An Exploration of Mental Health and Wellbeing
In 2017, the Higher Education Academy (AdvanceHE) produced a document ‘Embedding mental wellbeing in the curriculum: maximising success in higher education’ (Houghton, and Anderson, 2017).  The impetus for this report was the growing concerns of the mental health and overall wellbeing of the student within higher education.  It was a report outlining a way forward; providing a holistic approach that complimented existing student support services while embedding mental wellbeing into the core of the curriculum.  In short, suggesting that the responsibility for mental wellbeing of the student is an integral part of the teaching practice.  It also notes that the success of the learner is contingent on ensuring the wellbeing of the educator.   
In 2019, mental health and wellbeing remains on the political and educational agendas within higher education for both the learner and educator. University fees continue to be a source of political debate, contributing to an ever-changing landscape within higher education. Consolidation, elimination of course programmes, demands for higher workloads, staff redundancies and even the Brexit affect all contribute to the fuelling and feeling of uncertainty for the leaner, the academic staff and the university (Universities UK 2019).  All of the above bring their own issues and stresses so it is vital that there is a more in-depth conversation around the mental health and wellbeing both from the learner’s and the educator’s perspective (Hewitt, 2019); (Stones and Glazzard, 2019); (Universities UK, 2019); (Vailes, 2017). 
My journey thus far, as a  second year education doctoral student and counselling lecturer at UWSTD, has been about exploring conversations and themes that speak to connection, collaboration, partnership and shared responsibility within the learner’s and educator’s experience.  All of this would appear to suggest that the quality of the relationship between the learner and the educator matters for maximising success within learning and teaching practice suggesting a relational pedagogy that is inclusive with the self and the other. “There can be no conception of an “I” without a conception of “other” or “not I.” In this manner, the acquisition of knowledge happens in relation to others” (Crownover and Jones, 2018 p. 19).  It is a tapestry of connected threads of human knowledge ‘reciprocating experiences, ideas, values and insight’ (Robinson 2018). Perhaps it is the exploration and deeper understanding of this tapestry that will provide further insights and potentially new avenues of research into how best to embed mental health and wellbeing into the curriculum.  
The  Mental Health and Wellbeing Agenda in Higher Education
In order to fully participate in the discussion of how best to embed mental health and wellbeing into the curriculum, there is some work to be done around how we define and interpret such concepts as ‘mental health’ and ‘wellbeing’. In this discussion, it will also be important to explore our understanding of ‘resilience’ and ‘flourishing’ so that we can show progression in the individual’s sense of wellbeing and develop markers, which denote progression or lack thereof. In addition, it will be important to explore the concept of ‘embedding’ so that we have clear understanding of what is involved in the process. This review will seek to unpack the above concepts, providing a clearer understanding of what is meant by ‘embedding mental health and wellbeing into the curriculum’.
The World Health Organisation WHO (2014) provides an updated definition that states. 
Mental health is not just the absence of mental disorder it is a state of well-being in which every individual realizes his or her own potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to her or his community.
This is a positive definition and one that is often most quoted in relation to mental health and wellbeing. It describes the ability to cope or be resilient with the stressors of life and to be about contributing to the greater good of society. It suggest and embraces a sense of wellbeing for all and places less of an emphasis on particular signs and symptoms that contribute to mental illness (Stones and Glazzard, 2019).  However, it offers little or no insight into who or what determines a normal stressor of life?  Defining what is normal remains contentious in the medical model of mental health and mental illness and contributes to the negative perceptions that are common in the wider understanding of mental health today (Frances 2013). The American Psychiatric Association APA (2018) offers the following definition: ‘mental health is the foundation for emotions, thinking, communication, learning, resilience and self-esteem.’ This definition suggests that mental health is ‘key to relationships, personal and emotional wellbeing’, (APA 2018) and again repeating the notion of a participation in and contributing to the greater good of society.  This definition of wellbeing would also seem to imply that the ability of the individual to progress and flourish is an integral part of the process.  The Mental Health Foundation MHF (2016) states ‘wellbeing is a condition that allow individuals to thrive.’ So the question follows: how are students and staff thriving and flourishing in higher education today?
As highlighted in ‘The Flourishing Student’, Fabienne Vailes (2017) theorises that these positive definitions of mental health and wellbeing are inconsistent with the often-negative perspectives that many exhibit when describing mental health.  She refers to these as ‘negative modifiers’ that appear in the media and in everyday language: ‘mental health crises’; ‘mental health problems’; ‘mental health disorders’; and ‘mental illness’ Vailes (2017 p. 27). She argues that these ‘negative modifiers’ contribute to the negative connotations and stigmatisation within mental health today, thus leading to a confusing of mental health with mental disorder.  
Hewitt (2019) HEPI policy no. 13, advocates that there is a need for clarity within the terminology of mental health and personal wellbeing, and warns against the ‘conflation’ of these two within the higher education context and requires further research. Hewitt (2019) recognises that the higher education sector has a duty of care towards students who are at the age when mental ill health can first appear, perhaps suggesting that the need to better understand personal wellbeing and how this can be measured; she sees this as a matter of some urgency. The HEPI (Hewitt, 2019) policy further reports that that the data collection with respect to wellbeing in the higher education sector remains inconsistent; acknowledging gaps with both staff and student wellbeing. ‘We need to understand both staff and student well-being together, as both groups are strengthened by high levels of well-being in the other’ (Hewitt, 2019). As a recommendation, the report promotes the collection of data and the publishing of information with respect to staff in higher education contributing to the measures of wellbeing. ‘If we want to promote and understand higher education beyond a financial transaction, we should be committed to better measuring and understanding wellbeing (Hewitt, 2019). 
Although the definition of wellbeing needs further clarity, a general understanding refers to the ‘quality of people’s lives. It is about how well we are, and how our lives are going’ (Children Society, 2017).  The Good Childhood report supports the view that the subjective measures, the personal assessment of one’s wellbeing, makes a greater contribution to the understanding of wellbeing than that of objectives measures; thus its ongoing practice of collecting and collating children’s and young people’s perspective since 2005 (Children Society, 2017).    
Dodge et al (2012) provides the image of a see-saw where wellbeing is ‘the balance point’ between an individual’s psychological, social, spiritual (Vailes, 2017), and physical ‘resource pool’, between the ‘challenges faced’, which are also psychological, social, physical and spiritual.  It is suggesting that that this ‘balance point’ or sense of wellbeing dips or rises when there is an imbalance in one or the other and readdresses itself accordingly to arrive at equilibrium/homeostats (Dodge et al 2012 p. 230). This definition offers further illumination within the tapestry metaphor suggesting that the threads of resources and challenges are in relationship with one another.  The weave provides connectivity thus supporting the notion that wellbeing is a relational process between people and places rather than an outcome (Atkinson, 2013 cited in Phillips, Evans, and Muirhead, 2015); contributing to the significance of understanding wellbeing from a more subjective perspective. 
As we get closer to empirically measuring wellbeing from a student’s perspectives, utilising the ONS 2014 UK general population and comparing with the HEPI / Higher Education Academy Student Academic Experience Survey, back in 2014 has allowed a comparison of the general population of young people and students. The data has indicated that there is generally a lower level of wellbeing among students (Hewitt, 2019, p. 3) and the trend continues year on year.  As suggested in the report Hewitt (2019), the concept of wellbeing remains elusive, but the suggestion of other wellbeing measures such as the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-Being Scale (2007), with its 14 measures, potentially could provide further data and a better understanding of the concept. However, Hewitt (2019) suggests it is more costly and time prohibited, contrasting to the ONS four wellbeing measurements. With respect to staff wellbeing, measurement is currently conducted in-house and the findings are not published; however, as suggested by HEPI Occasional Paper ‘The Positive and Mindful University’ by Anthony Seldon and Alan Martin, (2017) ‘It is a false economy if an improved student environment comes at the expense of staff health and well-being.’ 
The commitment to the student’s mental health and wellbeing remains high on the agendas of the government and the universities, and figures greatly in the dialogue that they have with various local and national charities (Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015).  In March 2019, the Welsh Government announced that it would be providing “£2.3 million of new funding to support students’ health and wellbeing, including mental health, in Wales’ higher education institutions” Welsh Government, (2019). This funding is to support initiatives that increase mental health awareness training for the student and staff along with supporting initiatives that promote health and wellbeing, and further supporting safeguarding issues. The NUS Wales (2019) are further requesting the Higher Education Funding Council for Wales HEFCW, to consider a multi-year funding that will truly enable innovation and deliver for students. 
This is in alignment with Universities UK Stepchange Framework that launched in 2017, which supports senior university teams in adopting a whole-university approach and attitude. In what began as a ‘social movement’, conversations with vice-chancellors (West, 2018), reflecting on the pressures they were seeing within their institutions has developed into a holistic approach to wellbeing that incorporates both student and staff.  This approach encourages embedding quality mental health across all university activities (Universities UK, 2017).  The Stepchange framework also requires partnership - connection with NHS, third sector charitable organisations and supporting several social movement campaigns (Time to Change; MIND; Heads Together) - that contributes to the mental health, wellbeing and resiliency. 
Just as it is important to have these partnerships included within higher education institutions, it is equally important to work closely with the natural and social contributors of the student and staff realities and utilise a co-production ethos with respect to mental health and wellbeing (Student Minds, 2018).  Piper and Emmanuel (2018) authored a toolkit that advocates for a co-producing/co-researching in mental health strategies that engage the student both with and without mental illness.  Listening to the conversations – giving voice - so that innovation and connections can emerge within the students lived experiences (Student Minds, 2018); suggesting that this process can further strengthen overall mental health and wellbeing and provide further resiliency. 
In the untangling of the concepts of mental health and wellbeing, mental health “encompasses the emotional resilience that enables us to enjoy life and to survive pain, disappointment and sadness, and an underlying belief in our own, and others’ dignity and worth” (UKK 2015 p.10). Burstow, et al, (2018) Investing in a Resilient Generation speculates on the notion of a ‘resilience capital’, suggesting that resilience includes the collection of personal, relational and socio-economic resources that enables the individual to cope with difficulties and to flourish, thus understanding it as a form of capital investment which maximizes the individual’s overall resiliency and the ability to recover from challenges. ‘This approach enables us to broaden our vision beyond a narrower focus on the individual and takes account of their wider social and economic circumstances’ (Burstow et al, 2018 p. 19). Internal factors of ‘optimism, self-efficacy and psychological wellbeing’ are significant personal resilient resources for the student but, equally important, is the sense of belonging and contributing to the academic learning community which fosters student’s resilience as it provides meaning and purpose (Anthoney, Stead, and Turney, 2017); (Johnston, 2008).
This sense of belonging, finding meaning and purpose is also part of the wellbeing model-theory PERMA (Seligman, 2011).  Martin Seligman’s, positive psychologist, contribution has been significant within the wider discourse about wellbeing, one that is further shaping understanding of the concept within the learning environment and higher education (Gokcen, Hefferon and Attree, 2012); (Matthewman et al, 2018).  PERMA, which “stands for five essential elements that should be in place for individuals to experience long lasting positive wellbeing” are Positive Emotions, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning and Achievement (Matthewman et al, 2018 p. 67). Data from piloting the model (Matthewman et al, 2018) “reflective case studies on the utilisation of ‘PERMA’ orientated activities”, suggests there is scope for the PERMA model application within higher education today, thus adding weight to the argument that there is a need to embed wellbeing into the curriculum.   
Similar to the PERMA model of wellbeing (Seligman, 2011) is the Five Ways to Wellbeing (Aked et al, 2008) New Economic Foundation. Its tenets: Connect, Be active, Take notice, Keep Learning, and Give, have also been embraced by the NHS (n.d) Five Steps to Mental Wellbeing (with the exception of Take notice is translated to Be mindful). Within the “Embedding mental wellbeing in the curriculum” document (Houghton and Anderson (2017) focus on Five Ways of Wellbeing (Steuer and Marks) as a way of connecting wellbeing within the learning context. The document reflects and provides further tools of reflection on the various Five Ways of Wellbeing and how they can be embedded in the context of learning and teaching practice. 
Embedding mental wellbeing 
In returning to the discussion on embedding mental wellbeing in the curriculum (Houghton, and Anderson, 2017), there is a need to unpack the concept of embedding. According to the Merriam Webster Online Dictionary (2019) embed or embedding is ‘to make something an integral part of’’. A further definition which appears in 2003, during the Iraq War, defines embedded as ‘attached (someone) to a group (military)’ i.e. embedded journalist. This implies a complex and specific relationship, having implications of bias and/or representing something less altruistic in motive, for example: controlling public perceptions within the context of journalistic reporting (Tuosto, 2008). 
Kathryn Eccleston (2017) provides a critical and political voice with respect to the growing emphasis on wellbeing. She raises the argument of “What should be the boundaries of education’s legitimate role in developing wellbeing-as-mental health/character?”, arguing that the rhetoric of mental health is “apocalyptic” and needs to be realistic (p.23). She addresses the careless conflation of emotional wellbeing, mental health, character, and wellbeing, while acknowledging the legitimate issues of mental health that warrant specialist diagnosis and treatment.   Eccleston (2017) further suggest that the discussions in wellbeing ought to return to philosophical and moral traditions to explore existential perspectives of worthwhile purposes and meaning of life. Eccleston, (2017) supports authentic and empathetic communication within the learning environment to detect issues of wellbeing “rather than instead of responding unthinkingly to a self-fulfilling prophecy of a mental health crisis” (Tomsett, 2016 cited in Eccleston, 2019 p. 24) and warns against the “therapeutic turn in education” (Eccleston and Hayes, 2009).  This raises the question regarding the precise role of the educator with respect to wellbeing?  Is there a subtle shift taking place whereby the educator is also becoming a diagnostic tool in the process of embedding wellbeing in the curriculum? Authentic communication is vital when in terms of addressing issues of wellbeing but how do we ensure that the communication is mutual between the learner and the educator? And how do we safeguard both the learner and the educator in this process? 
In the context of embedding mental wellbeing in the curriculum perhaps the understanding is more in keeping with the first definition; however, there is room for a critique with respect to who controls and makes available the resources that enables the embedding process to take place.  Again, we can ask such questions as: Is it solely about the student’s welfare and wellbeing? Is it about how the university is perceived and ranked by others? Is it about enabling the body politic to tick boxes when it comes to questions about mental health and wellbeing funding and strategies? Or is there something of all of the these at work overtly or covertly? For example, already the Welsh Minister for Education is making statements to the effect that Wales is the first government to build a curriculum based on wellbeing. It would be important to critique the ‘why’ as well as the ‘how’ of embedding wellbeing in the curriculum. 
Crownover and Jones (2018) speaks to a relational pedagogy, a connection between the learner and the educator that lies at the heart of education. Thomas (2012 cited in Houghton and Anderson, 2017) suggest that the ‘absence of connection undermines wellbeing’. Connection is the “cornerstone of your life” and there is the need to invest in these connections overall for a better sense of wellbeing (Aked, 2008).  Connection is ultimately about belonging, being a part of something and this holds true within the context of the learning environment as purported by Anthoney, Stead, and Turney, (2017). How we engage with different social influences shapes who we are as individuals and impacts upon our well-being. The connection between the learner and the educator is crucial to progression and success but knowing how to be safe in the relationship is also equally important
Conclusion
As this brief examination demonstrates there is no clear definition or understanding of the concepts of mental health and wellbeing. Those that have been cited raise as many questions as they answer. 
However what does seem to emerge is an understanding that mental health and wellbeing impact the way that the individual thinks, feels and behaves; implying that the individual needs to acquire skills of self-awareness in order to be able to engage in receptive and reflective processes. In acquiring these skills, the individual will be able to act with empathy, compassion and kindness toward self and others. It is clear from the studies cited that the quality of the relationship between the learner and the educator is essential in enabling flourishing and thus maximising success. 
Both the educator and the learner are the product of their own individual and collective experiences that impact positively or negatively on their respective sense of wellbeing. In embedding wellbeing into the curriculum, it may be that a socio-emotional profile needs to be prepared for both the educator and the learner so that the threads of experiences and emotions can be woven so as to create a tapestry of this cohort which enables each to respond to the others with empathy, compassion and kindness. How we explore and invest in these connections opens up a rich seem in research studies; how these connections, personal, emotional, social, economic and cultural, are woven is a research worthy of consideration. 
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