John J. Kennedy

or decades, high-

er  education

across the globe

sold a fairly stan-
dard dream: secure admis-
sion to a prestigious insti-
tution, earn a marketable
degree, and move smooth-
ly into employment. Rank-
ings, brand value, and
placement statistics were
treated as proxies for
success.

However, the Annual
Student Quest Report 2025
released by the Interna-
tional College and Career
Counselling (IC3) Institute
suggests that today’s stu-
dents, across regions and
socio-economic contexts,
appear to be recalibrating
what they expect from
higher education and are
prioritising well-being, sa-
fety, purpose, and long-
term relevance over insti-
tutional prestige.

~ This shift reflects a gen-
eration coming of age amid
overlapping crises: a pan-

demic that exposed mental

health fragilities, econom-
ic uncertainty that unset-
tled linear career paths, ra-
pid technological change
that renders skills obsolete
faster than degrees canl
certify them, and a global
climate of anxiety shaped

by conflict, climate
change, and political
instability.

In such a context, it is
hardly surprising that stu-
dents ask a different set of
questions: will this institu-
tion protect my mental
health? Will I feel safe

here? Will my education
have meaning beyond
short-term employability?
However, this recalibra-
tion also exposes a trou-
bling gap between student
expectations and institu-
tional preparedness. While
over 80% of students re-
portedly rely on Al-po-
wered tools for career ex-
ploration and university
selection, a significantly
smaller proportion of
counsellors use similar
technologies. Even more
telling is the finding that fa-
mily members remain stu-
dents’ most trusted advis-
ers. This reliance reflects
both cultural realities and
systemic  inadequacies.
Formal guidance struc-
tures in many countries,
including India, remain
under-resourced, sporad-
ic, and exam-centric.
Have students thought
this through fully? In part,
yes. Their emphasis on
well-being and purpose is
backed by strong evidence
linking mental health to
academic success and life
outcomes. But there is a
danger in over-individua-
lising responsibility. Stu-
dent preferences alone
cannot drive institutional
change. The latter requires
funding, trained person-
nel, and a radical shift in
academic culture. Without
these, well-being risks be-
coming a slogan rather

than a reality.

Indian context

in India, these findings res-
onate with deep ongoing
concerns. Indian campus-
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es — both elite and state-
run — continue to witness
alarming reports of stu-
dent stress, anxiety, and
suicide.

Competitive academic
cultures, rigid evaluation
systems, caste discrimina-
tion, financial pressure,
fmd inadequate psycholog-
ical support form a com-
bustible mix. Against this
backdrop, students’ insis-
tence on safety and mental
well-being is not a choice
but a necessity.

However, the feasibility
of implementing this stu-
dent-centred vision in In-
dian higher education re-
mains contested, primarily
because capacity is un-
even. While a handful of
private and central institu-
tions have begun investing
in counselling centres,
mentorship programimies,
and flexible curricula, the
vast majority struggle with
basic staffing, infrastruc-
ture, and governance defi-
cits.

Often, inclination is mis-
sing. Mental health is still
viewed as peripheral, re-
medial, or individual rath-
er than institutional and
preventive.

In this context, the IC3
report’s call for “Counsell-
ing as a Culture” is signifi-
cant. It suggests moving
beyond token counsellor
appointments towards em-
bedding guidance within
pedagogy, leadership prac-
tices, teacher training, and
parental engagement.

In India, this requires a
decisive break from the ex-
am-centric mindset that

dpminates schooling and
higher education. Faculty
members will need train-
ing not only in subject ex-
pertise but also in student
mentorship and emotional
literacy.

Additionally, govern-
ment policy plays a critical
role. Regulatory bodies
such as the UGC must
move beyond issuing advi-
sories and insist on enfor-
ceable standards for stu-
dent support systems.
Funding mechanisms
should recognise counsell-
ing services, mental health
infrastructure, and faculty
development as core aca-
demic investments, not
optional add-ons.

Equally important is re-
ducing structural stres-
sors: unrealistic syllabi,
compressed academic ca-
lendars, punitive assess-
ment  practices, and
opaque grievance redres-
sal mechanisms.

Institutions, for their
part, must confront un-
comfortable questions. Do
they see students primari-
ly as rank-holders and
placement statistics, or as
young adults navigating
complex personal and so-
cial transitions? Are they
willing to sacrifice a mea-
sure of performative excel-
lence to create humane
academic environments?
without such introspec-
tion, well-being will re-
main a policy buzzword
rather than an institutional

ethic.
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