, evaluations, and overall study structures. If the pur-
pose is to make sure that students learn the important core contents the best, it 
would be reasonable to focus on their strengths rather than weaknesses (Carman, 
2005). In strength-based teaching, teachers try to perceive students as they are 
and learn about and bring forward their unique strengths and opportunities. 
Seligman (2011) has found out that when focusing on recognition of students’ 
signature strengths, students can flourish. According to studies (e.g., Liesveld  
et al., 2005; Linkins et al., 2014), this can increase study motivation and enhance 
positive learning processes.

A strength is a positive feature that describes a person at his or her most gen-
uine (Linley, Willars,  & Biswas-Diener, 2010; Rath, 2007; Seligman, 2002). 
Strengths can be manifested in many ways (Yeager et al., 2011), but the main 
characteristic of a strength is that it brings joy and satisfaction when used, but 
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also the element of achieving and performing as well as the sense of mastery 
and flow are connected to signature strengths (Linley et al., 2010). Therefore, 
strength-based teaching includes the viewpoint of not only students’ happi-
ness, satisfaction, and well-being but also achieving and succeeding (see also 
Pajares, 2001) and efficient and quality action (see Quinlan, Swain, & Vella- 
Brodrick, 2012; Wood, Linley, Maltby, Kashdan, & Hurling, 2011).

The basic idea is find teaching methods that pays attention to various learners’ 
needs (see also Best & Thomas, 2008). Also, methods of collaborative learn-
ing can be fruitful and boost successful learning in students (see Hyppönen & 
Lindén, 2009). Usually, a group of students gets a task or a problem that they 
start to work with. Thus, collaboration with others becomes significant in order 
to have the group work fluently and in a balanced manner: each student’s input 
is crucial, information must be shared, and mutual learning is necessary to a suc-
cessful completion of the task.

Positive online teaching and learning environments

Positive and strength-based teaching is not limited only in face-to-face encoun-
ters with students (Maor, 2003; Niemi  & Multisilta, 2014) More and more 
teaching takes place in online environments, too, and especially for university 
students, the flexibility that these teaching arrangements provide has become 
very important (Bouhnik & Marcus, 2006; Lindstrom, 2012; Tallent-Runnels  
et al., 2006). Online teaching enables participation regardless of place and usu-
ally, for example, lectures can also be watched afterwards and again and again 
from recordings. As noted, there are many studies about the benefits of online 
teaching arrangements, but of course, some disadvantages exist, too. One of 
them is the lack of direct contact with the teacher and other students: because 
quite a bit of human interaction is actually nonverbal, online interaction becomes 
somewhat limited in this sense (Stacey, 2002; Tian, Yu, Vogel, & Kwok, 2011). 
But how do university students themselves perceive online teaching?

We asked university students to describe their experiences of online teaching. 
The purpose was to find out how their perceived the teacher’s action in such envi-
ronment and how they would describe, for example, interaction with the teacher 
and other students (see also Swan, 2002). As the chapters in this book have also 
showed, positive interaction is one of the main factors in successful study paths; 
therefore, as the possibilities of online teaching increase alongside demand on it, 
it is important to know student perceptions and experiences widely. In addition, 
we wanted to know what kind of an online learning and teaching environment 
would be ideal according to students’ opinions.

Positive and negative features

University students were consistent in their descriptions of positive and negative 
learning experiences in online teaching. Clearly, the most important positive fac-
tor was the teacher who paid attention to students in the online environment. 
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This was mentioned by 15 students of 34 research participants in our data. The 
ways of paying attention included the ability to design a clear course content and 
guidance. Good planning was thus appreciated widely by students.

It was a really good entity, in my opinion. The well-designed slides were visible 
all the time, we had the opportunity to participate in conversation and even ask 
in the middle of lecturing, the lecturer appeared in the real-time video the whole 
time. We had been given tasks to read before lectures and we discussed based on 
them.

(Student no. 22)

Teachers are able to use the online environment. The lectures are well planned, 
slides are short enough, and slides are also shared in the online learning envi-
ronment, and thus they are available later on, too. Also other course materials 
are being shared in the online learning environment and available during the 
whole course.

(Student no. 14)

Quite many students mentioned that it was good to see the teacher via online 
video connection. In addition, they had positive experiences of it because the 
teacher’s own interest and enthusiasm about the subject could be better transmit-
ted to students. This finding is similar to that of Stacey (2002), who found out 
that the teacher’s ‘affective’ behavior, including humor, emotion, and self-disclo-
sure, were a style of communication that appealed to students in online teaching.

In our data, positive teachers also showed caring by giving proper guidance 
about how to use the online classroom and other learning platforms. Likewise, 
during lectures and online teaching in general, students appreciated if the teacher 
reacted, for example, to students’ comments and questions in the chat window 
immediately. This increased their sense of participation but also enhanced inter-
action with the teacher and provided a feeling that the teacher really wanted to 
involve students in learning.

In addition to slides and the teacher, the participants could comment in the chat 
window with their questions and opinions in real-time. What was especially nice 
was the teacher’s good teaching style: calm and clear! Also her presence was all 
the time joyful and positive. Slides were clear, and the teacher complemented the 
slides with her speech!

(Student no. 11)

If the positive teacher’s action was considered the most important feature of 
positive learning experiences in online teaching, the second most commonly 
mentioned feature (n = 12) was interaction with others, peer students. Positive 
learning experiences happened in online courses were students were able to inter-
act with each other during lessons in private chats or online group conversations. 
Some had experiences of online interaction before and after lessons in a special 
online discussion groups, but often they did not include real-time conversations.
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Most online learning environments allow the teacher to divide participants into 
groups (randomly or not), and the groups can have their private discussions with 
microphones or in a group chat. Positive experiences included especially these 
kinds of discussions with peers:

It was good that we could think about the issues together even though we were 
not in the same room. It was also positive that the teacher determined the groups. 
This way we had different kinds of viewpoints than usual, because usually in 
lectures you do group work with the same peers.

(Student no. 26)

I have positive experiences. Group discussions were new to me. A  really good 
thing! More this!

(Student no. 7)

Sharing thoughts and opinions is therefore important to students, even if they 
participate in lessons ‘from their home couch in a nice position’ (Student No. 22).  
Interestingly, students mentioned that the opportunity to be anonymous in the 
online learning environment could help open interaction and sharing of thoughts 
and ideas. Although some would have preferred students’ names and profile pic-
tures available, some thought that participation anonymously in chat or other 
discussions increased their attention and voluntary participation.

Discussion succeeded as well in the chat as – or even better than – in a normal 
lecture hall (Finnish people warm up slowly, and if there are no familiar people, 
no discussion will happen) → anonymity in the online chat ☺

(Student no. 9)

In an online lecture, it is easier to express your opinion and group discussions are 
more fluent because even we who are shy find it easy to type our opinion on some 
topic without drawing too much attention to ourselves. In addition, everyone 
can read the comment again because they are available in the comment box.

(Student no. 12)

Students clearly expressed their need for discussing the topics and themes with 
peers in addition to the teacher. We will discuss this more in the next chapter.

Other positive experiences from online teaching included the opportunity to 
participate in the course regardless of place (nine students mentioned this). Some 
were traveling by car or train, some were in their summer houses, some cooked 
and took care of children, or some just laid comfortably on their home sofas. 
This advantage was quite expected among students from the University of Lap-
land: students come from across the Finland, and even in Lapland, the distances 
between students’ homes and the university can be hundreds of miles. Winter 
time is also hard. During the time of plenty of snow and freezing temperatures, 
students seemed to appreciate the chance of staying at home and not driving in 
hard conditions to the university. Even though not all universities are located in 
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places like the one in our example, this benefit is clear: students can also partici-
pate more actively, for example, if they are sick, and would not want to miss any 
lessons. Some students (n = 8) noticed that they participated more actively in 
lessons, too, in online teaching:

Yes, I have positive experiences of online teaching. It allowed me to make an 
optimal space, make myself comfortable, have breaks and I could concentrate 
better than in an ordinary lesson.

(Student no. 5)

When the students were asked to list negative experiences of online learning 
environments, their answers were consistent with those previously presented. 
However, the worst experiences were connected with technical problems (n = 15 
students). Lousy connections and thus problems with video, pictures, and voice 
were considered annoying. However, the students had realized that more often 
than not, the problems occurred in their own smartphones or computers and 
were issues that the teacher of the university could not help with. Of course, the 
technical part of online teaching is improving all the time, and these questions as 
such are not relevant to discuss in detail in this book.

Based on students’ perceptions and experiences (n = 8), lack of a peer group 
had caused many negative experiences of online teaching. As mentioned earlier, 
being able to interact with other students is invaluable even in online environ-
ments, so it was logical that lack of any interaction was mentioned as a negative 
experience.

It was not so communal, because you could not see other students.
(Student no. 30)

I considered it troublesome because the peer group was missing. We had some 
discussion in chat but it was still different than talking face-to-face.

(Student no. 8)

Likewise, six students had negative experiences of not being able to interact with 
the teacher. They reported about courses where they did not have a live picture 
of the lecturer, and thus the teacher seemed distant. In some cases, the teacher 
had used a negative tone in interaction or the teacher had been passive and not 
responding to students’ questions or comments. All these together – techni-
cal problems and lack of interaction with peers and teachers – were reported to 
decrease motivation and attention. Thus, they are also features that teachers can-
not pay too much attention when planning online courses.

Online teaching itself is something that I do not like, because the teacher is not 
present, people are not present, the connection is lousy, you can hear some words 
but not all. Working online is downright nerve-wracking.

(Student no. 27)
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The benefits and problems brought up by our students are somewhat similar 
with findings from other studies. For example, Bouhnik and Marcus (2006) 
listed particular factors that can be used for predicting whether a student might 
drop out of, or otherwise fail to achieve satisfactory results in an online course. 
These were clarity of design, interaction with instructors, and active discussion in 
the context of the course; a lack of self-motivation and the inability to structure 
one’s own learning; an absence of previous experience with distance learning; 
and forced participation in distance learning (see Bouhnik  & Marcus, 2006,  
p. 300).

Interaction

As the students described, interaction with the teacher and other students became 
one of the most important issues in online learning. When asking directly about 
their experiences of interaction with the teacher, students reported that in many 
courses, interaction was instant, fluent, and positive. Some teachers had the abil-
ity to create a positive learning atmosphere also in online teaching and encour-
aged students to participate and interact with their presence and willingness to 
hear students’ opinions and comments. Of course, teachers differ from each 
other, and not everyone finds it easy to interact in an online environment. From 
a student’s perspective, creating opportunities to become seen and heard also in 
online learning environment is crucial and increases study motivation and thus 
successful studying, too.

[In a good course] the interaction is very good. The teacher seems to be aware 
of things, can have appropriate breaks and read students even remotely, and is 
not too official but when the teacher is open, it is easier to approach the teacher 
with questions.

(Student no. 6)

I dare to ask better in online teaching than, for example, in a lecture hall. Even 
though in a lecture hall the teacher is present in the same room, in the online 
environment the teacher feels closer.

(Student no. 13)

The teacher can show his or her interest in students’ learning and participation 
by commenting on their contributions and participation during online teaching. 
Students can be activated by encouraging them to share, for example, internet 
links they find relevant or interesting. The teacher’s own activity becomes thus 
evident to students:

The teacher had a real-time video of her so she felt more real. In addition to 
this, the teacher reacted to all chat-messages the students sent during the lesson. 
However, it did not interrupt the lesson or take it to wrong direction. Every now 
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and then, we watched things from the internet that the teacher had linked to us 
and we discussed them in the chat.

(Student no. 24)

Interaction [with the teacher] is good because in online teaching it is easier to 
discuss with the teacher via the online chat option. Many students may find it 
easier to ask something via chat than aloud during a normal lecture. In addi-
tion, we can share links to different interesting articles that everyone can check 
in their own pc.

(Student no. 26)

Some students had found interaction with the teacher superficial. However, based 
on the findings from these data, the teacher’s ability to engage students in differ-
ent ways to learning can be the basis of successful online teaching and learning.

Another major feature is, then, the interaction with peers. When students 
described their interaction with peers, the experiences varied from good and vivid 
to distant and weak. Those who had the latter type of experiences had partici-
pated mainly in online teaching in which there were no opportunities to inter-
act with other students. Here, the positive experiences are interesting: students 
found online, real-time group discussions pleasing and beneficial. They could 
share their thoughts anonymously or non-anonymously depending on a course 
and learn about different viewpoints to topics presented in their courses.

You can reach quite strong interaction during group discussions and working.
(Student no. 17)

Group discussions in chat. For me, this was totally new, this kind of discussion 
and I was a little slow but we had good conversation though. Other students also 
linked articles from the interned which gave us new viewpoints to the theme.

(Student no. 24)

Chatting in online lessons can happen in open chat window that is visible to all 
participants, in group chat windows that are visible to only group members, and 
as private chat that is visible only to those who are included in the private chat. 
Some students reported that they used the private chat option to talk to each 
other during an online lecture. This kind of activity can be compared to students’ 
mutual whispering during a traditional lecture in a lecture hall. However, in an 
online environment, it is not visible to anyone else – not even the teacher – and 
does not disturb teaching. Perhaps private chatting may increase students’ sense 
of togetherness in an online teaching environment:

Again I want to highlight group discussions as a good example. We do some 
commenting with peers in chat in our own bigger group. This chat makes it 
possible to share thoughts during a lecture with other students without such an 
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interruption that ‘whispering’ with others during an ordinary lesson would do, 
even though ‘whispering’ was related to the theme. ☺

(Student no. 25)

Ideal online teaching and learning environment

Based on our interpretation, an ideal online teaching and learning environment 
includes three main features: (1) an active, positive teacher who shows caring for 
students; (2) opportunities to different levels of interaction with peers and the 
teacher; and (3) good, functional technical solutions and internet connections. 
When the students in this study were asked to describe an ideal online learning 
environment, they summoned up all the features they had brought up in other 
questions. Naturally, they wished for good connections and well-working equip-
ment that form the physical basis for successful studies. But the other two ele-
ments are those that the teacher can pay especial attention.

There are numerous handbooks and manuals that describe in detail how to 
create an online learning environment that is visually attractive, functional, and 
transmits all the necessary information to students in an optimal manner (e.g., 
Kearsly, 2000; Maor, 2003; White, 1999). From the perspective of this book, it 
is more relevant to discuss the attitude that the teacher must adopt when teach-
ing online. The teacher may ask her- or himself, among others, the following 
questions: How do I make sure that students find me easily approachable and 
present in an online teaching situation? How can I encourage students to interact 
not only with me but also with each other? How can I provide opportunities to 
positive interaction and create a positive online learning atmosphere? As in any 
teaching, the teacher must pay attention to different learners as well as he or she 
can and provide support to those who need it the most. Clear guidelines and 
directions, well-planned courses, and timely feedback are necessary in any teach-
ing but become accentuated in online teaching in which the teacher has to put 
extra effort to have students engage and participate in lessons. Through active 
participation, learning also becomes more meaningful and provides positive expe-
riences to students (see also Bosch, 2009; Silius et al., 2010; Uusiautti & Määttä, 
2014). As the proportion of online courses increase in universities, their role in 
students’ study success is becoming more and more important, too. This was also 
noted by Greg Kearsly almost 17 years ago. He noted that online teaching in vir-
tual classrooms is very different from a traditional lecture hall, but the teacher’s 
ability to use interaction-related tools variedly in online teaching can positively 
influence the success and the satisfaction of the students who participant in these 
kinds of courses (Kearsly, 2000; see also Bouhnik & Marcus, 2006; Tian et al., 
2011). Actually, ‘social presence is one of the most significant factors in improv-
ing instructional effectiveness and building a sense of community’ in education, 
says Steven R. Aragon (2003, p. 57).

At the same time, online teaching can be compared with so-called mass lectures. 
If we think about the second feature of a successful online teaching – positive 
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interaction with the teacher and peers – it became evident that students need this 
kind of interaction. This was emphasized in every students’ answer in our data 
at some point. However, interaction is not very active or reciprocal in mass lec-
tures either. In this sense, online teaching can provide even more opportunities 
to share thoughts and opinions with peer students or even with the teacher. In 
private chats, student interaction may, indeed, become vivid and reciprocal! More 
research on this topic is obviously needed.

In sum, from the point of view of students’ study success, the need for positive 
relationships, open interaction, and availability of support, from peers and teach-
ers, is valuable in the times of efficiency pressures and increasing mobility and 
virtual communication. Despite many benefits, students also need face-to-face 
contacts, and online teaching cannot ever replace these contacts totally. However, 
having various methods available and complementing each other, it is possible to 
offer students flexible study paths with numerous chances of successful learning 
and studying.

3.3  Resources for the successful supervision of theses

The special features of supervision

The supervision of theses forms an important part of work and studies at the 
university. In this chapter, we discuss mainly the supervision of master’s and PhD 
theses. Ultimately, the supervision of doctoral theses differs from the supervi-
sion of other theses. In this supervision relationship, the supervisor’s and doctor-
ate’s positions are special because of the high expectations and workload they are 
going to face for a long period of time. However, certain similarities do exist, 
and the supervision relationship between the professor and student is sensitive 
in both cases.

When compared with teaching, supervising is merely considered as consult-
ing. Yet the supervision of theses does also include many similar roles, which 
are adapted by a supervisor regardless of the grade of the theses he or she is 
supervising. A supervisor can be a guide, spokesperson, adviser, co-worker, tutor, 
supporter, protector, backup, referee, leader, manipulator, observer, comforter, 
feedback provider, critic, facilitator, planner, creator, organizer, manager, friend, 
and examinator. From a student’s perspective, numerous guide books and manu-
als are available to help with research work and thesis writing. However, these 
resources mainly focus on the research work and actual art of writing and not so 
much on the relationship with the supervisor. Yet this relationship can be consid-
ered the cornerstone of the whole process and the key to the eventual graduation 
as a master or as a doctor.

Thus, in this chapter, we continue the introduction of caring teacherhood by 
viewing the supervisor’s work from this perspective (see also Parry, 2007). Actu-
ally, the supervision of doctoral theses is still little studied (see, e.g., Mullins & 
Kiley, 2002), but the number of research projects is increasing all the time (Gard-
ner, 2007; Knight, 2005). The development of the supervision of doctoral theses, 
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expectations, authority relations, the doctors’ employment, and the conceptions 
of good supervision and its problems are widely published from the doctorate’s 
perspective both in Finland and abroad (Bolker, 1998; Booth, Colomb, & Wil-
liams, 2003; Boud & Lee, 2009; Cryer, 2003; Cullen et al., 1994; Delamont, 
Atkinson, & Parry, 2000: Dunleavy, 2003; Evans & Kamler, 2005; Golde, 2007; 
Murray & Moore, 2006; Philips & Pugh, 2005; Taylor & Beasley, 2005).

In this chapter, we will discuss the resources needed in supervision based on our 
earlier research and practical experience (see e.g., Määttä, 2012; Määttä, 2015; 
Määttä  & Uusiautti, 2012; Määttä, Uusiautti,  & Määttä, 2014; Uusiautti,  & 
Määttä, 2013a, 2013b). What are the key elements of good supervision from a 
supervisor’s perspective?

A good supervisor

We have categorized the features required for supervision of theses into four 
resources. These resources are illustrated with the form of a cloudberry (see  
Figure 3.2). The elements of knowledge, proficiency, will, and actions are the 
four fundamental features of supervision – and corresponding characteristics 
explain the smoothness of a student’s research process as well. Here, the elements 
each form one seed of a cloudberry, and together, they constitute a whole berry, 
a functional supervision.

As we know, the seeds of a berry are of different sizes and shapes in nature, 
and therefore, the cloudberries differ too. A  supervisor can emphasize an ele-
ment depending on his or her own style and on the doctorate’s work habits and 
supervision needs. However, the supervision is not likely to succeed if one of the 
seeds, the elements of supervision, is totally missing.

First, will means the supervisor’s commitment to the supervision. Knowledge 
refers to his or her substance knowledge or the mastery and ability to compre-
hend the overall structure. Actions are needed to ensure that the contents of 
research meet the scientific quality requirements. Proficiency includes positive 
and supportive supervision methods and the supervisor’s personality.

Finishing a thesis requires the same resources from a student, too. From this 
point of view, will refers to the student’s commitment to complete the thesis, and 
knowledge means the ability to make oneself conversant with the thesis’ subject 
matter. Without proper actions, the thesis cannot be built according to the scien-
tific quality requirements. The student’s proficiency concretely covers his or her 
ability to write a thesis; positive and appreciative working methods; and persever-
ance, persistency, and talent. By outlining the shape and area of one’s own berry, 
every supervisor and student should recognize and assess her or his own resources 
and possibilities to develop. The supervision relationship can be concretized if a 
supervisor and student compare each other’s cloudberries. The berries are likely 
to differ from each other as do berries in nature, but if the supervisor and student 
are ready to discuss their mutual resources, their discussion might turn into an 
interesting conversation that reveals the reciprocal expectations and gives a direc-
tion to the whole research and graduation process. The conversation could be 
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either informal or formal, but it will form the basis to a supervision agreement 
between a supervisor and student, which defines the rights and obligations for 
both of them or the basic conditions of a supervision relationship.

Next, the four elements will be introduced in detail.

Will

A process of completing a thesis proceeds like a funnel of an hourglass. Getting 
started is often difficult, there are many options to choose from, and students 
tend to feel uncertain at first. The emphases of supervision alter during the pro-
cess. After having made the basic choices and definitions about the structure and 
contents; research work finally gets started; and the doctoral student will be able 
to put his or her heart into research theory, methodology, and practice with a 
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Figure 3.2 � The elements of supervision relationship (adopted from Määttä  & 
Uusiautti, 2016, p. 182)
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new kind of certainty. At its best, work is enthusiastic and engaged, encouraged 
by the supervisor.

During the research process, the supervisor will notice how the mutual rela-
tionship between a supervisor and student changes and varies. At the beginning, 
the relationship may include high levels of admiration and respect. However, 
along with the process, it is not always possible to avoid disagreements. These 
disagreements and distress can be avoided or solved the best by being aware of 
the transformations in the supervision relationship during the dissertation pro-
cess. The supervisor’s commitment and professionalism become evident in not 
abandoning or neglecting the supervision easily – even when feeling that the 
value of supervision has been nullified. The more committed one is to supervi-
sion, the more satisfaction the completion of a thesis will give to the supervisor.

Along with putting his or her heart into the thesis work, dealing with a student 
from phase to phase during the process, and learning to know the student, a 
supervisor develops into an attentive translator of the student’s feelings. A com-
mitted supervisor has to deliberate constantly how to help a student discreetly 
with both constructive and respective tone. How can the supervisor be critical 
while also being a safe mirror to a student who is struggling with his or her 
research?

As the substantial content of a thesis advances, the ability to supervise and to be 
supervised constitutes a continuous challenge; this concerns especially the super-
vision of PhD theses. Both a supervisor and student individually and together 
have to constantly question the perspectives that arise. The thesis changes in the 
pendulum motion of constantly recurring choices, reflections, and options. The 
first thought of a research theme is probably already inadequate at an end of the 
work. The context of a completed thesis is just a glimpse of the idea from which 
the work started.

In the end, a student has the responsibility for the solutions and choices. What 
a supervisor says is not usually unquestionable but merely suggesting. Still, the 
supervisor’s role is a very responsible one.

Knowledge

The supervisor needs not only the substance knowledge in the area of research 
but also knowledge of how to structure the research and organize a thesis as a 
whole. How can this knowledge be transmitted to the student?

The ability to ask and suggest

It is important that a supervisor has the ability to ask because good questions 
make a student realize the quintessence of the work. Furthermore, questions will 
be better concretized if a supervisor is able to suggest alternatives, giving a stu-
dent the responsibility to make decisions. Both a supervisor’s and student’s ques-
tions are important in the supervision process. The questions lead to answers, 
even if the answers were not the best or the most well-defined ones immediately. 
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Already when asking a question, one gets some kind of answer or refines the 
questions. There are relatively abundantly source books about designing good 
questions and question types to help the supervisor (Klein, 1999; Koshik, 2002; 
Lea & Street, 2000; Martin, 2004; Vehviläinen, 2001).

The language used in supervision and the questions concerning a thesis change 
during the supervision process. Thus, a supervisor may reflect and consider the 
nature of questions and how the questions will become more complicated during 
the process. What questions are the most crucial at the beginning, and what kind 
of questions enhances the quality and advancement of the work?

The concreteness of supervision

Many times concretizing supervision and securing the process require not only 
verbal feedback but also written directions. Even so, a student’s ability to accept 
or hear the feedback and a supervisor’s skills to give feedback do not always meet. 
Mutual misunderstandings are surprisingly common.

Despite being laborious, written feedback has its special benefits. A student can 
read the written advice, suggestions, and feedback in peace and is able to come 
back to those again and again, to reflect and dwell.

However, discussing face to face and comparing notes together are invaluable. 
At its best, a supervising meeting ends with a following question: ‘What are you 
going to do next’? This kind of checking also guarantees mutual understanding 
about the direction on which the work will proceed. It presents a way to gather 
up the supervision conversation and gives both to a student and a supervisor an 
opportunity to correct misreading.

Criticism without discouraging

Although a student knows that the evaluation is related to the scientific work-
ing, one might still be surprised by the criticism being so touching, even if it 
were given by the supervisor. After working at the limits, revision suggestions or 
demands can hurt, and one tends to defend oneself or underestimate these cor-
rection suggestions. The more concrete an evaluation is, the easier the criticism 
is to perceive as feedback that helps to improve the research. At its best, the cor-
rective feedback makes one think: ‘Why didn’t I notice this myself’? Surprisingly 
often, a student had also thought of the problems that a supervisor has pointed 
out.

Both a supervisor and a student have to be ready to think of various new solu-
tions in the different phases of the process. Creativity and openness to perspec-
tives or procedures are not ready immediately and change continuously during 
the process.

Supervising theses and studying mean constant learning and renewal as well as 
opening new doors. Often, new solutions are not found until one masters the tra-
ditional and recognized basic solutions rather than just being satisfied with them.
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Proficiency

Acknowledging good work

Writing a thesis is a challenging task. During the process, a student and supervi-
sor learn to know each other as personalities with distinct characteristics and 
working methods. A student is willing to admit several limitations and improve-
ment demands if he or she receives, along with criticism, also positive feedback 
and appreciation of the well-designed parts of thesis. It is important to realize 
this because the positive parts of a thesis may easily be ignored as if they were 
considered obvious. Yet there is hardly ever too much positive reinforcement and 
acknowledgement of mastery.

In addition to the positive tone and atmosphere of the interaction, the struc-
ture of a supervision conversation should be clear. Students appreciate a profes-
sional supervisor who follows the topics through in a structured way and interacts 
in a warm and emphatic manner.

It is also important that a student thanks her or his supervisor. If a student 
feels grateful for the supervisor’s help, including the time spent on the thesis and 
consultation and useful remarks provided by the supervisor, it would be good for 
the student to show this gratitude. The major reward is mutual thanking not only 
verbally but also in a way that both the student and supervisor feel like they are 
appreciated. This does not guarantee the completion of a thesis but allows both 
parties to cherish the special relationship between the supervisor and the student.

The supervision of writing

It is important to emphasize writing when supervising a thesis. One learns to be 
a good writer by writing – that is the only way. And writing is the only way of 
reporting about one’s research.

Often, an adequate advice for a student is the reassurance on how the text is 
always introductory at the beginning. Hardly anyone is capable of producing a 
complete text at one sitting; the finished text results from several rewritings. If 
one has a fear of a white paper, one might want to try to ease it by talking about 
one’s thoughts to oneself, recording it, and writing it down.

The phases and solutions related to the progress of the research have to be 
explained when writing. It is important that a supervisor takes a reader’s role and 
estimates whether the text is understandable to outsiders.

The point of the scientific writing is to prevent the text being open to various 
interpretations, but one should not overestimate a reader’s ability to read between 
the lines either. After several modifications and choices, a writer might consider 
some things obvious and fails to write these matters. In addition, it is important 
to introduce the research phases logically for a reader. Thus, the interconnected-
ness of writing and thinking should not be underestimated. Brian Paltridge and 
Sue Starfield (2008, p. 47) remark this connection felicitously when pointing out 
how thinking clarifies writing (‘How could I know what I am thinking before 
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I see what I write’?) and how writing clarifies thinking (‘How could I improve 
my writing before clarifying my thinking’?).

Practicing of writing skills never ends: one can always develop and train oneself 
with others’ feedback. There are plentiful guides to write a master’s or PhD the-
sis (e.g., Bolker, 1998; Booth, Colomb, & Williams, 2003; Bui, 2014; Clark & 
Ivanic, 1997; Murray & Moore, 2006; Paltridge & Starfield, 2008; Vehviläinen, 
2001; White, 2011).

Actions

A researcher might set too high a pressure for him or her. The demands and 
expectations set on a thesis may seem overwhelming. A supervisor might come 
up against mystified and unrealistic views that exaggerate the magnitude of the 
work. A supervisor has a special responsibility in the supervision of theses. The 
supervisor has to consider the progress of a student’s work in light of the criteria 
set by the academic society. Sometimes there seems to be a need to emphasize 
that a thesis is not made for a supervisor, and a supervisor cannot bend the rules 
concerning the problems that might occur during research. The quality of a the-
sis is not determined by the supervisor’s personal criteria, but the thesis has to 
meet the external criteria set by the academic society outside the university.

A student has to be able to trust on a supervisor’s opinions when assessing the 
quality of a thesis. Even when a thesis seems to be ready in a student’s opinion, 
a supervisor should point out both the strengths and critical parts of the work. 
However, it is good to remind a student of the work being never finished: there 
will be always something to improve. Knowing that after graduation there will be 
new chances to research and write, might help making the decision about finish-
ing the work.

Protective and supportive factors

As Figure 3.2 showed, cloudberries have side leaves that protect and support the 
fruit to develop and flourish. The leaves are not drawn in the picture by accident 
but have a special role in the illustration of the supervision of theses. Certain 
factors shape the elements of supervision, which can be seen as these protective 
leaves (see Figure 3.3).

First, the curricula of master’s or PhD studies form the basic guidelines of what 
is expected from students and to guarantee that they include all necessary studies 
and courses in their degrees so that they can develop as researchers. Fundamen-
tally, the curriculum provides means to enhance will, proficiency, knowledge, and 
actions by offering a clear presentation of the study requirements in a degree. The 
curriculum is also a tool for the supervisor.

In addition, it is good to remember that the study process does not only con-
sist of the supervisor and the student but that it happens in a wider communica-
tion with the academic community. Research seminars held by the supervisor 
function as safe and encouraging places to discuss and introduce one’s research to 
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other students. This also provides a good foundation to attend conferences and 
seminars worldwide and to participate in scientific discourse with other research-
ers. At its best, the academic community enhances science by providing insightful 
criticism, innovative ideas and comments, and collegial support.

Finally, the university offers many kinds of support to students. The university 
services cover, for example, library services, information technology, and meth-
odological guidance. These form the necessary practical support that is crucial for 
successful study processes.

Caring supervision

Supervision of theses takes the supervisor to his or her limits. A supervisor’s work 
contribution is different with every student. Although there is not any universal 
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Figure 3.3 � The supportive and protective factors of supervision (adopted from 
Määttä & Uusiautti, 2016, p. 188)
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and complete formula or model to supervise, many above-mentioned pedagogi-
cal principles are important. Evidently, supervision also means the supervisor’s 
self-reflection, testing of his or her limits, and being able to change even supervis-
ing methods that he or she has previously found good.

A caring supervisor has to constantly evaluate what he or she is capable of as a 
supervisor, how to inspire the student to toil and persevere, and to marvel their own 
abilities (Määttä, 2015). A committed supervisor can find the work the most satis-
fying and self-fulfilling when realizing the core of supervision relationship. Supervi-
sion of theses fulfills the core features of meaningful and appropriately challenging 
work, allowing plenty of opportunities to develop personally and professionally 
(e.g., Flint, Kurumada, Fisher, & Zisook, 2011; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2011).

To conclude, caring supervision can help address the challenges and opportu-
nities the work entails today and in the future. Good supervision pays attention 
to the supervisor’s strengths and weaknesses and those of the student as well. 
How similar are their cloudberries, or how well do they complement each other? 
Are all the covering leaves positively present and well used? Certainly, supervi-
sion practices will get new forms all the time, but the core is still the interac-
tion between the supervisor and student, without forgetting the outer factors 
that contribute to the supervision relationship as described in this chapter. The 
illustration introduced in this chapter aspires to help analyzing the supervision 
practices and relationships and provide supervisors with concepts to reflect on 
the emphases in their own way of supervising. The supervisor should ask her- or 
himself, ‘What elements are my strong areas as a supervisor, and which ones 
need a little development’? The point is also to show that there are many ways of 
being a good supervisor and that various supervision relationships require differ-
ent levels of will, action, knowledge, and proficiency. Self-reflection and flexibility 
are features that help supervisors revise their supervision practices and develop 
as supervisors toward holistic, caring supervision that aims at quality outcomes 
without risking student’s or supervisor’s well-being.

3.4 � Teacher collaboration and well-being 
as the success factor

Well-being in university teachers’ work

Caring university teachers care about themselves, too. How can well-being and 
a sense of meaningfulness be enhanced in university teachers and professors? As 
suggested earlier in this chapter, one of the key elements of students’ success is 
the well-being of teachers. If they achieve a level of positive engagement in their 
work (see e.g., Stairs & Galpin, 2013), this attitude is likely to spread in students 
and elsewhere in the organization, too.

Finding flow

If we return the concept of caring teacherhood and love as one key element of 
it, we can also discuss well-being from this point of view. High-grade capability 
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as a teacher requires daring, perseverance, and boldness to create one’s own spe-
cial field of interest. The courage to act according to one’s own talents and be 
different from others, the ability to put off temporal impulses, and the ability to 
practice self-discipline are prerequisites of love and action that focus on higher 
mental values (Kerr, 1985; Uusikylä, 2008).

Skillful teachers know that remarkable scientific and artistic values are impos-
sible to achieve without intensive concentration (Määttä, 2012). Phrasing one’s 
own thoughts, refining one’s special aptitudes, and building a strong identity 
necessitate the ability to withdraw from others’ company and the possibility to 
examine and be engrossed. The masters in practical fields seem to differ from 
others in their ability to follow strict training programs with enthusiasm and per-
sistently for years (Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde, & Whalen, 1996). This deter-
mination originates in emotional characteristics, says Daniel Goleman (1999,  
p. 109) and thus highlights the power of love in directing activeness and vigor – 
which are also connected with the experience of flow.

At its magnificence, love appears as a so-called flow experience in many peo-
ple’s expertise and skillful doing. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1990, 2000) has 
launched the concept that refers to an optimal or autotelic experience in which 
people are riveted so comprehensively by a challenging performance that their 
awareness of time and place blurs. Flow is possible when the challenges in a task 
are balanced with an actor’s abilities. Flow is an enjoyable state of concentra-
tion and task orientation, leading to optimal performance, whether the case is 
wall creeping, chess playing, dancing, surgery, studying languages, painting, or 
composing music.

Flow can be achieved when one is able to act to the maximum of one’s skills 
and at a suitable challenging level (Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), which is quite simi-
lar to Augustine’s notion of moments of the soul’s attentiveness (see Fitzgerald, 
1999). The exact experience of flow and the active sense of well-being resulting 
from the former encourage people to develop and improve their skills. People 
are willing to strive for flow whether it is about love for math, art, programming, 
orthopaedics – or teaching (Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).

Accepting challenges

Teaching can be defined as active stimulus to positive experiences of success and 
remarkable achievement and as a self-centred oasis of positive emotions. How-
ever, a university teacher’s work is interpersonal and relational, with a teacher’s 
own personality fundamental to building relationships with students. A teacher’s 
work involves plenty of emotional strain. In addition, a teacher inevitably has 
to experience frustration in his or her work. There are many situations when 
a teacher will feel like she or he has failed regardless of the solution he or she 
creates.

In the mix of multiple demands, a skillful teacher can prioritize the demands 
of his or her work. A teacher’s engagement and drive are enhanced by the sim-
ple capacity to be happy about even the smallest achievements and by belief in a 
student’s ability and desire to work hard within a variety of learning experiences. 



100  Successful university teachers and teaching

However, teachers have to realize that their own coping, motivation, and engage-
ment require attention; they are not automatic.

Having belief

Teachers have to believe in their work and endeavor to build a nurturing envi-
ronment and a more humane world. At their best, teachers help students to 
experience their own potentiality and see what life can offer and thus perceive 
their own work meaningful, inspiring, and motivating. Otherwise, teaching and 
learning may remain ‘as a form of effective management of learning and become 
a means only because it is presumed to offer a link between the intentionality of 
curriculum designers and the actual learning outcomes which are developed in 
learners’ (Webster, 2009, p. 44).

Actually, Lopez, Teramoto Pedrotti, and Snyder (2015) have presented a posi-
tive psychological school model in which hope is one of the key terms. This kind 
of hope and belief is argued to be connected with teachers’ genuine wish to 
influence, care, and inspire students, and thus empower them. Whereas negative 
teachers damage students’ learning processes and success, positive teachers spread 
enthusiasm and joy of education (see also Äärelä, Määttä, & Uusiautti, 2016).

Nurturing motivation

Motivation can be considered the most salient factor in every theory attempt-
ing to predict and explain behavior and performance (Mitchell, 1997). Similarly, 
motivation can be explained by several various factors: especially the contextual 
matters have been on focus (Latham & Pinder, 2005).

Actually, it is easy to name many different and obvious reasons why people 
work in the first place: to earn a living, it activates and stimulates, it provides 
social contacts, and it is rewarding (Uusiautti, 2015). Teachers especially have 
to be enthusiastic about their areas of expertise ‘because they are models of 
enthusiasm for their students’ (Lopez, Teramoto Pedrotti,  & Snyder, 2015,  
p. 420). Intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000) refers to an individual’s need 
for learning new skills and developing towards greater sovereignty, autonomy, 
and capacity. It comprises the individual’s personality structure and motivation. 
The extrinsic control, rewards, or punishments are not significant to an intrinsi-
cally motivated employee: working is self-purposeful.

When an employee has high levels of motivation at work, he or she has the 
wish to perform well and work hard. Furthermore, motivated employees want 
to develop in their work; in other words, they want to increase their competence 
(Uusiautti  & Määttä, 2015b). Professional competence refers to an individu-
al’s subjective perception of his or her possibilities and abilities to act according 
to the goals and facility to affect his or her environment (Paloste, Uusiautti, & 
Määttä, 2011). Furthermore, professional competence means how well tasks 
are performed and organized and how they are developed in order to achieve 
the goal (Evers, Rush, & Berdrow, 1998). Professional competence consists of 
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the ability to integrate information and learned skills into practice according to 
expectations. Professional competence also manifests an individual’s attitude and 
behavior in certain work situations (Peluchette & Jeanquart, 2000; Uusiautti, 
2015). Competence is always competence to do something. It is seen as an inevi-
table prerequisite for successful or at least satisfactory professional performance 
(Munch & Jakobsen, 2005).

Positive social relationships and collaboration in university 
teachers’ work

Social relationships make an important part of positive activity at work (Uusiautti, 
2016a, 2016b). Yet in universities, competition over results, research funding, 
and publications sometimes hinders open interaction and genuine collabora-
tion in units (Uusiautti, Syväjärvi, Stenvall, Perttula,  & Määttä, 2012). It is 
important to notice the advantages of social support at work not only from an 
individual employee’s perspective but also in the wider picture, including the 
success of the university. Shawn Achor (2010) has noted that social support 
is the greatest asset when it comes to achievement of success, and this conclu-
sion is frequently supported by various organizational studies (e.g., Löfström & 
Eisenschmidt, 2009).

Social support includes all employees, including the leaders, at universities. 
If the atmosphere at work is motivating, work roles are clear, work tasks are 
challenging, and leadership practices are supportive, a work environment where 
people are willing to help the university to achieve its goals can occur (Win-
ter & Sarros, 2002). A good and supportive atmosphere makes work meaning-
ful and inspiring. For example, Finnish top workers (Uusiautti, 2008; see also 
Uusiautti & Määttä, 2015b) emphasized the significance of working together 
and appreciated good atmosphere at work as important factors in their career 
development and positive work-related experiences – regardless of their occupa-
tion. On the other hand, it is clear that there is no work that always includes 
pleasant and joyful teamwork. Every workplace faces conflicts because people are 
different and perceive situations and issues at work in diverging ways, and this 
concerns universities, too.

Certain elements can be distinguished as the means to enhance positive rela-
tionships and collaboration in workplaces (Uusiautti, 2016a): collaboration and 
good atmosphere at work; clear rules in work units; encouragement, rewards, and 
feedback; and successes, daring, and development.

Positive atmosphere (e.g., helping, spurring, supporting) can significantly 
enhance employees’ personal success at work and the likelihood of achieving 
goals. Similarly, those in leadership positions have reported that a negative atmos-
phere in the work unit can efficiently inhibit success and increase negative interac-
tion and feelings, such as jealousy. Therefore, willingness to help each other in the 
unit becomes weaker, too, and the synergy of teamwork is lost. Concrete actions 
that enhance positive interaction and support can become the key when looking 
for the source of positive atmosphere.
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If we think about positive collaboration in universities, certain behavioral rules 
or guidelines that lead to positive interaction and atmosphere should be so obvi-
ous that everyone knows and follows them. But that is not the case in real life, 
and competition and jealousy often make teachers, researchers, and professors 
place friendliness and openness in the backseat.

And yet positive acts should happen always, not just when conflicts occur or 
changes are coming in the workplace. It is relevant to develop various positive 
acts that everyone could try in practice easily and without pressure. These acts 
should aim at increase in well-being, positive atmosphere, cooperation, and quali-
tative and measurable success at work.

Positive interaction, collaboration, and helping at their best provide work 
drive, positive experiences at work, and energy, even during times that employ-
ees feel they cannot, will not, and do not want to do anything. These moments 
of lack of enthusiasm and feelings of overwhelming pressures and hurry are 
probably part of any person’s work. Work satisfaction and well-being are a sum 
of many factors, all the way from the fulfillment of physiological and men-
tal basic needs and need for security to the needs of belonging, appreciation, 
and self-fulfillment (Rauramo, 2009). Positive relationships at work are part of 
many the aforementioned levels of well-being at work. According to Rauramo 
(2009), good social relationships are especially connected with everyone’s need 
for belonging and becoming a member of the work community. But in a wider 
sense, open interaction, good manners, and respect towards others and self-
respect contribute to the need for appreciation and self-fulfillment (see also 
Onnismaa, 2010).

The following guidelines for positive acts to enhance collaboration at work-
places emerged from Uusiautti’s (2015; see also 2016a, 2016b) research when 
she studied success in workplaces and leaders’ and employees’ perceptions and 
experiences of it.

(1)	 Help

Always help your team member when possible. Helping others does not take any-
thing away from you but does provide you with a good mood when you notice 
that you were able to help, and you will get help when you need it. Collaboration 
has synergy because no one can know or do everything. Your co-worker’s success 
contributes to the success of your team and your employer – and therefore, his or 
her success is your success, as well.

(2)	 Compliment

Always give positive feedback to one or more team members (whether he or she 
was your colleague, supervisor, or follower) when possible but at least once a day. 
Compliment yourself, too: acknowledge your successes and remember that it is 
okay to be proud of your successes and draw joy from them. This is how you learn 
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about your strengths and boost your sense of competence and intrinsic motivation 
at work.

(3)	 Thank

Thank when you receive help or positive and constructive feedback. By showing 
your gratitude, you also show that you respect the other person, and this will 
enhance positive atmosphere and openness in your work team.

(4)	 Dare

Dare to critically analyze your own attitude at work. Dare to see challenges and 
changes as opportunities to develop. Dare to recognize your strengths and weak-
nesses. Courage is needed in the changing work, and its importance should not 
be ignored; courage is also a sign of hopefulness. In addition, positive acts can 
enhance positive engagement at work (Stairs & Galpin, 2013) because they help 
perceive work and oneself as a worker more positively. This also means that one 
is able to find and recognize one’s signature strengths (see also Seligman, 2011) 
and use them more actively at work. Daring to look in the mirror does not mean, 
therefore, just looking for negative features, weaknesses, and lousy attitudes but 
also daring to search for the good in oneself. This is how one can create oppor-
tunities just with one’s own attitude and proactive action that can lead to success 
at work (Uusiautti, 2015; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2015a, 2015b).

Flourishing teachers produce successful students

In positive organizations, five core elements prevail. According to Cheung 
(2015), positive organizations have positive practices when it comes to man-
agement, people management, and developmental practices. Second, good 
relationships and positive team synergy typify relationship enhancement in such 
organizations. The third element refers to employees’ strengths and flourishing – 
individual attributes. The last two elements of positive organizations are dynamic 
leadership and emotional leadership. The former means leadership practices that 
aim to maximize positive energy in the workplace, and the latter covers efforts 
to keep up employees’ physical and psychological well-being and positive emo-
tions. Altogether, they form the word PRIDE, which describes well a workplace 
in which everyone feels satisfied and happy. However, what is the most important 
here is that the higher the positive organization index is, the better performance 
the organization has (Cheung, 2015).

At the university level, such positive organizational practices will lead increased 
levels of well-being in teachers, professors, researchers, and other personnel – and 
the students! Darling-Hammond and Youngs (2002) have discovered that teacher 
quality predicts well students’ achievements. Happy teachers have happy students, 
and this kind of happiness can boost students’ success in university studies the best.
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Why should professors, lecturers, and other university teachers make an effort 
in teaching, supervision, and tutoring? To conclude this part of the book, we will 
list some reasons why teaching, tutoring, and supervision are so important.

(1)	 Responsibility over students

University teachers cannot avoid or delegate their responsibility and obligation 
to provide information, support, and guidance to students about their progress, 
goals, and contents of studies. These promises are given in student manuals and 
guidebooks in each university, and these expectations have to be responded so that 
each and every student feels welcome in the university. Students have to be assured 
that they have made the right choice about their study program and their univer-
sity. This is about humane responsibility, but it also is an academic responsibility.

Karjalainen (1996) considers indifference as the opposite of academic responsi-
bility. Indifference means irresponsibility over the quality of teaching or disinter-
est about students’ learning.

(2)	 Commitment to the university and its task and funding

University personnel have to engage in activities that are defined by the funding 
the university receives. This means that teachers and other staff have to do the 
work they are paid for. Education is the greatest source of the basic funding in 
Finnish universities; therefore, the number of graduations determines the fund-
ing to a great extent – in addition to research work, of course. To reach numeric 
goals of graduations, teachers have to work actively to support students’ study 
success and to make sure the existence of the university.

(3)	 Rewarding work

The most far-reaching and rewarding part of teaching, tutoring, and supervision 
is to get students interested in and seize the topical questions in their scientific 
fields so they can work for the continuity and progress of science. When teachers 
support and strengthen their learning and trust in their development and skills, 
motivation, and progress, students can achieve top performance that they might not 
have been able to achieve without the teachers’ dedication to give positive feedback 
and encouragement. Teachers who invest in their teaching and supervision get the 
greatest joy from students’ successes and achievements. With their support, students 
may start trusting in themselves as members of the academic community and as 
learners and recognize talents and abilities in them. This kind of positive self-image 
and belief makes them work hard for good study results and graduation. These goals 
require hard work but also teachers and students who have high levels of well-being.

(4)	 Teachers as bellwethers

University teachers can become valuable and important models and examples for 
students. Their positive teaching and supervising styles can show a direction to 
their lives by encouraging them to find goals for studies and even life in general.
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(5)	 The power of encouragement

Even the smallest words and gestures can help students to reach great results. 
Moreover, honest, small stories of teachers’ own experiences at the university can 
assure students that they are members of the academic community. The philoso-
phy of service is important (Karjalainen, 1996): if teachers find sincere willingness 
to help students, they just might learn new lessons about life and relationships. 
The ability to encourage others can become a mirror that also strengthens teach-
ers themselves and shows them how to enjoy the sense of being able to guide, 
supervise, and teach.

(6)	 Valuable part of academic work

Good teaching and guidance are central and valuable parts of academic work. 
Similar to research skills, teaching and supervision as well as tutoring skills can be 
learned, developed, and shared colloquially in the university.

Caring for student is the prerequisite of universities’ existence.
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In this part, we conclude the book by highlighting the key points that connect 
success and well-being in university studies. The first chapter explains the mean-
ing of engagement and optimism: how they both are needed to persevere in stud-
ies and to reach the valuable achievement of graduation and how their emergence 
in students can be supported by the university community. The second chapter 
continues by discussing the meaning of love for learning and how this positive 
state or attitude to studies can become not only an important success factor but 
also enhance well-being. Eventually, the last chapter introduces the concept of 
study success as a two-dimensional phenomenon. On the one hand, success is 
about the outcomes – passing courses, high grades, and finally graduation – but 
on the other hand, and as the earlier parts of the book have showed, it is also 
about the study process.

4.1  Success requires engagement and optimism

Back to the definition of success

What is success? Who can define it? Nicki Baum’s comparison between success 
and the North Pole does seem familiar to many of us who think about the nature 
of success: success can be thought as an outcome of self-centred behavior, a state 
of life filled with envy, cold-heartedness, and opportunism. Our viewpoint is 
based on positive psychology and interest in human strengths and flourishing. 
We define success tightly connected with self-fulfillment and well-being. In this 
chapter, we continue our analysis on success by discussing it the light of the con-
cepts of engagement and hope.

Uusiautti (2013) defined success at work as the combination of three elements 
based on her research among awarded Finnish top workers, who were consid-
ered the examples of people having success at work (see Uusiautti, 2008; see 
also Uusiautti & Määttä, 2015b). According to the definition, success at work 
depends on certain individual features. These include, among others, competence 
(e.g., Paulsson, Ivergård, & Hunt, 2005; Schunk & Pajares, 2005), motivation 
(Deci & Ryan, 2008; Mitchell, 1997), and the ability to select positive strate-
gies (Baltes & Freund, 2006; Maddux, 2002). These are important features in 
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students, too, but as workers, students are also surrounded by their special work 
context, the university. These context-bound features, such as opportunities and 
restrictions, expectations, and obligations, determine how the person’s personal 
features match with the current conditions (see also Karasek & Theorell, 1990). 
Individual features and context-bound factors form the fundamental conditions 
for success. Second, success requires positively focused proactivity: success does 
not happen without action (see also Achor, 2010). This kind of action consists of 
seizing opportunities, using one’s strengths, and pursuing personal development 
(Linley, Willars, & Biswas-Diener, 2010). The positive feeling about one’s stud-
ies and positive emotions that studies produce are important. Finally, success is 
manifested as a sense of meaningful doing, productivity, and perceived well-being 
(see also Uusiautti & Määttä, 2015a). Studies among Finnish top workers (see 
e.g., Uusiautti, 2008; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2015b) confirmed that the positive 
experience of work is one of the most essential dimensions of success (see also 
Liden, Wayne, & Sparrowe, 2000) – and this is something we will now discuss in 
the light of success in university studies.

The role of hope and engagement in studies

Success has something to do with the essential elements of well-being as, for 
example, defined by Prof. Martin Seligman (2011). Seligman defines well-being 
as a construct of certain elements that each contribute to the overall well-being. 
In his five-dimensional model of well-being, Seligman names positive emotions, 
engagement, relationships, meaning, and achievement as the core elements. Here, 
engagement means doing something with total concentration, at the limits of 
one’s skills. From this perspective, engagement is connected with the concept of 
flow (see Csikszentmihalyi, 2008). On the other hand, engagement theories that 
define the reasons for doing something persistently are closely connected with 
theories about intrinsic motivation (see e.g., Latham & Pinder, 2005). According 
to Schneider (2001), engagement can be seen, in addition to persistence, as flex-
ibility and creative thinking, as well as higher subjective well-being. Regardless 
of achieving the sense of optimal doing when working alone or as a member of 
a team, opportunity uses one’s strengths, and skills can play the leading role in 
engagement among students.

Similarly, the concept of achievement as an element of well-being is also inter-
esting from the perspective of success in university studies: ‘people pursue suc-
cess, accomplishment, winning, achievement, and mastery for their own sakes’ 
(Seligman, 2011, p. 18). The suggestion is that people tend to pursue success 
naturally, which is especially manifested when acting free of coercion. The con-
nection with well-being is with what people do – or merely choose to do.

However, we argue that engaged action and achievements necessitate a certain 
kind of attitude as well, which resembles positivity, trust in one’s abilities, and 
hopeful views about the world and one’s place in it (see also Uusiautti, 2016a). 
Indeed, for example, optimism is one of the core concepts of positive psychology 
(Peterson, 2000) and affects how people pursue goals. If they believe their goals 
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are achievable, they are optimistic (Carver  & Scheier, 2002). This is why the 
concept of optimism is often confused with hope. Gillham and Reivich (2004) 
explain that the difference between these two concepts is that whereas hope is 
often defined as a wish for something with some expectation that it will happen, 
optimism is typically defined as a tendency or disposition to expect the best. 
Thus, hope typically refers to expectations in a specific situation, but optimism 
refers to general expectations. Peterson and Luthans (2003) consider optimism a 
vital part of hope but emphasize that they still are distinctively separate concepts.

Optimism therefore determines how we experience events. Achor (2010) 
noted that ‘By scanning our mental map for positive opportunities, and by reject-
ing the belief that every down in life leads us only further downward, we give 
ourselves the greatest power possible’ (p. 109). This means that people have a 
habitual way of explaining events (Peterson, 2000; Peterson, Seligman, & Vail-
lant, 1988). Furthermore, whereas optimism is shown to be connected to higher 
life satisfaction, health, perseverance, and resilience, pessimism has connection to 
depression (Reivich & Gillham, 2003; Reivich, Gillham, Chaplin, & Seligman, 
2013).

Hope is often defined as a wish for something with some expectation that 
it will happen; it is an important human strength (Seligman, Steen, Park,  & 
Peterson, 2005). It is worth noticing that realistic, positive expectations closely 
relate to an expectation that one’s behavior will be effective. When consider-
ing the phenomenon of success, hope is particularly important, especially in the 
light of achieving future goals and plans and how certain events during studies –  
especially the negative ones – are experienced. Positive expectations can partly 
result from a hopeful attitude.

It has also been argued that the best results in life can be achieved with realis-
tic optimism (see Schneider, 2001). Realistic optimism involves enhancing and 
focusing on the favorable aspects of our experiences. Consequently, Schneider 
(2001) includes the awareness of reality in optimism by stating that ‘realistic 
optimism involves hoping, aspiring, and searching for positive experiences while 
acknowledging what we do not know and accepting what we cannot know’ (p. 
253). It is worth noticing that realistic, positive expectations closely relate to 
self-awareness and self-knowledge. When considering the phenomenon of suc-
cess, realistic optimism may be particularly important because it can considerably 
predict the likelihood of achieving future goals and plans.

Snyder (2002) also defines the skills of self-motivation and reaching goals with 
the concept of hope. Snyder defines hope as a positive motivational state that 
is based on the interaction among goals, planned actions, and agency (see also 
Snyder, Irving, & Anderson, 1991). Eventually, the most extraordinary charac-
teristic among the most successful students might be their positive attitude and 
the hope they express. Successful students do not give up in the face of conflicts. 
Instead, they see such situations as opportunities to reassess their study skills and 
develop. Interestingly, this tendency manifests also engagement: they are persis-
tent, and they have willpower. Furthermore, successful students see adversities as 
challenges that they expect they can solve – instead of hopeless dead ends.
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This kind of proactive attitude, willingness to strive for success, is at the very 
core of top students’ characteristics and means that they have waypower, the 
other important element of hope in addition to willpower (Snyder, 2002). If one 
expects the best, one has the will. But if one is ready to work for it, one has the 
way, too.

Success as positive, engaged strategies

The analysis shows that although top performance or steady, quality perfor-
mance can lead to success, it can also be seen as a more comprehensive pro-
cess (Uusiautti  & Määttä, 2015b). Namely, people who want to develop and 
seize opportunities in life can be seen as following a positive strategy. Carver 
and Scheier (2005) have pointed out that it is also important that people realize 
when goals can be met and when it is time to give up. Ultimately, it is about the 
ability to estimate the situation and act accordingly. Likewise, future expectations 
greatly affect how people react to changes and challenges. An optimistic attitude 
plays a salient role (Carver & Scheier, 2002); however, the strategy of success can 
also be described in other ways.

For example, Locke (2002) claims that success requires persistent trials. One 
has to think about what is a desirable goal and why, what kinds of intermedi-
ate goals should be set, how to reach the goal, how to prioritize demands that 
are contradictory in relation to the goal, and how to overcome future obstacles 
and setbacks. Baltes and Freund (2006; see also Freund & Baltes, 1998) add 
that people’s lives are filled with opportunities and limitations that can be mas-
tered adaptively through selection, optimization, and compensation (Freund & 
Baltes, 1998). At the core of selecting suitable goals, optimizing one’s action, 
and compensating if necessary lies one’s self-knowledge; the recognition of one’s 
strengths and abilities. Indeed, for example, Covey (2006) considers success as 
a strategy in which knowledge, skills, and will are combined. Knowledge means 
that one knows what to do and why, but it is skills that can make it happen. Will 
here means motivation or the need to achieve something. As these three dimen-
sions meet, a strategy leading to success can emerge.

Naturally, the constant pursuit of success can lead to an endless treadmill – 
compared, for instance, with the pursuit of happiness (see Brickman, Coates, & 
Janoff-Bulman, 1978; Diener, Lucas, & Napa Scollon, 2006). As also Seligman’s 
(2011) idea of achievement as a part of well-being pointed out, people constantly 
strive for something. Although happiness can be seen as a state that fades, success 
is understood as a way to fulfill one’s skills, develop, and learn. Thus, it contrib-
utes to a human being’s well-being. It can become what a positive spiral draws 
from but also nourishes hope and engagement.

How to combine engagement and hope to reach success 
in university studies

According to Snyder’s (2002) hope theory, hope does not exist without a clear 
and compelling mental picture of a desirable goal and planning of various ways to 
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reach the goal. From the perspective of success, hope seems to be a way to face 
positive and negative situations and events. Hope also includes a certain type of 
positive self-image as oneself as a student, which helps the student perceive adver-
sities and difficulties as challenges and opportunities to develop.

Hopeful attitude is not, however, enough alone. Engagement in studies is 
also an important element of success. It is manifested in many levels of action. 
First, success requires persistence and readiness to work hard (Maslach & Leiter, 
1999). But to find toil pleasing, another type of engagement is also needed, the 
one resulting from being able to become one with the target (as described by 
Seligman, 2011). This means that it is equally important to find one’s studies and 
the field one is studying suitable to oneself, an arena of using one’s strengths and 
abilities widely (see also Uusiautti, 2015a).

To sum up, success is quite a multidimensional combination of engagement 
and hope at the level of action. First, it requires that one seizes challenges and 
dares to indulge in studies. Eventually, it is possible to see the potential in one-
self. Second, success needs work. There are not any shortcuts to success. No one 
can avoid mistakes, difficulties, or boring tasks during studies, either. With an 
optimistic attitude, it is possible to find pleasure from accomplishing the most 
tedious parts of studies. Third, one has to have an optimistic attitude about one-
self as well. Maddux (2002) has wisely said that ‘This truth is that believing 
you can accomplish what you want to accomplish is one of the most important 
ingredients – perhaps the most important gradient – in the recipe for success’  
(p. 277). Maddux refers to self-efficacy, a sense of knowing one’s skills and capa-
bility (see also Shepperd, Ouellette,  & Fernandez, 1996). And these are the 
important features we emphasized in Part 2 when referring to students’ study 
experiences as well as in Part 3 when viewing ways university teachers can support 
students’ flourishing.

Indeed, to adopt a successful study attitude, the role of supervisors and col-
leagues is great. But also, one’s background factors, such as support provided 
by the childhood home (see e.g., Hyvärinen & Uusiautti, 2014; Oberle, Schon-
ert-Reichl, Guhn, Zumbo, & Hertzman, 2014; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2013), are 
worth studying. Indeed, education aims at enhancing students’ well-being and 
success in life – in other words, helping children to find their place in society. It is 
crucial to discuss how education could support optimistic attitudes toward one’s 
performing. Good practices and models should be introduced at every education 
level so that everyone can find their own strength areas and use them fully.

We have outlined here the role of hope as a part of success in university studies. 
Optimistic attitudes are at the core of hope, yet optimism can be viewed criti-
cally. It seems that realistic optimism is necessary for success. Actually, Sweeny, 
Carroll, and Shepperd (2006) have also noted that both optimism and shift from 
optimism are important to optimal development because they include a readiness 
to deal with setbacks and a readiness to take advantage of opportunities. Through 
self-knowledge and awareness of one’s strengths, it is possible to use optimistic 
attitudes the best, which also influence one’s engagement. Fundamentally, the 
relationship among success, engagement, and hope is quite reciprocal in nature 
(see also Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2009).



120  The importance and essence of study success

The hope perspective provides a new understanding about success. Further-
more, the concept of hope is interesting here because it can explain students’ 
abilities to survive in the riptide of the demanding university studies and balance 
their expectations and their own hopes and dreams about their future.

4.2 � Love for learning as the way toward well-being 
and success

To provide a wider perspective to success, we want to discuss the role of love 
for learning in studies. Love of learning has been argued to be one of the main 
ingredients of engagement and true success in studies, too (Shugart, 2002). In 
Part 2, we analyzed various student-related factors that might contribute to suc-
cess. It is true that if a lack of success is due to deficiencies in skills, it is easily 
‘curable’ because the means of teaching academic skills are well-known. Igniting 
love for learning in students is a much more demanding task. Shugart (2002,  
p. 345) has felicitously pointed out that ‘[t]he possibility that the issues are more 
a lack of passion for learning, though, raises much more profound challenges for 
a learning-centered college’.

Love and learning

Love means deep caring for others, and it makes life worth living; in other words, 
love is an emotion of strong affection and personal attachment. Furthermore, love  
can be seen as a virtue or strength representing human kindness, compassion, 
and affection (e.g., Seligman et al., 2005). Love has many definitions and many 
faces as well: in addition to romantic love (Beck-Gernsheim  & Beck, 1995; 
Fenchel, 2005; Hatfield, 1988; Hegi & Bergner, 2010; Määttä, 2005, 2006; Per-
son, 2007; Sternberg, 1998), there are friendship (Alberoni, 1987; Blieszner & 
Adams, 1992; Fehr, 1996; Hartup, 1995; Miller & Perlman, 2009), love for fel-
low humans (Eriksson, 1989; Janako, 1993; Paldanius, 2002), parental love, love 
of one’s country (Määttä, 2007), and pedagogical love (Haavio, 1954; Skinnari, 
2004).

What about love for learning? Is it ‘love’, and how could it be defined? Because 
we have emphasized the demanding nature of studies, would it be reasonable 
to contemplate for a moment the idea of love for learning: what kinds of ele-
ments it could consist of and what the connection with success could be? Positive 
emotions support problem-solving skills and the ability to act in an innovative 
way and thus human well-being. The importance and potential of this may seem 
surprising because the feelings of happiness are so simple and common in nature 
(Isen, 2006).

Salmela (2016) studied Finnish high-achieving students’ strengths and found 
out that love for learning along with curiosity and appreciation of versatile excel-
lence formed the dimension of the thirst of knowledge and passion for learning 
in these top students (see also Salmela & Uusiautti, 2015). It was noted that 
their quality of motivation in studies contributed to their individual performance 
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and success as well as subjective well-being (Salmela & Uusiautti, 2015; cf. also 
Deci & Ryan, 2008). Furthermore, these students showed interest in, excitement 
of, and enjoyment from accomplishing a variety of learning tasks. Interestingly, 
love for learning in these top students was also connected with flow state, which 
shows that their intrinsic motivation made learning meaningful and worthwhile 
(see also Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins, 2009).

Also about satisfaction and well-being

Love can be seen as a particular strength of character that is robustly associ-
ated with satisfaction in various organizations, including universities (Peterson & 
Park, 2006). Happiness and satisfaction must be understood as the outcome of an 
interaction process between individual characteristics and aspirations on the one 
side and social relations and macro-social structures on the other side (Haller & 
Hadler, 2006). Happy people perform better than those who report low well-
being. Kaye (2010) points out that happiness can be directly translated into 
engagement, productivity, and satisfaction. Likewise, according to Lyubomirsky, 
King, and Diener (2005), positive affect is associated with multiple positive out-
comes. Kinjerski and Skrypnek (2006) have listed factors that are associated with 
individuals’ experiences of spirit at work. We have listed and translated some of 
these factors to describe the university context especially from the perspective of 
love for learning:

1)	 teachers, lecturers, and professors who inspire students through their 
example;

2) 	 positive university culture, including a positive physical space for employees 
and students to work in;

3)	 positive connections among all members and a sense of community in the 
university;

4)	 opportunities for members to pursue professional and personal growth and 
to fulfill their own personal mission; and

5)	 appreciation and regard for the members of the university community.

Kinjerski’s and Skrypnek’s description is interesting because it presents only one 
reference on physical conditions (the positive physical space), but the others refer 
to inspiration, mission and purpose, good intention, and connections (including 
appreciation). All these elements strengthen the positive feeling toward studies.

It has been suggested that education should include training that increases 
positive emotion through training and activities on savoring and mindfulness, 
gratitude, optimism, and resilience, such as stress reductions skills training, life-
planning and goal-setting skills training, and problem-solving skills training as 
well as training aiming at identifying students’ signature strengths and having 
them use these strengths in their daily lives (Maddux, 2002).

Enhancing love for learning and improving proficiency can provide students 
with the feeling of mastery and self-development. This kind of a so-called perfect 
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storm can lead to a much deeper and more personal engagement (see e.g., Flint, 
Kurumada, Fisher, & Zisook, 2011). However, the predictive strength of affec-
tive reactions depends on social-contextual factors, such as the nature of the 
interpersonal relationship (e.g., cooperative or competitive), prevailing (cultural) 
norms (e.g., ‘display rules’), and the way the emotions are expressed (Fischer & 
van Kleef, 2010).

Love and success

It is worth remembering that university administration and personnel are the 
ones who initially develop a university culture that demonstrates concern for indi-
vidual needs (Fairholm & Fairholm, 2000) but consider and support students’ 
personal life as well (Ransford, Crouter, & McHale, 2008) and consider students 
as valuable customers (Määttä, 2015; Shugart, 2002). Yet the university where 
employees and students are happy should also make a profit in an economic 
sense. However, these two factors do not exclude each other. Happy employ-
ees exhibit higher levels of job-related performance behaviors than do unhappy 
employees (Wright, 2004) – and happy students love their studies and learning 
and perform efficiently. To illustrate the connection with this kind of success 
and love for learning, some of the latest studies have shown that a learning ori-
entation in students is connected with productivity and a likelihood of better 
success in future careers as well (Hazari, Potvin, Tai, & Almarode, 2010). Love 
for learning, when understood widely, provides one way of approaching success. 
It also highlights that academic excellence is not just about good grades but is 
comprehensively tied with human excellence, referring to positive features, such 
as commitment, integrity, openness, and self-development, and to positive social 
relationships (see Lumsden, 1999).

Therefore, love for learning is not just something that an individual student 
can experience but what she or he can spread in the university community and 
what can be enhanced through the university education as well. Hendrick (2015, 
p. 334) has stated that ‘the capacity for love is a central component of all human 
societies’. Caldwell and Dixon (2010) have defined love, forgiveness, and trust 
as organizational constructs that are freedom producing and enhance efficacy. If 
a learner-type person who has a great desire to learn and who wants to improve 
continuously is combined with a hint of positivity (as presented by Clifton in 
Lopez et al., 2015), we will have student who loves learning and gets others 
excited about it, too!

4.3  Study success as a process and outcome

Studying is students’ work, they say. How to be satisfied with or even successful 
in this kind of work is the main question of this final chapter of the book. Our 
purpose is to discuss how successful study progress and satisfaction with studies 
may be compared with the phenomenon of success and whether similar features 
of success determine the phenomenon in various areas of life.
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The rapidly changing modern society necessitates that new ways of securing 
students’ satisfaction with their studies have to be discovered (Välijärvi et al., 
2007). This is important if we want to prepare them to cope with the whirlpool 
of modern work (Bailey, 2014; Cascio, 2013), too, and to succeed in their future 
careers (Uusiautti & Määttä, 2015b). New studies, such as the one conducted by 
Mari Salmela about Finnish straight-A graduates (Salmela, 2016), point out that 
traditional education usually emphasizes strengths related to critical thinking, 
pursuit of excellence, diligence, and high academic achievements, but it seems 
that other kinds of strengths might be more wanted in the world of work stu-
dents enter after studies (Peterson, Stephens, Park, Lee, & Seligman, 2013).

However, studying is also a long-term process. This means that success does 
not necessarily mean just the straight As at the end, but it is also reasonable 
to pay attention to all that happens before achieving the successful measurable 
study goals. Many studies have focused on describing teaching arrangements that 
enhance smooth study processes in higher education (Biggs, 2001; Määttä & 
Uusiautti, 2012; Määttä, Uusiautti, & Määttä, 2016; Samarawickrema & Stacey, 
2007).

Often, study satisfaction refers to elements that increase students’ contentment 
with their study progress and smoothness of their study paths. They usually cover 
features of functional study environment (e.g., library services, information and 
communication technology support, classrooms), professional teaching person-
nel, and quality study structures (e.g., well-designed curricula, grading and evalu-
ation systems) (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004; Lenning & Ebbers, 1999; Salmela 
et al., 2015). Students’ satisfaction with their studies is boosted if they can plan 
studies autonomously and have abundant options of how, what, and when to 
study (Lizzio, Wilson, & Simons, 2002). Actually, these features represent merely 
the study environment and conditions, which are important but just one dimen-
sion of an actual successful study process (Määttä et al., 2016).

Here, our purpose is to compare study success with the theory of success at 
work (Uusiautti, 2015b, 2016b). Success as a concept ignites some contradic-
tory feelings: on the one hand, it is something desirable and worth pursuing, 
and on the other hand, it has negative connotations related to power, opportun-
ism, and cold-heartedness. Our perspective is positive. According to it, success 
can consist of expertise, competence, and successes that come from intrinsic 
motivation and interest in one’s doing; thus, success can be seen as a positive 
inner feeling of oneself (Uusiautti, 2008, 2015a; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2015a). 
This positive state is multidimensional. When someone becomes riveted and 
senses the greatest self-fulfillment, he or she can achieve the state of flow (Csik-
szentmihalyi, 2008) and engagement and joy (Hakanen, Perhoniemi, &Top-
pinen-Tanner, 2008; Mesurado, Richaud,  & Mateo, 2015; Stairs  & Galpin, 
2013). Actually, freedom to choose – in other words, autonomy – enhances the 
capability to act, which can create the flow state so that accomplishing becomes 
possible, which again contributes to the sense of meaning in doing. This can be 
called ‘the positive circle of intrinsic motivation’ (Järvilehto, 2013; Martela & 
Jarenko, 2014; Määttä, 2015), which can raise the student’s motivation from 
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disinterest and so-called shortcut-seeking behavior toward achievement moti-
vation and genuine interest in learning and gaining profound knowledge in 
the field (Männikkö & Pohjatalo, 2015; Määttä, 2015; Salmela & Uusiautti, 
2015).

The way we have outlined the phenomenon of success from a person’s personal 
perspective can also be connected to other concepts that are closely related to 
positive manifestation of human development and agency (Brown Kirschman, 
Johnson, Bender, & Roberts, 2009; Magnusson & Mahoney, 2003; Maddux, 
2002; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2015b). One of them is the concept of positive psy-
chological capital (Youssef & Luthans, 2013) that is gained during studies, which 
can support succeeding when entering the world of work as well (Uusiautti & 
Määttä, 2013). This ‘PsyCap’ consists of efficacy, hope, optimism, and resiliency 
and is used for explaining positive organizational behavior and development. As 
such, it still does not refer to success, but it complements our understanding 
about the positive phenomenon of success.

According to our previous studies (Uusiautti  & Määttä, 2015b; Uusiautti, 
2016a), success at work appeared as a complex network of high performance, 
intrinsic motivation, drive and engagement, and development and competence. 
These factors are interesting from the viewpoint of success in studies as well. 
In sum, the positive experience of work is one of the most essential dimensions 
of success (Liden, Wayne,  & Sparrowe, 2000). However, when analyzing the 
phenomenon of success not just as an individual person’s actions and characteris-
tics, it becomes evident how the outer conditions and interpersonal relationships 
influence the process of success, too (Uusiautti, 2015a, 2015b, 2015c, 2016a). 
All these are interconnected – conditions, social relationships, and personal fac-
tors. The conclusion us that when the process is good, positive action and phe-
nomena occur, too, leading to success as (measurable) outcomes. Would it be 
possible to analyze study success similarly?

In Figure 4.1, we have illustrated how study success can be viewed not only as 
good grades and graduations but also as fluent and pleasant study processes in 
which well-being and positivity exist and prevail.

On the one hand, students referred to flexible teaching arrangements and well-
designed courses and positive, encouraging interaction between the teaching 
personnel and peer students. They also appreciated prompt guidance practices 
and the sense of being appreciated. These items are represented in Figure 4.1 as 
social relationships at the university. Peer relationships, friendships, and pleasant 
encounters with teachers and professors (Bowman & Akcaoglu, 2014; Määttä, 
2015; Symonds, 2014) are important factors for success, especially when talking 
about study success as a process.

The students also mentioned variety of study methods (e.g., online lectures 
and exams) and other outer factors. Although they were not considered the main 
success factors, they have a crucial role in the successful study process as well. In 
all, functional study environment lays the basic foundation of success, which we 
also noticed in Chapter 4.2.
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In the right-hand-side of Figure 4.1, we have placed items that describe the 
students’ own role in the successful study process. As the students’ descriptions 
showed, they found situations in which they could recognize their development, 
find and use their strengths, and succeed well the most rewarding and the most 
important for their success. To a great extent, it is a matter of attitude they take in 
studies: whether they can cope with the new, changing study environment; new 
expectations and obligations; and self-directed, free academic study schedules. If 
they are able to adjust to these conditions in an open-minded and noble manner, 
their engagement to studies is likely to be high (Williams, Childers, & Kemp, 
2013). A positive attitude also shows hope – and that is needed during demand-
ing university studies that will include hardships and tricky situations as well, as 
noted in Chapter 4.1. Studying is not sunshine every day but is also hard work. 
However, study work is easier if the students has the opportunity use her or his 
strengths in studies (Salmela & Uusiautti, 2015). In this research, the students 
described how they had gained the sense of being in the right place, studying the 
right field. In these cases, we may interpret that they have found the field that 
suits their strengths the best. This can lead to not only maximal performance 

Social Relationships
at the University

Student-specific
Factors

Good and flexible
teaching and
guidance practice

Adjustment to the
academic work, hope &
engagement

Functional Study Conditions
and Other External Factors

Opportunity to use one’s
strengths in studies 

Willingness to develop
and appreciation
of development

Collaboration, achievements,
productivity, well-being

Personal successes, achievements, and graduation
Study groups’ successes 

The (measurable) success of the university 

STUDY SUCCESS 
AS OUTCOMES

STUDY SUCCESS 
AS A PROCESS

Good admosphere

Open interaction and
collaboration

Figure 4.1 � Study success as a process and outcomes (retelling Uusiautti, 2015b,  
p. 133)
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(Mitchell, 1997; see also Howell, 2009) but also to the greatest self-fulfillment 
and well-being in life (Ouweneel, Le Blanc, & Schaufeli, 2011).

Finally, success includes the element of development. Some students in the 
data pointed out how they perceived their development as a part of their study 
success. When development becomes the goal, students show profound intrinsic 
motivation to become experts in their field; this feature also described Finnish 
top workers extremely well (see Uusiautti & Määttä, 2015b). Likewise, Vansteen-
kiste et al. (2006) argue that intrinsic goal framing related to intrinsic motivation 
‘produces deeper engagement in learning activities, better conceptual learning, 
and higher persistence at learning activities’ (p. 19).

The aforementioned factors summarized the study success as a process. How-
ever, when it comes to success, the element of achievements, including measur-
able ones, have a distinct role. Study success as outcomes refers to smooth study 
progress, high grades in courses, and timely graduation. These are the goals at 
which the majority of students aim. And actually, achieving as such has been 
regarded as one of the five important elements of well-being in human beings 
(Seligman, 2011; Uusiautti, Määttä, & Leskisenoja, 2016). At the same time, 
study success as outcomes can manifest itself as the study group’s productive 
work and fruitful collaboration. From the university’s point of view, study suc-
cess as outcomes is seen as efficient teaching; a high number of study points 
performed each semester; and, eventually, fast-graduating students. The latter 
is plainly one of the most important measurable goals of universities (Bunce, 
Baird, & Jones, 2016).

Figure 4.1 illustrates how the positive process goes hand in hand with favora-
ble outcomes. True study success is about both of them: well-being in students, 
teaching personnel, and the academic community tells about the success of 
study processes (Uusiautti & Määttä, 2016). This kind of ‘happiness advantage’ 
(Achor, 2010) has been proven to lead to better productivity, efficiency, and 
results (Bunce et al., 2016).

Students should be equipped with understanding of their own capability to 
reach new goals and address various challenges and opportunities (Proctor, 
Maltby, & Linley, 2011). Study success therefore means self-reflection as well 
– in other words, familiarization with one’s abilities, strengths, and weaknesses 
(Linley et al., 2010) and using them actively and daring to lead life in their direc-
tion (Seligman, 2011).

However, to better meet the demands of modern life, education should sup-
port strengths that improve well-being, satisfaction, and positive behaviors and 
citizenship (see also Salmela & Uusiautti, 2015) – in other words, learning how 
to be well and succeed in life.

Such strengths are, for example, gratitude, thoughtfulness, compassion, and 
teamwork (Park & Peterson, 2009; Popov, 1997). There is an increasing under-
standing that these kinds of strengths contribute to social relationships and to the 
sense of meaning and well-being (Park & Peterson, 2009) and are increasingly 
needed and appreciated in today’s world of work, too. This is how study success 
at its best may contribute to these students’ future as workers.
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Therefore, an interesting question that follows is can success in studies lead to 
success at work? When considering positive development from the point of view 
of success in studies, it becomes crucial to recognize factors that enhance success 
in a way that boosts positive self-image, awareness of one’s strengths, and an opti-
mistic attitude (Beard, Humberstone, & Clayton, 2014; Rowe, Fitness, & Wood, 
2015). Experiences and events taking place in childhood, adolescence, and early 
adulthood can be crucial, or at least, direct and maintain people in a right direc-
tion in adulthood and later life (Gottfried, Fleming, & Gottfried, 2001; Magnus-
son & Mahoney, 2003). However, positive development is a holistic process of an 
individual person in which the cultural, physical, and historical context also mat-
ters. The main point is how well people can seize the opportunities or cope with 
the challenges their context provides. Therefore, the findings can be compared 
with several earlier studies on the importance of positive feedback, constructive 
evaluation, and good relationships at the university. At their best, they improve 
students’ initiation and activity in their studies as well as their ability to detect 
their core strengths and evaluate their own learning and study skills (Boud & 
Molloy, 2013; Carless, Salter, Yang, & Lam, 2011).

Students not only appreciate but actually need endless feedback (West  & 
Turner, 2016) to develop as students, learners, and members of an academic 
community (Winstone, Nash, Rowntree, & Parker, 2016). In addition to the 
support of the university community as a whole, all this is greatly based on posi-
tive attitudes towards studies and tasks, study community, and peers. Adopting a 
positive and optimistic attitude increases resilience during demanding university 
studies. The successes in studies that follow are likely to support the positive 
attitude and create a sense of self-efficacy that is not easily shaken by possible 
adversities (Maddux, 2002). It also exemplifies the positive psychological capital 
of knowing ‘who I am’ (Luthans, Luthans, & Luthans, 2004). Success in stud-
ies, when understood from the perspective represented in this book, may at least 
enhance or improve students’ chances of finding success in studies, too, because 
they possess the invaluable knowledge of themselves as learners and workers and 
have gained the inner zeal to develop as experts in their chosen fields that they are 
now studying and in which they will be working in the future.

When a human being is able to get the most of his or her resources, he or she is 
likely to get positive feedback and recognition from others, succeed, and have an 
increase in his or her self-appreciation. This kind of positive cycle lays the foundation 
to healthy development because it represents the true opportunity of self-fulfillment 
and boosts top performance. At its best, education offers a positive environment 
that enhances the development of children’s strengths that are important to sur-
vival in the modern world: self-confidence and self-esteem, balanced emotional life, 
judgment and responsibility, the ability to control one’s own behavior and make 
healthy choices, and empathy, as well as the ability to respect and appreciate other 
people represent such features (see Määttä, 2007). Although childhood is the opti-
mal time to promote the recognition of children’s strengths and building on those 
strengths (Brown Kirschman et al., 2009), this can and should be continued during 
high school and university studies and later in life as well (Seligman, 2011).
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Seligman (2011) has surfaced that pupils’ flourishing ‘will be aided by posi-
tive education, in which teachers embed the principles of well-being into what 
they teach, and the depression and anxiety of their students drop and their stu-
dents’ happiness rises’ (p. 240). We also consider that by having the emphasis 
on the positive, by focusing on maintaining and nurturing pupils’ resources, and 
through these actions pursuing to top performance, the competition- and effi-
ciency-oriented world would become much healthier because the expectations 
could be met with positive strategies (Diener, Lucas,  & Napa Scollon, 2006; 
Locke, 2002). It is all about a good balance between positive and negative effects 
as Myers and Diener (1995) suggest. If university studies provide students with 
positive experiences about learning and themselves as students and learners to the 
extent that the positive state is dominant, students are more likely to feel satis-
fied with their studies and presumably life in general. Although negative affects 
– caused by adversities, failures, conflicts with peers, or just boring study tasks 
– occur in everyone’s lives, it is important to have a positive basis with which to 
face the negative sides of studies. This keeps up emotional well-being (see also 
Keyes & Annas, 2009).

New suggestions for the development of university teaching and university cul-
ture, too, have been created and are under development constantly, and they aim 
at providing meaningful studies for a variety of students (Anderson et al., 2011; 
Austin, 2002; Lumpkin, 2014; Hoessler, Godden,  & Hoessler, 2015; Roms-
dahl & Hill, 2012; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2013). Actually, the diversity of students 
is perceived as a richness in the current debates (Griffin, Muniz, & Smith, 2016). 
The conclusion is that caring practices in universities provide positive experi-
ences, initial excitement, and the enjoyment that is called flow, leading to top 
performance at its best.

Our fast-changing society requires a new kind of professionalism of teachers 
and professors that answers this expectation (Seidl & Friend, 2002; von Wright, 
2009). These kinds of educators try to find the road to better learning, develop-
ment, performance, contentment, higher motivation, and the sense of self-effi-
cacy in students. However, it is necessary to also understand that neither students’ 
nor teachers’ coping and motivation are automatic: the demands of studies and 
all expectations for performance have to be prioritized. Whereas students need 
the skills to recognize their own strengths and set limits to their study pace and 
achievements and maintain the balance between various areas of life, teachers in 
universities must filter the pressures they are given by the university, students, 
other teacher and researcher colleagues, and themselves (Määttä, 2015; see also 
Onnismaa, 2010). And yet, no one is perfect. Määttä (2015, p. 127) reminds that 
‘good teachers do not have to be perfect; no more than they selves can expect 
that students were or they should become perfect’. Everyone has to take care of 
their own well-being so that they are able to maintain motivation and activity in 
their studies or work at the university. In this book, we have had a glance at study 
success both from the students’ perspective and from the teachers’, professors’, 
and other personnel’s perspectives, too. As much as study success can be seen as 
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a communal process, it always involves the student as a person, whose resources 
determine the fluency of his or her study path.

But what is the most important thing in university studies and study success 
from students’ viewpoint, then? Without students’ own activity and commit-
ment, students’ studies are not likely to proceed and become completed. Without 
their own effort and concentration, students’ study points will not accumulate. 
In Duckworth’s (2016) well-reasoned opinion, skills combined with effort result 
to achievement. So, students’ own action, their inner motivation, and persistence 
to do well – and develop – are important. Feedback and counseling by teachers 
are certainly not the only success factors, but students’ own willingness to learn 
from their experiences and self-reflect are equally crucial. Indeed, Winstone et al. 
(2016) point out that many students actually perceive feedback from teachers 
merely as luxury than necessity for their studies. However, a university that fos-
ters students’ development as academic learners and pays attention to students’ 
needs; shows interest in learning from their experiences; and, first and foremost, 
shows willingness to improve teaching practices according to students’ sugges-
tions and feedback may be regarded as luxurious study places. Maybe universities 
should start competing which one of them provides this kind of luxury the most. 
The final argument is therefore that there cannot be true success in studies with-
out a smooth, caring study process in which well-being is appreciated as much as 
the numeric goals of the students; teachers; and, in the end, the university as well.
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