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[bookmark: _Hlk25951795]Supporting and improving the mental health and well- being of students in higher education from the perspective of university  support staff. 
Background 
The following research project will be investigating the support that is provided to students suffering with mental health issues  in higher education through the services provided by the university . Also, this research project will be from the perspective of university support staff. The perspective of university staff was chosen because I believe it is vital to gain an insight from those who work in at the institution to see how they are supporting students with mental health issues. 
The topic of mental health and well – being was chosen because of a personal interest in this subject. As a student  and having been in higher education for four years , I am interested in investigating the services that universities provide in order to ensure that student’s well- being is supported throughout their education. In addition to this , I am interested in discovering how effective these services are for students with poor mental health and how they can be improved in the future . 
The rationale behind choosing to focus on mental health in higher education is because of the huge amount of stigma surrounding mental health. Personally, I feel that students in higher education are increasingly more vulnerable when it comes to mental health  because it is the first time  for many of them that they are living away from home and having to deal with a lot of responsibility and this can cause a huge amount of stress. Students also experience an increased amount of pressure both academically and personally and without the right amount of support there could be disastrous consequences.  Another reason for choosing to research mental health is because of the limited amount of research. Mental health is an upcoming research area and more needs to be done to improve understanding . 
Firstly, a brief description of mental health can be given by Barden and Caleb (2019).  Barden and Caleb (2019) explains that  someone has good mental health this means that are emotionally resilient and this means they can enjoy life , survive pain and any issues with their own self- belief. Additionally , mental health encompasses an individual’s feelings , experiences and life events. Furthermore, Mind (2016) adds that mental health problems affects around one in four people in Britain and the most common mental health problems are depression and anxiety. 


 As mentioned previously, mental health amongst students is a topical area with limited research and this is supported by Universities UK (2018)  . Universities UK (2018) explains there are twenty-three million students  studying at university in the United Kingdom and they have distinctive characteristics and vulnerabilities ; there is limited direct evidence on student mental health.  In relation , to young people with mental health issues Young Minds (2019) suggests  1 in 6 young people aged 16-24 has symptoms of a common mental disorder such as depression or an anxiety disorder. Furthermore, Hubble (2019) explains reports of students declaring a mental health condition or reporting issues with stress and poor mental wellbeing has increased ; it is suggested that student mental health is in ‘‘ crisis ‘’.
Office for students (2019) adds students with mental health conditions have needs and experiences that differ from the general population. Furthermore, students may be living away from home for the first time and may experience stress or isolation caused by long hours of studying. More importantly, some students might have to balance employment alongside their studies and worry about how to manage their money .  Office for students (2019) suggests  even if students are experiencing good mental health the transition from school to university could affect their wellbeing . Furthermore, it is vital that universities and colleges put systems and initiatives in place to support students through such challenges as mental health is a longstanding concern for universities . 
As this research project will be focusing on student support services . In relation to student support  services, Morgan (2012) explains  student services can  be broadly defined as all the services that support students with their learning.  Morgan (2012) adds that student services provides the following services some of which include providing advice for international students, dyslexia and disability support , financial  advice, health and counselling . 
[bookmark: _Hlk26123360]Similarly, to the description provided by Morgan (2012) in relation to what student services provide.  The  University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2019 ) , the student services help to provide a professional support service that provides high quality information , advice , guidance and emotional support to enable all students reach their full potential.   The University of Wales Trinity Saint David prides itself on being a truly supportive university. Additionally, the University of Wales Trinity Saint David is ranked first out of forty-five institutions for counselling services and second out of forty-five institutions for student services . 
Thorley  (2017) explains if a student is suffering with poor mental health and wellbeing this can have a traumatic affect on students’ academic performance in higher education. The higher education sector and the government are actively trying to improve the mental health and wellbeing of students. Thorley  (2017) suggests the following recommendations to help and improve the mental health of students in higher education. For instance,  the higher education sector should adopt student mental health and wellbeing as a priority issue and  the higher education sector should increase funding dedicated to services that aim to promote and support the mental health and wellbeing of students.   
Furthermore,  Universities UK ( 2015) adds  other recommendations include there should be a wide range of policies to ensure the diverse needs of their students for the students to progress through their course more effectively. Additionally, relevant staff should be trained on mental health awareness and this includes departments , support areas and personal tutors. Universities UK (2015) adds the other recommendation for higher education is that they should consult and collaborate with student’s unions and students with mental health difficulties when implementing student mental health related policies and procedures when identifying areas for improvement. 
Doran (2014)  explains  higher education spends considerable amount of money on physical areas to accommodate students with disabilities, but it can be remarked that little attention is paid to the range of psychological access issues encountered by people with mental health issues. Doran (2014) adds that students with mental health disabilities should be considered when it comes to designing physical spaces . In relation to legislation , the equality and human rights commission ( 2019 ) explains that Equality act (2010) means that higher education institutions have a duty to make ‘’ reasonable adjustments ‘’ consider the needs and circumstances of the students disabilities and make suitable adjustments hat respond to the student’s needs . 
Doran (2014) suggests  in higher education students are expected to manage their studies and their mental health  which could result in students experience mental health difficulties such as stigma , anxiety and paranoia . Additionally, if a student is experiencing a mental health issue this could lead to access issues which means access to these services are minimised . 
As Doran (2014) explained students in higher education must overcome stigma in relation to their mental health issues. Another, fundamental reason why mental health is an area of interest because of the stigma commonly associated with mental health . Martin (2010) suggests  stigma is very powerful with students in higher education and many students go to considerable efforts to hide their mental health condition. Only a minority disclose information about their mental health condition which means they are then able to get assistance with their studies and managing their mental health condition. Considerable, lengths need to be taken to enable students to speak about their mental health to help break the stigma.
In relation , to the support provisions that are available in higher education . Hubble (2015) explains in higher education students can receive support through the student support department. The support that can be provided is wellbeing service , counselling service and universities tend to work closely with the NHS  so the students can receive  the care they need. Hubble (2015) adds students can also receive support from the  students  union that might provide student- led services which could consist of peer support groups and advice lines. 
Student minds (n/d) explains there are many challenges that students must overcome in order to receive the support they need the fear of being judged and not being able to find someone to talk to easily and not having the confidence to tell people they are suffering with a mental health issues. Additionally, Student minds (n/d) adds students feel that people view mental health as being a weakness . 
On a regional level in Wales  in March 2019 , the Welsh Government (2019) announced that they were going  to give two million pounds to help fund and improve the support that students and staff  receive. The funding will help staff in key things such as well- being and mental health awareness and help to promote health information on campus. Additionally, funding will help to safeguard students who are at risk. 
To conclude, the appropriate literature indicates that mental health in higher education is a topic that needs researching . The literature indicates that there are clear gaps in this research area and that mental health is an area that needs to be researched. After reading the appropriate literature , it is the aim that this research project will fill current gaps and help to create new knowledge. This research project will be focusing on the following areas the effectiveness of support services, improving current support services and investigating the provision available at the university that I attend. 







Aim and objectives 
This section of the research proposal will be exploring the possible aims and objectives that I intend to achieve with this research project. The overall aim of this research project is to investigate support services and provisions available to students in  higher education  at the university that I am currently attending regarding mental health and well- being. This research project will be seeing how student services are promoting , supporting and helping to improve the mental health and well -being of students in higher education. 
After reading , the appropriate literature concerning mental health , wellbeing and higher education. The objective of this research project is to help to fill in any gaps in current research and create new knowledge . As a researcher, mental health is a new research area for me  and by carrying out this research project I will be able to improve my own understanding and knowledge surrounding mental health . 
The objective for this research project is to conduct between two to three semi- structured interviews with either the student support staffs or staff from the student union. The  purpose of this research project is to collect data from the participants and add to current research concerning higher education and mental health. The data collected will help to highlight any current issues concerning mental health provision  and help to create suitable improvements for the future . 
To be able to successfully complete the aim and objectives . This research project will have to spilt into three research questions. The following research questions were selected because  researching these areas will help to fill in current gaps in the research . These three research questions were developed after reading key literature and will help to develop research into the subject area of mental health . 

1)How effective are the services that the university provides to support/ improve the mental health and well- being of students ?
To answer this question , the participants will be asked to reflect on the services that the university provides and how they feel it is helping to supporting students with mental health and well- being issues. The participants will be asked to reflect on how they feel these services are improving student’s mental health and wellbeing. Participants will have to reflect on their own job role and how they are  helping to improve and supporting mental health and wellbeing. 
2)How can these services be improved in the future ?
 I intend to answer this research question by getting the participants to discuss current provision. Participants will be asked to make predictions on how they feel these services can be improved in the future . The participants will be asked to make recommendations for services in the future and this will be done to see if it corresponds with the recommendations indicated in the literature . This question gives the participants a chance to see how they would want to improve current provision to ensure more students benefit from the provision. This will also allow participants to see how they will overcome challenges concerning mental health in higher education 

3) What services are available to support student’s mental health and wellbeing in higher education?
I intend to answer this research question I will be asking participants to discuss current support provisions. Participants will be asked to review what  is currently available for students suffering with a mental health or well-being issue.  The current literature suggested a few available services to students in higher education who may be suffering with a mental health or well- being issue . It will be interesting to see what is available at my current university and any similarities with the literature. This question will also help to explore student led provision and the difference between ‘in house’ provision. 
Methodology
This section of the research project will be discussing the proposed methodology for this research project.  To be able to successfully complete this research task a qualitative approach to research will have to be used. Hammarberg and De Lacey (2016) explains a qualitative approach to research is required when the result to a research question involves experience , meaning , perspective and an account from the participant. Additionally, Hammarberg and De Lacey (2016)  the techniques used in qualitative research is semi- structured interviews to investigate views from key figures or institutional perspective . Denzin and Lincoln (1994) explains  qualitative research is multimethod and takes into consideration focus , interpretive and adopts a more naturalistic approach to the subject. Denzin and Lincoln (1994) adds qualitative research takes place in a natural setting to make sense or interpret an event.  
Seers ( 2012) explains good qualitative research uses a systematic and rigorous approach that aims to answer questions that concerns what people think or feel . Furthermore, qualitative data takes the form of words and can sometimes include images . Additionally , Seers (2012) adds qualitative research covers a broad range of philosophical and methodological approaches .
The advantages of conducting qualitative research is as follows . Denzin (1989) explains qualitative research helps to produce a detailed account of the feelings, opinion and experience of the participants. Another key advantage to conducting qualitative research is there is a flexible structure as explained by Maxwell (2012) . Maxwell (2012) explains that qualitative research is more interactive approach and can be constructed and reconstructed. 
However , the disadvantages of using qualitative research must be considered also. As mentioned previously , qualitative research focuses on experience and Silverman (2010) believes qualitative research tends to forget about context and therefore focuses more on meaning and experience.  Atieno (2009) adds that the main disadvantage of qualitative research is some of the findings cannot be extended to wider populations and may be at risk of causing generalisation. 
Research methods
The chosen research methods that will be used in this research project are as follows .  As this project will be using the qualitative research approach. So,  the chosen data collection method will be semi – structured interviews and the aim is to conduct at least two interviews with university student support staff . Additionally, these interviews will be recorded and later transcribed. 
The interviews will be recorded because as a researcher I want the participant to feel at ease and note taking during the interview might distract the participant and defer the focus of the interview. If the participant is against being recorded, I will then have to take notes . 
[bookmark: _Hlk25677145]The purpose the semi- structured interviews is to allow the participants to discuss the provisions that are made available to students in higher education , how these provisions could be improved in the future and how effective they believe these provisions are to ensure the well-being and mental health of students is improved , promoted and supported . 
I will conduct at least two semi- structured interviews with university student support staff. To begin, I will send the participants a copy of a permission slip  along with a copy of the interview questions . Participants cannot participate until they have signed and returned the permission slip. Furthermore, providing each participant with the interview questions in advance means they will be able to plan their answers in advance . Also, means the participant can change any questions that they do not want to answer .
The participants will be asked a series of questions with the purpose to   allow the participants to discuss the provisions that are made available to students in higher education , how these provisions could be improved in the future and how effective they believe these provisions are to ensure the well-being and mental health of students is improved , promoted and supported . The semi- structured interviews will also allow the participants to reflect on their role within the service and see how they are helping to improve the mental health and well- being of students in higher education.
Interviews is the chosen data collection method because this will allow the participants will be able to give lengthier and in-depth responses in comparison to other data collection methods such as questionnaires . In relation to literature , Drever (1995) suggest that interviews are the most popular method of data collection as it allows a researcher to get information and exchange ideas .
As explained previously,  semi – structured interviews will be used in this research project . Longhurst (2016)explains that semi- structured interviews  are a formal verbal exchange which allows the interviewer to ask the participant a series of questions in a conversational manner which allows  the participant to explore different issues . 
Adams ( 2015 ) explains that the possible disadvantages of conducting semi- structured interviews is they can take a lot of effort  and  require a sophisticated interviewer . Additionally, Adams (2015) adds that semi – structured interviews takes a lot of  preparing and transcribing interviews can be time consuming . However, The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (2008) explains that the benefits of conducting semi- structured interviews is  the researcher can prepare questions ahead of time which means that the researcher is prepared and appears capable during the interview . Additionally, The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (2008)  explains another benefit is the participant is given the freedom to express their views in their own way . Finally, semi – structured interviews help to create reliable qualitative data . 
Ethical considerations 
To successfully complete this research project , I will have to consider different ethical research . Denscombe (2002) explains ethics takes into consideration the duties and responsibility of the researcher and considers rules of conduct. Before , beginning  the research project I will have to gain consent from the relevant people . The people that I must gain permission from are my university  and the participants before any research can take place .
 To  gain permission  from the university I will fill out an ethics form which will inform the  university about the research project and  the proposed methods. After, the university has granted permission I can then carry out the research activity.  I must gain permission from the university because  The University of Wales  Trinity ST. David (2017) states  ethical approval  is needed before a project can begin if it implicates the involvement of other humans and has the potential to  make a difference to their lives. Additionally, this ensures that good practice is followed.  
Furthermore, after gaining permission from the university I will arrange to meet with student services to explain the project to them in person. For the interviews , all the participants will be sent a copy of a consent form which they will have to sign and return by a certain date before they can participate in the study .
 In relation to literature, Cohana and Hurst (2008) suggests  obtaining consent from participants which means all participants have a voluntary choice to participate and can refuse to participate.  Cohana and Hurst (2008) adds that informed consent involves  the participants giving permission , understanding decision making and voluntariness.  Israel and Hay (2006) adds  it is important to protect individuals and make sure that good practice is performed. It is vital that as a researcher all participants are respected, and no harm will come to the participants. 
In relation,  to creating no harm to the participants .As  the participants will be discussing mental health of the students that they work with this could influence their own mental health . However, the participants will not be talking about their own mental health and well- being . During, the debrief each participant will receive links to charities such as Mind , Young Minds, SANE and PAPYRUS. These links are being provided in case the participants need to talk to a professional. 
Additionally, as the participants will be discussing their place of work and this will affect their responses as they would be worried about their responses affecting their employment. The participants will be informed their responses will have no effect with employment and they don’t have to answer any questions that they feel will affect their employment .
 The participants will be reminded that they can withdraw from the research project at any time and they will be given a variety of instructions to help them end their participation from the study easily . Each participant will be given contact information for the researcher in case they have any questions, concerns or wish to withdraw from the study.  For the interviews , the participants will be told that they have until the research project is published in 2020 to withdraw from the study . 
In terms of confidentiality and anonymity, the participants will be informed that  the only people that will listen to the recordings are myself and the person that marks my work . They will be given the option to have a copy of the recording to if they wish . Participants will be told that their names or the university will not appear in the research project .  Names  and places will be altered to protect confidentiality and anonymity . 
To debrief the participants, I will end the semi- structure interviews I will thank the participants  for agreeing to participate in the research project. I will thank the participants for their responses and how these responses will impact the study .  At the end of the semi – structured  interview , I will provide each participant with a debrief sheet . This debrief sheet, will explain  the study again and explain how the key literature has guided the research project. The debrief sheet will also allow the participants another chance to say whether they want to receive the results from the study.

Timetable
Below, is a proposed timetable for this research activity . This is just a proposed time scale  and timetable of this research activity as things could be subject to change. 
	Date 
	Activity 

	September 2019 – October 2019 
	Choose  research area and begin reading about the chosen topic area . Read up to date literature concerning this area 

	October 2019 – November 2019 
	Continue reading about the  chosen  research topic area . Begin to consider possible research  methods and  sampling methods .

	November 2019 – December 2019 
	Select a research method and read literature about the chosen research method . Begin to consider ethical considerations and read literature concerning ethics . Begin drafting copies of ethics forms 

	December 2019 -January 2020 
	Finalise ethical considerations and finalise ethics form ahead of submission . Show ethics form to supervisor for approval in case changes needs to made before the final copy is submitted.  

	January 2020- February 2020
	*After permission is granted * contact possible participants and explain the project and their role. Provide each participant will be given a consent form and a copy of my contact details in case of enquiry. 

	February 2020 – March 2020 
	Participants will have to return the permission slips by mid-March . Begin conducting interviews  and begin  transcribing interviews 

	March 2020 – April 2020 
	Finish transcribing interviews and begin to analyse the findings from these interviews .  Begin to highlight links between the literature and the findings  from the interviews 

	April 2020- May 2020 
	Continuing to analyse results and finalise other aspects of the dissertation 

	May 2020 – June 2020 
	Aim to finish  the dissertation by the end of June 



Examples of empirical data collection tools 
Interview consent form 
Below is an example of a consent form for participants that will be taking part in the semi structured  interviews. When the  consent forms are sent to the participants a copy of interview questions will also be attached so the participants have a reasonable amount of time to prepare for the interviews. Allowing the participants to see the questions in advance means the participants can  prepare in advance and  they can contact me with any potential issues  such as changing the questions.  
 The purpose of the consent form is to inform the participant about the research project in writing. The consent form informs the participant about who I am and why I am conducting this research project and the participants role in this research project . All the participants must sign and return a copy of the consent form before any research can take place.
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Dear participant 
RE: Supporting and improving the mental health and well- being of students in higher education from the perspective of university  support staff.
My name is Ayesha Perrin and I am studying MA Education Studies . I am doing a project on mental health in higher education and  the support given to students when they are suffering with a mental health issue or a well- being issue  from the perspective of university student support staff . 
I would really appreciate your help with this project by allowing me to interview you . The interview will be discussing how  the university supports students in higher education with mental health issues, how these services can be improved in the future to ensure more student utilise these services  and what type of provision is in place for students in higher education. 
The interviews will be recorded and can be arranged to fit with your schedule . However, the recordings of the interviews will be confidential and anonymous . Each participants identity will be disguised to protect anonymity . The only people that will hear the recording are myself , my supervisors and the examiner  who will be checking my work . There will also be an option for the participant to have a copy of the recording if they wish too . No- one will be named in  the finished work. 
If you are happy to participate, I would be grateful if you could sign the attached form 
If you would like to know more about the study, please contact me at ………….
Many thanks for taking the time to read this letter and for your help with this study 
Yours Sincerely 
……………..
If you have any further questions about the above, or if you have any problems or issues regarding the procedure or content, please contact University of Wales Trinity St David (Swansea campus ) directly on .
{ insert university and supervisor contact information}
I am happy to participate * [print name] …………………………………………………………………………….                In the project 
Supporting and improving the mental health and well- being of students in higher education from the perspective of university  support staff.
By agreeing to participate , I have read and understood the following:
•	I agree that the interview   can be recorded. 
•	I understand that the  interview will be confidential and anonymous 
•	I understand that I can stop the activity at any time.
•	I understand I have till  the day the project is published  to withdraw (June 2020)  and no data will be used . 
Do you wish to receive a copy of the results from the study ?
Please tick the appropriate box 
Yes                               no 


Signed…………………………………………
Please print your name…………………………

Research impact 
Even though , this research project has the potential to have an impact and contribute to current research .However, this is not a necessarily relevant consideration for this research project. 
Dissemination 
After the research project is complete, I intend to share the results of the research project . I intend to share the results with the participants of the study. In the consent form,  each participant will be given the option to receive results from the study and the participants can make this decision on  the consent form. The participant can change their mind throughout the study concerning whether or they want to receive the results. Receiving the results is completely  optional and there is no pressure to receive the results. 
If the participants choose to receive the results from the study. They will receive a short summary that will summarise the project and  the key findings from the research project. I feel it is important for the participants to receive a copy of the results so they can see how their participation has guided the research . 
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