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Abstract

This study examines how the concept of academic success is constructed and represented
both in international scientific literature and in the perceptions of higher education students,
using the OPSA 2.0 project at the Polytechnic University of Leiria as a case study. Adopting
an exploratory multimethod approach, the research combines bibliometric analysis of
publications indexed in Scopus (2020–2025) with qualitative content analysis of students’
responses collected through participatory workshops. The bibliometric results reveal that
academic success is increasingly conceptualised as a multidimensional construct, struc-
tured around institutional, pedagogical, psychological, and identity-related dimensions.
However, the analysis of students’ perceptions shows a predominance of instrumental and
performance-oriented representations, particularly associated with grades, course comple-
tion, and employability. At the same time, emerging references to well-being, resilience, and
personal fulfilment suggest a gradual shift towards more holistic understandings of success.
By articulating global research trends with local student narratives, the study highlights the
coexistence of traditional and emergent conceptualisations of academic success in higher
education. The findings underline the relevance of institutional strategies, such as OPSA
2.0 Project, that promote a comprehensive and preventive approach to student success.
Methodologically, the study demonstrates the potential of combining bibliometric mapping
with qualitative analysis to bridge macro-level scientific developments and micro-level
lived experiences.

Keywords: academic success; higher education; bibliometric analysis; student perceptions;
educational innovation

1. Introduction
The concept of academic success in higher education has undergone significant concep-

tual expansion over recent decades, reflecting both the diversification of student populations
and the increasing complexity of institutional missions. Traditionally associated with aca-
demic performance and degree completion, academic success is now widely recognised as
a multidimensional construct encompassing cognitive, social, emotional, and professional
dimensions (York et al., 2015; Gonçalves et al., 2024). This shift aligns with broader trans-
formations in higher education, where success is no longer understood solely in terms of
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measurable outcomes, but also in relation to students’ well-being, engagement, identity
development, and long-term trajectories (Advance HE, 2019; Stock et al., 2022; OECD, 2025).

Despite this theoretical evolution, important tensions remain within the field. On the
one hand, a growing body of research emphasises holistic and student-centred approaches,
highlighting the role of factors such as self-efficacy, resilience, and learning strategies in
shaping academic trajectories (Schneider & Preckel, 2017). On the other hand, institutional
practices and dominant evaluation frameworks continue to privilege performance-based
indicators, such as grades, retention, and completion rates. This coexistence of paradigms
reveals a conceptual and operational misalignment that raises critical questions about how
academic success is defined, measured, and experienced in contemporary higher education.

Moreover, while scientific literature has progressively incorporated more complex
and integrative perspectives, less attention has been given to how students themselves
understand and construct the meaning of academic success. Classical models of student
persistence and integration (Tinto, 1993, 2012) underscore the importance of students’
experiences and sense of belonging (Pedler et al., 2022); however, there remains a need
to more explicitly connect these experiential dimensions with the evolving conceptual
frameworks identified in the literature. In this regard, students should not be viewed
merely as recipients of institutional strategies, but as active agents in the construction of
meaning around academic success.

It is within this theoretical and empirical gap that the present study emerges. The
research aims to examine how the concept of academic success is constructed and repre-
sented both in international scientific production and in the perceptions of higher education
students. Empirically, the study focuses on a sample from the Polytechnic University of
Leiria, within the framework of the OPSA 2.0 Project, an institutional initiative designed to
promote academic success through a holistic and preventive approach (Gonçalves et al.,
2024). It is precisely this gap between the theoretical complexity attributed to academic
success in literature and the subjective constructions students bring to it that motivates the
present study.

By combining bibliometric mapping with qualitative analysis of students’ perceptions,
this study advances the field in three keyways. First, it provides a systematic and up-
to-date overview of how academic success has been conceptually structured in recent
international scientific literature published between 2020 and 2025, identifying dominant
themes and emerging trends. Second, it brings forward the students’ perspective as a
central analytical dimension, addressing a relative gap in the literature concerning how
academic success is subjectively understood and experienced. Third, by articulating global
research patterns with local empirical evidence, the study exposes the coexistence of
competing conceptualisations of academic success, highlighting the misalignment between
institutional frameworks and students’ representations.

Specifically, this study addresses two interrelated research questions: (i) How is
academic success conceptualised in recent international scientific literature (2020–2025)?
(ii) How do higher education students construct and represent academic success in their
own perceptions?

2. Theoretical Framework: Academic Success in Higher Education
The definition of academic success is neither linear nor consensual. It encompasses

a multiplicity of factors ranging from academic performance itself to the development of
personal, social, and professional competences that evolve throughout time, with labour
market demands, and with the increasingly diverse profiles of students in higher education.
This diversity renders the concept complex and multifaceted, allowing it to be framed
through different perspectives and dimensions. As Farias et al. (2024) highlight, academic
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success in higher education is a multidimensional construct influenced by personal, social,
adaptive, and learning-related variables, whose relevance varies according to the nature of
the programmes and students’ trajectories.

York et al. (2015) identified six key components of academic success in higher edu-
cation that provide a useful analytical framework for this discussion: (1) academic per-
formance, traditionally assessed through formal evaluation results; (2) achievement of
learning outcomes, both in formal contexts and through extracurricular experiences, the
so-called “hidden curriculum”; (3) skills acquisition, such as the ability to apply knowledge
critically; (4) satisfaction, understood as students’ positive perception of their educational
path; (5) persistence and resilience, reflecting students’ capacity to overcome challenges and
complete their studies successfully; and (6) post-graduation performance, when graduates
transfer acquired competences to the workplace and to their personal lives. Complementing
this view, Schneider and Preckel (2017) demonstrate that successful students tend to show
high self-efficacy, prior achievement, intelligence, conscientiousness, and a goal-oriented
use of learning strategies. Equally, teachers play a pivotal role, as effective teaching in
higher education requires structured course design, clear learning goals, and consistent
feedback practices. Academic success, therefore, emerges from the dynamic interplay
between individual dispositions and institutional practices.

Recognising the multidimensional nature of academic success, higher education insti-
tutions bear the responsibility of implementing systematic and holistic programmes that
ensure students not only complete their studies but also do so with a sense of accomplish-
ment and the confidence to face professional and personal challenges. As Advance HE (2019)
notes, student success encompasses academic achievement, progression, employability, en-
gagement with the discipline, and the development of transversal skills—the combination
of which enables students to realise the transformative potential of higher education.

In this regard, universities must create environments in which students from diverse
backgrounds can flourish. As Wood and Breyer (2017) observe, providing access alone is
insufficient; institutions must sustain students’ motivation and engagement by fostering
conditions that support effective and deep learning. This holistic perspective aligns with
Mateus (2023), who argues for the implementation of an integrative concept of student
support in higher education, where the various variables contributing to academic success
are combined with attention to students’ happiness and well-being.

The Polytechnic University of Leiria (IPLeiria), for example, has invested in a project
adopting a preventive and holistic approach that anticipates potential challenges and plans
integrated actions promoting, beyond scientific knowledge, transversal competences, self-
regulated learning strategies, well-being, and intrinsic motivation. As Costa et al. (2024)
contend, “to be successful in higher education is much more than obtaining good academic
results or even completing a degree with a positive classification” (p. 7).

Empirical evidence reinforces this multidimensional perspective. Cerdeira et al. (2018)
demonstrate that students’ prior internal school grades are stronger predictors of higher
education performance than national examination scores, while social support, gender,
and working status also play relevant roles depending on the type and prestige of the
institution. Similarly, Farias et al. (2024) found that extracurricular engagement, interaction
with teachers, and family income significantly affect performance indicators across different
course types.

Ultimately, as the American Federation of Teachers (2011) emphasises, student success
goes far beyond course completion or academic performance; it entails meaningful learning
experiences, effective institutional support, and the promotion of well-being and personal
fulfilment. This perspective is reinforced by Marinho-Araujo et al. (2024), who argue that
higher education’s mission must deliberately encompass students’ psychosocial develop-
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ment, including the cultivation of transversal, personal, socioaffective, and ethical–political
competencies, as a structural dimension of a broader conception of academic success.
Higher education, therefore, must not only educate for knowledge and competence but
also cultivate resilience, satisfaction, and purpose, which are the foundations of genuine
academic success.

3. Analytical Framework
Drawing on these theoretical perspectives, this study is analytically grounded in Tinto’s

(1993, 2012) model of student integration and persistence, which holds that academic success
emerges from the dynamic interaction between institutional conditions, students’ sense of
belonging, academic engagement, and individual commitment. This framework was selected
because it bridges the macro-level dynamics captured by bibliometric mapping—such as
the evolution of research themes around retention, progression, and wellbeing—and the
micro-level narratives expressed in students’ own representations of success.

While other theoretical perspectives, such as Astin’s (1984) Theory of Student In-
volvement, Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), and Bourdieu’s (1986) concept
of Cultural Capital, offer complementary lenses for understanding academic trajectories,
Tinto’s integrative model was prioritised for its capacity to organise the four analytical
dimensions that structure this study: (i) academic performance and institutional progres-
sion; (ii) psychological and emotional wellbeing; (iii) identity formation and personal goals;
and (iv) employability and future expectations. These dimensions serve as the interpre-
tive lenses through which both the bibliometric clusters and the students’ perceptions are
examined and compared.

4. Materials and Methods
4.1. Study Design: A Bibliometric Analysis of Academic Success

This study combines exploratory bibliometric mapping techniques with a qualitative
analysis of students’ perceptions. Bibliometric mapping may be understood as a systematic
analytical procedure that enables the visualisation and interpretation of the intellectual
structure of a research field through the examination of publication patterns, citation
networks and thematic relationships among scientific outputs (Donthu et al., 2020, 2021).
Rather than adopting a fully integrated mixed-methods design, the two components are
treated as complementary analytical layers: the bibliometric analysis provides a macro-level
mapping of the scientific field, while the qualitative analysis offers a micro-level perspective
grounded in students’ lived experiences.

In terms of methodology, this research is considered ‘mixed’, as it combines quantita-
tive bibliometric analysis techniques with a critical interpretation of a qualitative nature
(Gil, 2002, 2008). Rather than mere quantification, the aim is to understand the mean-
ings students attribute to their experiences, by analysing the narratives, discourses and
perceptions that emerge from the corpus. The adoption of a multimethod exploratory
design is particularly appropriate for this study, as it allows for the integration of quantita-
tive mapping of scientific production with qualitative interpretation of meanings, thereby
providing a more comprehensive understanding of both structural trends and subjective
representations. In this way, it is possible to construct an in-depth understanding of how
the challenges and conceptions of academic success are symbolically configured within the
context of higher education.

Nature-wise, this study is classified as ‘applied research’, as it is geared towards
the production of applied knowledge; that is, it is aimed at solving specific problems
and addressing local interests and contexts (Pradanov & Freitas, 2013, p. 51; Gil, 2008,
p. 27). In terms of its objectives, this research is ‘descriptive’ in nature (Pradanov & Freitas,
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2013, pp. 52–53), as by observing and interpreting students’ perceptions, it seeks to map
discursive patterns and symbolic relationships that shape the way academic success is
conceived within the context of higher education.

The objectives of this research are to understand how the concept of ‘academic success’
is constructed and represented both in international academic literature and in the percep-
tions of higher education students, specifically a sample from the Polytechnic University
of Leiria, in the context of the OPSA 2.0 programme1. Previous studies (Cantú et al., 2024,
2025; Cantú & Milhano, 2025; Cantú & Sousa, 2025) have demonstrated the relevance
of applying bibliometric techniques to the mapping of scientific fields, enabling critical
analyses which, within the fields of Cultural Studies, the Arts and Education, have revealed
patterns, trends and conceptual links of great utility for contemporary research agendas.

To this end, we conducted (i) a bibliometric analysis (Donthu et al., 2021; Linnenluecke
et al., 2020; van Eck & Waltman, 2014) of the term ‘academic success’, with the aim of
identifying developments in the field and the main theoretical strands associated with it.
Using co-word analysis, (ii) we sought to delineate thematic clusters and map emerging
trends related to this topic. Subsequently, these results were (iii) linked to the data collected
from students at the Polytechnic University of Leiria, in order to situate their perceptions
within the broader framework of academic trends, enabling an understanding of the extent
to which local discourses and practices engage with, converge on, or diverge from global
orientations on the subject, through content analysis. Bibliometric analysis, although
quantitative in its procedures, requires qualitative interpretation to reveal the meanings
embedded in scientific production. In addition to measuring scientific output, bibliometrics
enables the mapping of intellectual and thematic structures, the identification of emerging
trends, and an understanding of how certain concepts take shape and evolve over time
(Donthu et al., 2020, 2021; Gutiérrez-Salcedo et al., 2018; Mukherjee et al., 2022; van
Eck & Waltman, 2014). In this study, its use aims not only to quantify research patterns
regarding academic success, but above all to interpret them critically, relating them to
students’ perceptions and narratives, to reveal symbolic meanings and implications within
the context of higher education. Despite their growing popularity, bibliometric analyses are
highly dependent on database coverage, search strategies, keyword selection and citation
practices, factors that may influence the representation of a field and potentially exclude
relevant contributions. To mitigate these limitations, the present study adopted transparent
search procedures, clearly defined inclusion criteria and systematic data-cleaning processes.
Nevertheless, the findings should be interpreted as a representation of the field based on
the selected corpus rather than as an exhaustive account of all scholarly contributions.

The methodological protocol adopted in this study aimed to compile a set of docu-
ments for analysis, extracted from the Scopus database (https://scopus.com/) (accessed
on 1 September 2025). Scopus was selected due to its extensive multidisciplinary coverage,
international scope, and high-quality indexing standards. It provides access to a broad
range of peer-reviewed publications, including articles, books, and conference proceedings,
ensuring both the robustness and the representativeness of the dataset. Moreover, Scopus
offers structured, standardised metadata, which facilitates the application of bibliometric
techniques and enhances the reliability and comparability of results across studies.

We seek to examine the interconnections between the topics under study through the
keyword ‘academic success’. The use of the term ‘academic success’ as a search descriptor
is justified by its widespread adoption in international literature and its consolidation
as a key analytical category in higher education research (York et al., 2015; Schneider &
Preckel, 2017). Furthermore, its high frequency of occurrence in major scientific databases
such as Scopus ensures both the relevance and comparability of the retrieved corpus,
enabling a consistent mapping of the field. This choice is further supported by recent
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scholarship that continues to employ ‘academic success’ as the primary conceptual lens
for examining student outcomes in higher education (Kocsis & Molnár, 2024; Manulat,
2025; Liu et al., 2025), confirming its enduring relevance as an organising construct in
contemporary research and its suitability as a search term for capturing the breadth and
diversity of contributions to the field.

To this end, several stages of data filtering and organisation were carried out, as
outlined below, ensuring the consistency of the final corpus analysed. The choice of biblio-
metric analysis is justified by its relevance in identifying emerging trends and detecting
research synergies, allowing us to observe the evolution of the conceptual fields in question
(Donthu et al., 2021, p. 285). Bibliometrics proves advantageous not only for the quantita-
tive rigour it offers, but also for the possibility of critically interpreting the relationships
between the analysed content, providing an integrated understanding of the field under
study. The analysis was carried out using VOSviewer software (version 1.6.20), which en-
ables the creation of data visualisation maps, graphically representing connections between
authors, journals, keywords, institutions, publication periods and term frequency (van Eck
& Waltman, 2010).

The research followed the guidelines proposed by Donthu et al. (2021, pp. 291–294),
which structure bibliometric analysis into four complementary phases: (i) firstly, the clear
definition of the study’s objectives and scope; next, (ii) the selection of the most appropriate
analytical techniques; then, (iii) the systematic collection of data from the chosen database;
and, finally, (iv) the conduct of the analysis itself, accompanied by the presentation and
critical interpretation of the results.

In (i), the definition of objectives, the study seeks to map the scientific literature on
academic success available in Scopus2. The research protocol enabled the compilation
of a set of documents which, through bibliometric analysis, help to identify authors,
publications and key themes related to academic success.

In the second phase (selection of techniques), a combination of performance analysis
(PA) and science mapping (SM) was employed (Donthu et al., 2021, p. 288). PA was carried
out using the indicators total publications (TP) and number of active years (NAY) (Donthu
et al., 2021, p. 289), enabling an assessment of research productivity in the field and its
evolution over time. As for SM, the co-word analysis (CWA) (Donthu et al., 2021, p. 289)
was used; by analysing the co-occurrence of keywords and terms present in the abstracts, it
enabled the detection of thematic clusters and the mapping of the conceptual structure of
research on academic success through content analysis of the abstracts and content analysis
of the keywords of the articles included in the sample. When combined, these techniques
offer an integrated view of scientific output, combining the characterisation of productivity
with the identification of research trends and synergies.

In the third stage, (iii) the systematic data collection, the corpus for analysis was
extracted from the database. In the context of a systematic review, the study selection stage
is fundamental to ensuring the consistency and clarity of the analysed corpus. To this end,
the PRISMA guidelines (Moher et al., 2010) were used to structure the filtering process
and specify the inclusion criteria adopted in the selection of the final sample. Based on
this protocol, the search descriptors were defined and the documents were extracted. A
total of 15,114 (n1 = 15,114) documents were identified in the Scopus database through a
search for the term ‘academic success’ in the title, abstract and keywords fields. Restrictions
were then applied to the scientific fields of Social Sciences and Arts and Humanities.
This restriction was applied to ensure conceptual coherence with the research focus, as
these domains concentrate most scholarly work directly addressing educational processes,
student experiences, and the conceptual development of academic success, reducing the
sample to 8973 (n2 = 8973) records.
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In a subsequent stage, the time period was narrowed down to 2020–2025, the most
recent period, which allows for an understanding of publication trends, resulting in a final
sample of 4520 (n = 4520) documents: the final sample considered for analysis (see Figure 1).
The temporal delimitation to the period between 2020 and 2025 was defined to capture the
most recent developments and emerging trends in the field, particularly considering the
transformations in higher education following the COVID-19 pandemic. This timeframe
enables a focused analysis of contemporary conceptualisations of academic success.

Figure 1. Flowchart of the process for selecting studies for analysis, developed in accordance with
the PRISMA statement (Moher et al., 2010).

The analysis was carried out on the two levels indicated above: on the one hand, an
examination of existing research as a quantitative expression of the field (PA); on the other,
the mapping of conceptual and discursive links that reveal how the different works relate to
one another (SM) (Donthu et al., 2021, pp. 287, 288, 294). In the Performance Analysis (PA)
stage, the identified scientific output was quantified to recognise the volume of publications
in the field under study. The initial search in the Scopus database identified a total of
15,114 (TP = 15,114) documents related to the term “academic success”. After applying the
defined filters (see Figure 1), a sample of 4520 publications were obtained for NAY analysis.
Although the final analytical corpus was delimited to publications from 2020–2025, the
historical publication timeline presented below was retrieved from the broader Scopus
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dataset to contextualise the long-term evolution of the field. The data presented in Figure 2,
Tables 1 and 2 show the annual distribution of these publications over the period from
1913 to 2025 (the entire range available on the platform), allowing us to observe the recent
evolution of scientific output on the topic, which is growing rapidly and has seen significant
growth over the last 5 years, with annual scientific output on academic success averaging
1394 publications, highlighting the consolidation and continued growth of interest in this
field of research.

Concerning SM (Donthu et al., 2021, p. 288), this was applied with the aim of revealing
the intellectual and conceptual structure of the field under study, enabling an understanding
of the interrelationships between terms. This approach is not limited to measuring scientific
productivity but intends to highlight the connections that underpin knowledge production;
in the co-word analysis (CWA) (Donthu et al., 2021, p. 289), the co-occurrence of keywords
and terms present in the abstracts was analysed, enabling the detection of thematic clusters
and the mapping of the conceptual structure of the field. This technique is particularly
suitable for identifying latent thematic structures, as it captures semantic relationships that
may not be explicitly reflected in author-defined keywords. It enables the identification of
emerging sub-themes or new discursive connections and proves to be more sensitive to the
diversity of perspectives present in research on academic success.

 

Figure 2. Number of documents published per year. Author’s image.

Table 1. Abbreviations used to denote the bibliometric analysis techniques and metrics employed 1.

Acronym Definition

PA Performance Analysis
TP Metric “Total Publications”

NAY Metric “Number of Active Years”
SM Science Mapping

CWA Metric “Co-word Analysis”
1 Developed by the authors.
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Table 2. Number of articles published per year (NAY). Author’s image 1.

Year Na Year Na Year Na Year Na Year Na
1913 1 1952 4 1972 7 1992 19 2012 318
1920 1 1953 4 1973 15 1993 31 2013 312
1922 1 1954 4 1974 16 1994 30 2014 327
1923 1 1955 5 1975 11 1995 32 2015 415
1925 1 1956 1 1976 13 1996 41 2016 528
1930 2 1957 4 1977 14 1997 50 2017 708
1935 1 1958 1 1978 10 1998 42 2018 1036
1936 1 1959 3 1979 9 1999 48 2019 1127
1938 4 1960 2 1980 14 2000 53 2020 1160
1939 2 1961 4 1981 14 2001 48 2021 1162
1940 1 1962 2 1982 10 2002 63 2022 1115
1941 1 1963 3 1983 27 2003 97 2023 1297
1942 3 1964 4 1984 17 2004 91 2024 1774
1944 1 1965 9 1985 18 2005 115 2025 1623
1945 2 1966 4 1986 16 2006 110 2026 1
1946 1 1967 5 1987 12 2007 143
1947 1 1968 11 1988 21 2008 164
1948 2 1969 6 1989 22 2009 201
1949 3 1970 10 1990 32 2010 221
1950 2 1971 8 1991 28 2011 275

1 Developed by the authors. Note. The background color was used to provide a clearer visual distinction between
the years.

Co-word analysis (CWA) was applied with the aim of examining the co-occurrence
of terms found in the abstracts, enabling the identification of emerging topics within the
field of research on academic success. According to Donthu et al. (2021, p. 289), this
technique assumes that words that frequently appear together are conceptually related,
exploring existing or potential relationships between topics within a field of research based
on the written content of the publications themselves. The resulting maps (Figures 3 and 4)
highlight the proximity between certain terms and the formation of a network of inter-
connections that reveals the thematic structure of the field under study, as well as the
trends and temporal patterns of the publications. The analysis enabled the identification of
distinct thematic groupings, with the following clusters present; the co-occurrence analysis
allowed the identification of five main thematic groupings. The (i) red cluster is related to
higher education and the university experience, bringing together terms such as university,
adaptation, classroom, instructor, technology, lecturer, collaboration, experience, institution,
community, retention and health. This cluster indicates contents related to the role of higher
education institutions and pedagogical practices in academic success, highlighting how
factors such as adaptation to the university context, the use of technologies, collaboration
between lecturers and students, as well as health and retention conditions, are articulated
within the educational experience. The second identified cluster is the (ii) blue cluster,
which includes terms such as child, adolescent, parent, youth, parental environment, math,
grade, year, mathematics and memory. This cluster reflects contents related to childhood
and adolescence, including references to the role of the parental environment and to school
performance in specific areas such as mathematics, suggesting the presence of studies that
articulate family and cognitive factors within the academic trajectory. The third identified
grouping is the (iii) yellow cluster, which brings together terms such as skill, language,
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knowledge, curriculum, instruction and ability. This cluster reflects contents associated
with academic competences and the teaching–learning process, including references to cur-
riculum, instructional practices and the development of knowledge. The fourth identified
grouping is the (iv) green cluster, which brings together terms such as score, anxiety, risk,
resilience, self-efficacy and burnout. This cluster reflects contents related to psychological
and emotional factors associated with academic performance, including references to risk
(burnout) and students’ resilience. The fifth grouping corresponds to the (v) purple cluster,
which includes terms such as expectation, individual, self-esteem, life and interaction.
This cluster reflects contents related to identity and to personal and relational dimensions,
encompassing aspects such as expectations, self-esteem and social interactions.

In addition to identifying thematic clusters, a co-word analysis was also carried out
and mapped using a timeline of co-occurrence trends, enabling the most recent topics in
the field of research on academic success to be highlighted. Whilst the first co-occurrence
map (Figure 3) provides an overview of the relationships between terms, the second graph
(Figure 4), structured as a timeline, highlights the most current content, primarily dating
from 2023 onwards—the most recent trends. In this context, concepts such as ‘individual’,
‘challenge’, ‘integration’, ‘university student’, ‘mental health’, ‘mindset’, ‘intelligence’,
‘memory’ and ‘executive function’ come to the fore, reflecting contemporary research into
the student experience, mental health, cognitive development and the skills required to
meet the current challenges of higher education.

This methodological articulation enables a novel analytical perspective by linking
large-scale scientific patterns with students’ lived experiences, an approach that remains
underexplored in the literature on academic success.

Figure 3. Number of documents published per year. Author’s image. Network of co-occurring terms
extracted from abstracts, with a frequency threshold of more than 50 occurrences. Author’s image.
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Figure 4. Trends in the network of co-occurring terms extracted from abstracts, considering only
those with a frequency above 50 occurrences. Author’s image.

4.2. Study Context: Framing OPSA 2.0 Project Within the Mission of IPLeiria

The Polytechnic University of Leiria (IPLeiria) is a public higher education institution
located in the central region of Portugal, comprising five schools and offering undergradu-
ate, graduate, and technical–professional programmes across campuses in Leiria, Caldas
da Rainha, Peniche, Torres Vedras, and Pombal. Guided by values of quality, inclusion,
and innovation, IPLeiria aligns its strategic orientation with the European Standards and
Guidelines for Quality Assurance (ESG) and the national benchmarks set by the Agency
for Assessment and Accreditation of Higher Education (A3ES).

Beyond guaranteeing access, IPLeiria has adopted a multidimensional approach
to student support, recognizing the diversity of its student population in terms of age,
socioeconomic background, prior academic pathways, and career aspirations (Delnoij
et al., 2020; Ribeiro et al., 2017; OECD, 2025). This approach acknowledges that flexible
institutional responses are essential to promote academic success, foster resilience, and
reduce dropout rates, particularly during the transition from secondary to higher education
(Costa et al., 2024).

Over the years, several institutional initiatives have been developed, from pedagogical
innovation projects (Skills4Future) to inclusion programmes (100% in®), addressing isolated
dimensions of student experience. However, these initiatives often fell short of capturing
academic success as a holistic construct. It is within this context that the Observatory
for Academic Success (OPSA 2.0) was created, emerging from a multidisciplinary and
participatory process involving academic staff, student support services, pedagogical
councils, and student representatives.
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4.2.1. OPSA 2.0 Project: A Holistic Institutional Strategy

OPSA 2.0 was formally launched in 2024 under the national sub-measure Innovation
and Pedagogical Modernisation in Higher Education—Programme for the Promotion of
Success and Reduction of School Dropout, aligned with the Recovery and Resilience Plan
(RRP 2021–2026) and Next Generation EU, highlighting the strategic importance of national
public investment in strengthening institutional capacity, innovation, and social resilience.
Its design responds to two core institutional challenges: (i) reducing dropout among first-
year students, who are particularly vulnerable to integration difficulties and misaligned
expectations; and (ii) promoting a multidimensional conception of academic success that
extends beyond grades and degree completion to encompass resilience, employability, and
personal development (Bernardo & Esteban, 2017; Mateus, 2023; Tavares et al., 2024). These
priorities were reinforced by institutional data showing fluctuating dropout and ECTS
completion rates in the post-COVID-19 period.

The project is structured around seven strategic axes (programmes), which together
constitute a preventive and systemic institutional framework (Mangas & Monteiro, 2025),
as presented in Table 3.

Table 3. OPSA 2.0 Strategic Programmes 1.

Programme Target Core Objectives

Peer Mentoring Students
(peer-to-peer)

Academic, social, and personal integration of first-year students
through senior student mentors; fosters belonging, self-efficacy, and

resilience (Monteiro & Mangas, 2026)

Tutoring Students
(faculty-to-student)

Personalised academic guidance in small groups; develops soft skills,
autonomy, and reflective learning (Veiga Simão et al., 2008)

Training & Pedagogical
Development Faculty Continuous professional development in student-centred pedagogies,

curriculum design, and inclusive assessment (Alves & Gonçalves, 2024)

Special Learning Support Students Targeted workshops on study methods, time management, emotional
regulation, and transversal competencies (Seco et al., 2012)

Together with the Community Students &
community

Social and cultural inclusion through volunteering, intergenerational
housing (IPLeiria 60+), and alumni mentoring (Mateus, 2023)

Platform for Academic Success Institution-wide
Data-driven monitoring of student trajectories using predictive

analytics and AI for early identification of at-risk students (Filho &
Silveira, 2021)

Coordination, Communication
& Dissemination Institution-wide Governance, evaluation, internal communication, and external

visibility through publications and conferences
1 Developed by the authors.

By integrating these programmes, OPSA 2.0 consolidates a coherent institutional
culture centred on student success, inclusion, and well-being (Mangas & Monteiro, 2025),
providing the empirical and institutional framework within which this study is situated.

4.2.2. OPSA 2.0 as a Case Study

The OPSA 2.0 project was conceived as an institutional strategy oriented towards
and with students, adopting a participatory approach from its conception. Its definition
and structure were the result of a collaborative process that actively involved student
representative bodies, recognising them as key players in the development of policies
and practices to promote academic success. This methodological choice is supported by
contemporary literature, which emphasises the importance of listening to student voices to
align institutional policies with students’ real needs and expectations (Cook-Sather, 2006;
Fielding, 2004; Bovill et al., 2011; Carey, 2013).
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Despite the efforts of the OPSA 2.0 Coordination team during the first semester of
implementation, namely through institutional dissemination of its programmes, awareness-
raising activities, and the creation of structured support mechanisms, the project remained
largely unknown to a significant proportion of students, particularly first-year students.
This finding revealed a key challenge: the need to strengthen the proximity of OPSA 2.0 to
its main target audience.

In this context, at the beginning of the second semester of the 2025/2026 academic
year, the OPSA 2.0 Coordination decided to adopt a strategy of decentralising its initiatives,
giving rise to the initiative aptly named “OPSA 2.0 goes to School”. This initiative consisted
of the coordination team visiting the five schools of the Polytechnic University of Leiria,
holding face-to-face sessions specifically aimed at first-year students.

Characterisation of the Student Sample

The sociodemographic characterisation of the students participating in the initiative
provides an understanding of the profile of the audience directly involved in the action.
Analysis of the responses collected in the different sessions shows a clear predominance
of students aged between 18 and 19, with these two age groups accounting for most
participants. In all the sessions held, these ages appear to be the most representative, with
a residual dispersion across other ages, including a few isolated cases of older students.

This pattern confirms that the initiative effectively reached students in direct transition
from secondary to higher education, corresponding to the traditional profile of first-year
entrants. The minority presence of non-traditional students, although relevant from the
point of view of institutional diversity, does not alter the dominant trend of a young
population in the early stages of academic, social and institutional adaptation. The age
concentration observed is particularly relevant when analysed in the light of the literature
that identifies the first year as a critical period in the academic career, marked by chal-
lenges of academic and social integration, redefinition of expectations and progressive
construction of autonomy (Tinto, 1993, 2012; Kift et al., 2010; Thomas, 2012; Pedler et al.,
2022; Costa & Caldeira, 2024). Empirical evidence has shown that it is during this initial
period that processes of institutional belonging, involvement, inclusion, and persistence
are consolidated (or weakened), with a direct impact on academic performance. Thus,
the decentralisation strategy adopted by OPSA 2.0 is consistent with scientific evidence
pointing to the importance of early interventions in promoting institutional inclusion and
integration and preventing dropout.

The Project Development

The sessions were designed using workshop and gamification strategies as a pedagogi-
cal approach aimed at increasing student engagement, motivation, and active participation.
The use of interactive digital tools, such as Kahoot and Mentimeter, created a dynamic,
accessible environment aligned with the communication styles of younger generations,
promoting attention, participation, and cognitive engagement. The literature has shown
that gamification, when applied intentionally and in a pedagogically structured way, en-
hances intrinsic motivation, academic engagement and a sense of belonging, particularly in
contexts of reception and integration in higher education (Deterding et al., 2011; Hamari
et al., 2014; Buckley & Doyle, 2017; Zainuddin et al., 2020).

In addition to presenting OPSA 2.0 as an institutional project, these sessions aimed
to clearly and accessibly disseminate information about programmes directly aimed at
students, namely the Mentoring Programme, the Tutoring Programme, and the Special
Learning Support Programmes. However, rather than being merely informative, the
initiative was intentionally designed as a space for active listening and critical reflection.
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After six months of running the project, and in a continuous effort to adapt and
improve, the Coordination team considered it essential to ask students about their own
conception of academic success. To this end, participants were asked the open question:
“What does academic success mean to you?”.

The data were collected within participatory and experimental workshop sessions of
a pedagogical and exploratory nature, in which students were invited to voluntarily and
anonymously share their perceptions of academic success through interactive digital tools.
Participants were informed about the purpose of the activity, and participation was entirely
voluntary. The data collected were anonymous, and no personal or identifiable information
was recorded. Given that the activities were non-invasive, pedagogically oriented, and
did not involve sensitive data, formal ethical approval and written informed consent
were not required according to institutional guidelines. Nevertheless, all procedures
followed general ethical principles for scientific research, including respect for autonomy,
confidentiality, and data protection.

The qualitative analysis followed an inductive coding process. Students’ open-ended
responses were initially grouped according to semantic similarity and subsequently or-
ganised into broader analytical categories. These categories were then compared with
the thematic clusters identified through the bibliometric analysis. Given the exploratory
nature of the study and the brevity of participants’ responses, the analysis aimed to identify
recurrent meaning patterns rather than produce exhaustive interpretative coding.

5. Results
The following section presents the findings from both analytical components: the

bibliometric mapping and the qualitative analysis of students’ responses. It should be
noted that the annual distribution of publications over the period 1913–2025 was presented
in Section 4.1 (Figure 2 and Table 2) as part of the bibliometric procedure description; the
results that follow focus on the thematic and conceptual analysis of the 2020–2025 corpus.

The analysis of the responses collected within the workshop sessions reveals a con-
ception of academic success strongly anchored in traditional and instrumental dimensions.
The most frequent responses refer to ideas such as “finishing the course”, “good grades”,
“getting good grades” and “passing the subjects”. These categories appear across the
different sessions, revealing a representation of success predominantly associated with
completing the course and assessment performance.

At the same time, there are references to the achievement of personal goals (“achieving
my goals”, “reaching targets”, “fulfilment”), as well as expectations of future employability
(“good job”, “employment”, “good salary in the future”). These responses indicate that
academic success is seen as a means of social mobility and professional fulfilment.

Less frequently, but conceptually relevant, there are also references to dimensions of
well-being and personal fulfilment, such as “being happy”, “being psychologically well”,
“mental health”, “resilience” and “personal development”. The presence of these responses,
although in the minority, points to a more holistic and multidimensional conception of
academic success, in line with recent trends in international research that emphasise the
role of mental health, mindset and psychosocial integration in the university experience.

When cross-referenced with the results of the bibliometric analysis developed in this
study, the students’ perceptions reveal a strong convergence with the clusters associated
with academic performance and skills (yellow and red clusters), as well as a still incipient
but significant presence of elements associated with psychological and identity factors
(green and purple clusters). This relative gap between the centrality attributed to per-
formance and the lower explicit value placed on subjective dimensions reinforces the
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importance of institutional projects such as OPSA 2.0, whose multidimensional approach
seeks precisely to broaden the concept of academic success beyond formal results.

The systematic correspondence between the categories emerging from the students’
responses and the clusters identified in the bibliometric analysis is summarised in Table 4.

Table 4. Analysis of Mentimeter categories and bibliometric clusters 1.

Emerging Category on
Mentimeter Examples of Students’ Answers Corresponding

Bibliometric Cluster
Conceptual Justification/
Relationship

Course
completion/graduation

“finish the course”; “complete the
course”; “graduate”; “complete
my degree”; “finish my studies”;
“pass all my modules”

Red (Higher education
and university experience)

Linked to retention, progression
and completion within the
institutional context.

Academic
performance/grades

“good grades”; “getting good
grades”; “high average”; “passing
subjects”; “not failing”; “good
averages”

Yellow (Skills and the
teaching and learning
process)

Relating to assessment results
and performance within the
curriculum.

Acquisition of
knowledge/skills

“extensive knowledge”;
“retaining knowledge”; “learning
and knowing how to apply it”;
“personal development”; “making
the most of”

Yellow
It reflects cognitive
development and the
acquisition of academic skills.

Achieving personal goals
“achieving my goals”; “reaching
targets”; “accomplishment”;
“recognize”; “challenge”

Purple (Expectations and
identity)

It relates to identity formation,
personal goals and
self-fulfilment.

Employability/career
prospects

“good job”; “job”; “good salary in
the future”; “preparation for
work”; “having the course on
one’s CV”

Purple
It combines academic success
with future prospects and
professional identity.

Well-being and emotional
balance

“being happy”; “psychological
well-being”; “mental health”;
“resilience”; “self-confidence”

Green (Psychological and
emotional factors)

Related to mental health,
resilience and self-efficacy.

Integration and institutional
development

“get into the course of your
choice”; “complete the course in
one go”; “pass everything”

Red
It relates to adaptability,
academic progression and
retention within the institution.

Internal or external
dimensions (residual) “to make my mum proud”

Purple (with a
socio-relational
dimension)

In relation to identity and social
recognition, the blue cluster
does not emerge significantly in
the sample.

1 Developed by the authors.

In this regard, the “OPSA 2.0 Goes to School” initiative serves as a key strategic tool,
not only for raising awareness of existing support mechanisms, but also for fostering a
gradual alignment between students’ perceptions and the institution’s vision of academic
success. By promoting active participation, critical reflection and the valuing of student
voices, this initiative reinforces the role of students as co-creators of their academic journeys
and contributes to the consolidation of an institutional culture centred on success, inclusion
and well-being.

6. Discussion
While the empirical component of the study is based on a specific institutional con-

text, the aim is not statistical generalisation but analytical transferability. The case of the
Polytechnic University of Leiria provides a situated perspective that enables the explo-
ration of broader conceptual dynamics, contributing to the understanding of how global
trends are locally interpreted and experienced. In this context, the discussion that follows
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seeks to place the empirical evidence collected in the context of the OPSA 2.0 initiative
within the broader intellectual landscape of research on academic success. This section
adopts a relational perspective, examining the extent to which the meanings attributed to
academic success by first-year students at the Polytechnic University of Leiria resonate
with, reproduce, or diverge from the conceptual patterns identified in the international
scientific literature trends. By articulating the thematic clusters revealed through co-word
analysis with the categories emerging from the Mentimeter responses, the analysis aims
to explore how global discursive configurations intersect with local perceptions and lived
experiences within higher education. In doing so, the discussion seeks to illuminate the ten-
sions, absences, and emergent dimensions that shape understandings of academic success
in institutional contexts. Table 5 is provided to operationalise this analytical comparison
and to highlight the link between global trends and local perceptions.

Table 5. Analysis of Mentimeter categories and bibliometric clusters 1.

Bibliometric Cluster International Trends Identified
(Scopus 2020–2025)

Data Collected via Mentimeter
(IPLeiria) Degree of Convergence

Red (Higher education and
university experience)

Retention, adaptation,
institutional integration,
university student, persistence

“complete the course”; “finish
the degree”; “pass the modules” High

Yellow (Skills and the teaching
and learning process)

Skill, curriculum, learning
strategies, assessment, ability

“good grades”;
“above-average”; “learning”;
“retaining knowledge”

Very high

Green (Psychological and
emotional factors)

Mental health, resilience,
anxiety, burnout, self-efficacy,
mindset

“psychological well-being”;
“mental health”; “resilience”;
“confidence”

Moderate (emerging)

Purple (Expectations and
identity)

Expectation, self-esteem, life
goals, interaction, identity

“achieving goals”; “fulfilment”;
“a good job”; “a good salary” High

Blue (Childhood/adolescence
and parental context)

Child, parent, youth,
mathematics, school context

Final thought: “to make my
mum proud” Residual

1 Developed by the authors.

The correlation between the emerging categories from Mentimeter and the five clusters
identified in the bibliometric analysis reveals a strong convergence between local perceptions
and global trends in research on ‘academic success’. There is a predominance of clusters asso-
ciated with academic performance and institutional experience (red and yellow), suggesting
that students tend to interpret success primarily through instrumental and outcome-oriented
indicators. References to completing the degree, obtaining high grades and progressing
academically emerge as central markers of success, reflecting a representation strongly
anchored in formal educational achievement and institutional validation.

Nevertheless, the presence, albeit less prominent, of references to well-being, resilience
and mental health brings students’ narratives closer to the latest trends within the area,
which have increasingly emphasised the psychosocial, identity-related and formative di-
mensions of the academic journey. This conceptual shift reveals a progressively more
integrated understanding of success, which is not limited to quantitative performance indi-
cators, but incorporates factors such as emotional balance, a sense of belonging, personal
purpose and preparation for entering the workforce.

At the same time, a closer examination of the empirical data presented in Table 4
allows a more detailed interpretation of how different dimensions of academic success are
hierarchically structured in the students’ responses. The clusters associated with institu-
tional progression and learning performance (red and yellow) show the highest levels of
convergence with the Mentimeter data. In particular, the yellow cluster presents a very
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high correspondence with the students’ responses, which frequently refer to indicators such
as “good grades”, “high averages”, “learning” and “retaining knowledge”. These results
reinforce the central role of assessment and knowledge acquisition in students’ represen-
tations of success, suggesting that academic achievement continues to be predominantly
interpreted through measurable outcomes within the teaching–learning process—a pattern
that resonates with Schneider and Preckel’s (2017) observation that performance-based
indicators remain central to students’ self-assessment, even as institutional frameworks
increasingly emphasise transversal competencies.

The red cluster also presents a high degree of convergence, as students repeatedly
define success in terms of persistence and completion of the academic trajectory. Expres-
sions such as “finishing the course”, “completing the degree” and “passing all the subjects”
reveal how institutional progression remains a key marker of success within the higher
education experience. This emphasis reflects a representation of academic success strongly
linked to formal educational pathways and institutional validation.

The purple cluster, associated with expectations and identity formation, likewise
presents a high level of convergence between the international literature and the students’
perceptions. Responses such as “achieving my goals”, “personal fulfilment”, “getting a
good job” and “having a good salary” illustrate how academic success is often framed as
a pathway towards professional mobility and life accomplishment. In this sense, higher
education is perceived not only as an academic environment but also as a symbolic space
where personal aspirations, future career prospects and social recognition intersect.

Thus, the joint analysis suggests the coexistence of two interpretative frameworks: a
traditional approach, of a meritocratic and evaluative nature, and an emerging approach,
of a holistic nature, centred on subjective experience and the sustainability of the academic
journey. This duality should not be understood as contradictory, but rather as indicative
of an ongoing paradigm shift in higher education, in which academic success tends to
be reconceptualised as a multidimensional phenomenon, linking performance, personal
development and psychosocial integration.

Building on this interpretive tension, the following analysis examines the findings
along three interrelated axes: (i) convergences with existing literature; (ii) divergences and
unexpected patterns, and; (iii) broader implications for higher education practice. This
analysis aims to situate empirical evidence within the wider scholarly debate and analysis
on academic success.

The first axis of analysis concerns the points of convergence between the bibliometric
mapping and students’ perceptions. The findings confirm that academic success continues
to be predominantly conceptualised around performance-based and institutional dimen-
sions. This pattern is visible both in the dominance of the red cluster (retention, completion,
institutional progression) and the yellow cluster (assessment, learning strategies, skill
development) in scientific literature, and in the responses collected through the OPSA 2.0
sessions, where grades, course completion, and employability emerged as the most salient
markers of success. This convergence is consistent with well-established findings in the
field: performance indicators remain central to how academic success is operationalised in
both research and institutional practice (Schneider & Preckel, 2017; York et al., 2015), and
instrumental representations of success continue to dominate students’ self-perceptions
across different institutional contexts (Gonçalves et al., 2024).

More revealing, however, are the points of divergence. The blue cluster, which groups
concepts associated with adolescent development, family context, and early educational
trajectories, is virtually absent from students’ self-reported representations of academic
success. This is noteworthy: while researchers and institutional frameworks increasingly
acknowledge the role of prior socialisation and family capital in shaping academic trajecto-
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ries, students themselves do not spontaneously mobilise these categories when defining
their own success. A similar pattern emerges in relation to the green cluster. Although
wellbeing, mental health, resilience, and belonging feature prominently in the bibliometric
map as a growing field of inquiry, they appear only tentatively in students’ responses.
Despite substantial evidence that mental health challenges are pervasive and persistent in
post-pandemic higher education (Liverpool et al., 2023; Stock et al., 2022), students appear
not to have fully internalised wellbeing as a core component of academic success. Be-
longing, though recognised in the literature as a critical driver of engagement, motivation,
and retention (Pedler et al., 2022; Thomas, 2012), similarly remains peripheral in students’
spontaneous definitions of success.

Taken together, these convergences and divergences reveal a significant misalignment
between the holistic frameworks promoted by institutions and researchers and the predom-
inantly instrumental representations held by students. Academic success appears to be
conceptualised by students primarily in terms of measurable outputs (grades, credentials,
employability) while dimensions such as wellbeing, belonging, and personal development
remain largely implicit or unacknowledged. This gap is not merely a theoretical concern: it
carries direct practical implications. Institutions that invest in holistic support structures,
such as the OPSA 2.0 project at IPLeiria, risk limited impact if students do not share the
conceptual framework underpinning these interventions. Closing this representational
gap requires not only the provision of support services, but also active pedagogical and
communicative work to help students recognise and value the broader dimensions of their
own academic trajectories.

7. Limitations and Implications for Practice and Future Research
This study presents several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the bib-

liometric analysis relied on a single database (Scopus) and a single search descriptor
(“academic success”), which may have excluded relevant studies indexed under related
terms such as “student success”, “academic achievement”, or “student retention”. Second,
the qualitative analysis was conducted in a single institutional context, which limits the
transferability of findings to other settings. Third, the brevity of participants’ responses,
collected through interactive digital tools in workshop sessions, constrains the depth of
interpretative analysis possible.

Despite these limitations, the study offers a situated and methodologically transparent
perspective on how academic success is constructed and experienced in contemporary
higher education, and the constraints identified here point, in themselves, to productive
directions for future inquiry, as outlined in the following section.

From a practical standpoint, the findings suggest that higher education institutions
should invest in explicitly communicating holistic conceptions of academic success to stu-
dents, particularly during the first year of study. The dominance of performance-oriented
representations in students’ responses indicates that institutional narratives centred on
wellbeing, belonging, and personal development have not yet been fully internalised.
Institutional strategies such as OPSA 2.0 may play a crucial role in bridging this gap.

Future research should expand the sample across different institutions and national
contexts, incorporate longitudinal designs to track changes in students’ perceptions over
time, and explore the role of social background and prior educational experiences in
shaping representations of academic success.

8. Conclusions
This study sought to examine how the concept of academic success is constructed

and represented across two interconnected dimensions: international scientific production
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and students’ perceptions within higher education, taking the OPSA 2.0 project at the
Polytechnic University of Leiria as a situated case study. By combining bibliometric
analysis with the content analysis of students’ responses, the research made it possible to
identify not only the main thematic trends shaping the contemporary field of academic
success but also the ways in which these broader discursive formations resonate with local
student understandings.

The findings reveal that international research on academic success is increasingly
structured around a multidimensional framework, bringing together institutional, pedagog-
ical, psychological and identity-related dimensions. At the local level, however, students’
perceptions remain predominantly anchored in instrumental and performance-oriented
representations, particularly those associated with course completion, grades, academic
progression and employability. At the same time, the presence of references to mental
health, resilience, well-being and personal fulfilment suggests the emergence of a broader
understanding of success, one that moves beyond formal achievement alone and begins to
incorporate psychosocial and subjective dimensions of the academic journey.

The study points to the coexistence of two interpretative logics in higher education.
These include a traditional logic, centred on measurable outcomes and institutional val-
idation, and an emergent logic, more closely aligned with holistic and student-centred
conceptions of success. Rather than being mutually exclusive, these logics coexist and re-
veal an ongoing reconfiguration of how success is imagined, experienced and institutionally
framed within contemporary higher education.

From a theoretical perspective, this study contributes to current discussions on aca-
demic success by demonstrating that it should not be understood as a fixed or universally
defined outcome, but rather as a dynamic, negotiated, and context-dependent construct.
The findings highlight the coexistence of multiple interpretative frameworks, revealing how
dominant performance-oriented models persist alongside emerging holistic conceptions
centred on well-being, identity, and personal development. This duality reflects an ongoing
reconfiguration of the concept within higher education, reinforcing the need to critically
reassess how success is defined, measured, and operationalised.

Methodologically, the articulation between bibliometric mapping and qualitative
analysis proved particularly productive, as it enabled the connection between macro-level
scientific trends and micro-level student perceptions. This combined approach offers a
robust framework for future research, allowing for a more nuanced understanding of how
global scientific discourses are translated, appropriated, and reinterpreted within specific
institutional contexts.

Finally, the case of OPSA 2.0 demonstrates the relevance of institutional strategies
that do not reduce academic success to performance indicators alone, but instead seek
to integrate support, belonging, well-being and pedagogical innovation into a broader
culture of student success. In this regard, the study reinforces the importance of listening to
students as active subjects in the construction of more inclusive, reflexive and sustainable
higher education environments.

Future research may deepen this line of inquiry by expanding the sample, comparing
different institutional contexts, and exploring in greater detail how students’ social back-
grounds, trajectories and lived experiences shape their understandings of academic success.
In parallel, bibliometric analysis should be understood as an ongoing analytical and in-
teractive procedure, as the identification of thematic clusters depends on the continuous
evolution of the scientific field, as well as on the different perspectives, search strategies
and keyword parametrisations underpinning each study. In this sense, the configurations
identified here should be understood as a dynamic mapping, open to refinement as new
publications, descriptors, and conceptual approaches emerge. Future research may also ben-
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efit from advancing this line of inquiry through the development of a meta-analysis. While
the present study has sought to map the conceptual, thematic and epistemological contours
of the field through bibliometric procedures, a meta-analytical approach would enable a
complementary examination of the empirical evidence produced across different studies.

Ultimately, this study underscores the importance of rethinking academic success
as a multidimensional and evolving construct that must be aligned with the realities
of increasingly diverse student populations. Institutional strategies, such as OPSA 2.0,
play a crucial role in this process by fostering stronger, more inclusive, and preventive
approaches to student success. However, achieving meaningful alignment requires not only
structural interventions but also a deeper engagement with students’ own understandings
and experiences. In this sense, recognising students as active agents in the construction
of academic success emerges as a key condition for the development of more coherent,
responsive, and sustainable higher education systems.
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Notes
1 The OPSA 2.0 project-the Observatory for Academic Success at the Polytechnic University of Leiria is an initiative funded by

the Recovery and Resilience Plan (PRR), aimed at promoting academic success and preventing students from dropping out,
particularly among first-year students. Based on an integrated and inclusive approach, it involves teaching staff, students
and institutional services through initiatives such as academic tutoring and student mentoring, as well as innovative teaching
practices and programmes to support integration (https://www.ipleiria.pt/projeto/opsa-2-0/) (accessed on 14 May 2026).

2 Data was extracted on 1 September 2025 from the Scopus platform at the following address: https://www.scopus.com/results/results
.uri?s=TITLE-ABS-KEY(%22Academic+success%22)+AND+PUBYEAR+%3E+2019+AND+PUBYEAR+%3C+2026+&cluster=subjabbr
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