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[bookmark: _Toc161345135]Introduction

The focus of this action research paper is the mental health crisis in the UK in particular the prevalence of mental health in Welsh Universities and how learning theory can help educators support learning in their classrooms. The essay will explore how Welsh universities are supporting their students with the ever increasing mental health issues that develop alongside post-16 education. I will use my own experience at accessing the student support services at University of Wales Trinity St David (UWTSD), and how my lecturers had responded to and supported my struggles with mental health in the post-16 sector; along with accounts from my peers, keeping their identities confidential and not including any possible identifiable information. In support of this, I will be touching upon the help and assistance provided to students in Cardiff University and the University of South Wales. Both universities will be compared to the support provided here at UWTSD, to get a better understanding of the standard which has been set by Welsh universities for their current and future students.

Inevitably, investigating the competence of any institution in relation to their patrons’ well-being highlights areas in which adequate support is not fully realised. This can create barriers which limit and restrict students from reaching their full potential as a student. In addressing this the essay will provide constructive criticism and suggest ways that support can be easily accessed and improved. This information has the potential to be used as a supporting document to implement this research on a larger scale across universities. The essay will conclude with recommendations on how educators and institutions can sufficiently support students and encourage engagement, so students have the resources to practice self-directed study and reap the benefits of intrinsic rewards.




[bookmark: _Toc161345136]Literature Review

[bookmark: _Toc161345137]Mental Health in The United Kingdom

Studies show that 1 in 4 people experience a mental health problem each year in the UK (2017), with outside factors such as financial worries and work contributing to a slight increase in those experiencing mental health problems. There has been an increase in recognition of some mental health issues such as depression, addiction, and OCD (Picco et al., 2017), however recognition alone may not be enough to support those who are struggling.

Alongside an increase in recognition of mental illness in the United Kingdom, the recognition of student mental illness has also increased (Caleb & Barden, 2019). However, along with the significant increase in awareness of mental health issues, there has also been a deterioration of mental health in general of the UK population (MHF, 2017). This raises the question of why, despite the increase of recognition and acceptance of mental health issues, the rate of mental health issues has worsened. It could be that the raised awareness has reduced the stigma around mental health (2015), and more adults feel comfortable admitting or realising they are struggling and asking for support (Francis, 2024); the UK Parliament has seen members pledge support for reducing stigma around mental health and passing discriminatory legislation so as to support those with mental health issues in their regular working lives (2015). 

[bookmark: _Toc161345138]Factors affecting mental health

The Mental Health Foundation discusses the factors that affect mental health, and conclude that whilst mental health is complex, it can be arguably determined by biological factors, psychological factors, social factors, or a combination of the three, (no date). Roberts, of the Knowledge Academy (2023) states the importance mental health has on a person’s life, as it is a key component in overall well-being.

Biological factors

Biological factors that can affect mental health can stem from genetics, brain chemistry, and hormones (Roberts, 2023). These consist of, but not limited to, alcoholism, autism, diet, addiction, menopause, sleep, and physical health, (no date).

Psychological factors

Psychological factors are an internal aspect of a person’s mental and emotional wellbeing, these include coping mechanisms, self-esteem, self-worth, and cognitive patterns (Roberts, 2023). The Mental Health Foundation (no date) provides examples of psychological factors that can affect mental health, such as body image, gambling, stigma, discrimination, stress, trauma, and even hearing voices. 

Social factors

Social factors, often linked with cultural factors, are the external components and conditions that are inherent in not only the social and cultural context of where a person lives, but also the communal context. Stigma, values, social norms, and access to support and resources are some of the many factors which can affect mental health (Roberts, 2023). Additionally, the Mental Health Foundation (no date) include debt, housing, human rights, loneliness, nature (in other words, the environment you are in), and work-life balance are all contributing factors that can affect mental health.

[bookmark: _Toc161345139]Students and Mental Health

The current situation for students’ mental health in Wales are “consistently twice as bad” as the rest of the United Kingdom (Hill & Morgan, 2023); 2020/2021 figures show that 6,245 students studying in Wales (4.3%) declared a mental health condition, an increase from the 2014/2015 figure of 2,065 (1.6%). Despite an increasing acceptance to discuss mental health, the statistics above show students who declare mental health issues are also still increasing. Studies show that mental health support in post 16 education institutions may not be sufficient in meeting the demands of students (Reetz et al. 2013) and focusing on improving this is suggested to be crucial to the academic success of students, since mental health issues can hinder self-regulation which is critical to the adjustment of university life (VanderLind, 2017). VanderLind (2017) also highlights how women have a higher risk of “perfectionism” contributing to depression and anxiety and suggests learning theory to be implemented in education to help support students in their practice. Studies show that students are likely not to access the available support when struggling with their mental health (Martin, 2010) due to fear of discrimination and the effect it will have in their future employment; however, of those that did disclose their mental health conditions and sought help, many claimed they received adequate support with not only the management of their mental health conditions but also with their studies (Martin, 2010). This may suggest that universities, whilst providing appropriate support, are not sufficiently removing the stigma around mental health with adults (2019) in their institution, which is becoming a barrier to students accessing support. Studies have been undertaken to identify these barriers, and results from current students suggest that the probable barriers were “perceived public stigma, self-stigma, educational impact, disclosure, coping behaviours and current mental health symptoms” (Cage et al. 2020), with self-stigma being the biggest contributing factor; along with suspected diagnosis, these have affected students’ ability to seek help.

[bookmark: _Toc161345140]Welsh Universities’ Student Support

[bookmark: _Toc161345141]The University of Wales Trinity Saint David

The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) were ranked 1st in Wales for “Communication of Mental wellbeing Support’ by the National Student Survey in 2023 (2023), and state that their services play a “pivotal role in ensuring that students have a fulfilling and successful academic journey” (2024). UWTSD provides specific support services to students, such as: wellbeing support, money support, learning support, and disability support, along with providing library and learning resources, careers service, faith and spirituality support, a students’ union and students’ “hwb”, and finally an easily accessible route to file a report to the university.


[bookmark: _Toc161345142]Cardiff University

Cardiff University offers careers and employability support, religious support, residence life support, a student mentor scheme, health and wellbeing support, money support, and disability support for students (2023). There is also a 24-hour online service available for students who study at home, are on placement, or study abroad so all students can access Cardiff University’s support services, not just those who live on campus or in the immediate area. On the student support website, Cardiff University also provides a video which shows the building which contains their “Centre for Student Life” which is situated at the heart of one of their campuses, the video also showcases positive student testimonies of experiences in dealing with the university’s student support.

[bookmark: _Toc161345143]The University of South Wales

The University of South Wales provides an “Advice Zone”, which is a team of people that act as a first point of contact for student enquiries (2023), and can be contacted via phone, email, in person, or online. Through the Advice Zone, students can then be directed to other specialist services, such as accommodation services, careers advice, chaplaincy, disability service, health service, international student advice, IT support, library services, mental wellbeing, progression advice team, study skills, student mentoring, and an additional wellbeing service. It’s important to note that the majority of these services, especially the ones with a higher demand such as the study skills, mental wellbeing, disability and health services, require an appointment which can only be booked online.

Please note that both Cardiff University and University of South Wales do not advertise where they rank in student support on their student support pages.

[bookmark: _Toc161345144]Educating Students

There is a variety of different definitions and beliefs of what learning is, it can generally be described as a “lasting change in behaviour that is the result of experience” which comes from the “acquisition of information, knowledge, and skills” (Cherry, 2022a). There are several different versions of learning theory, such as Behavioural, Cognitive, Constructivist, Social, and Experimental (Cherry, 2022b). For the sake of the topic of student Mental Health, this paper will discuss Behaviourism Learning Theory and Cognitive Learning Theory.

Gould (2009) discusses how learning theory can be a useful tool for teachers to reflect upon their practice, analyse its effectiveness towards students, and change their approach accordingly. In their book, ‘Learning theory and classroom practice in the lifelong learning sector’, Gould (2009) introduces the amalgamation of both behaviourism and cognitivism, suggesting that they can be used as reference points in finding the correct approach within a teaching lesson. According to Popper (1992), theories are tools to rationalise, explain, and master any given situation. However, the very nature of theory makes it arduous to fit into reality, meaning that any theory teachers use in their practice should be used as a reference point to analyse and compare different teaching approaches, which in turn could lead to a more informed view of teaching and creating a positive impact on student learning.

[bookmark: _Toc161345145]Behaviourism Learning Theory

Behaviourism is a theory of human learning with a focus on the “behaviour of the learner and the change in behaviour that occurs when learning takes place” (Woollard, 2010), this fits in with the definition that learning is a change in behaviour due to experience – behaviourism is merely observing this behaviour. Pritchard (2014) concludes that in an educational setting, behaviourism is a stimulus-response relationship, and is derived from Pavlov’s famous conditioning experiment, where dogs were conditioned to salivate at the sound of a bell (McLeod, 2024). 

[bookmark: _Toc161345146]Cognitive Learning Theory

Unlike behaviourism, cognitive theory looks beyond perceptible behaviour, and considers learning to be an internal mental process (Main, 2022). The core belief of cognitive theory is that people become more efficient learners when they use their own thinking skills instead of being taught facts and practices. Main (2022) states that cognitive theory prioritises active learning over passive learning, meaning that students should be engaging in tasks which challenge them to apply their own thinking skills, rather than merely memorising information. In order to successfully utilise cognitive learning but be challenging enough to allow sufficient scope for self-directed learning, and the curriculum must be clear in its outcome to benefit students in their studies and future practice (Main, 2022).
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Action research focuses on creating solutions to practical problems and has the ability to engage educators with research and the subsequent development and implementation of activities to improve any given situation (Meyer, 2000).

Before any decisions about which methodological approach to take, its crucial to first clearly identify what the purpose of the research is (McAteer, 2013), as well as understand methodology itself. McAteer (2013) distinguishes between methodology and method, stating that methodology can be thought as a “branch of logic, concerned with the principles behind knowledge construction”, and then continues on to establish that this makes action research a methodology, as it is a “way of understanding and generating knowledge about the complexities of practice” (McAteer, 2013).

When it comes to starting an Action Research Project, McAteer (2013) stresses the importance of having a question to kickstart your research, one that immediately clarifies the context of said research. Also, prior to making a case for their research, the student should feel some trepidation, and know what they wish to achieve with this research, as well as having an initial plan. Elliott’s 1991 model states that an idea is the starting point of the research, and it will then develop into more focused questions, and clarify action hypotheses through a process of data gathering (1991).  Data gathering – which means to establish what is data and what data to collect – can help guide the planning of the action research project and the decision of timescales (McAteer, 2013). 

However, the type of data required, whether qualitative or quantitative, is entirely dependent on the research question itself (McAteer, 2013). In my action research project, I would gather qualitative data, as I would aim to include reflective accounts, questionnaires, and interviews from students who have suffered with mental health issues and/or sought help from their university.

McAteer (2013) stresses the usefulness that interviewing has for the researcher, provided these are structured, and the questions planned in advance. Taking inspiration from McAteer (2013), I will take the following key points into consideration when preparing to interview students:

· Which students I wish to interview
· Location and time of the interview
· If there is any relationship between interviewer and interviewee, and if this holds a possibility of the results being ingenuine 
· Engaging interviewees in a conversational way throughout the interview and avoiding leading questions
· Efficient note taking to capture the subjective meanings in the content of the interviewee’s responses. 

The cyclic nature of action research
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McNiff’s model (2002) captures the “messiness” of action research. In this model, the process behind gathering information, evolving, and changing focus is illustrated. Using this model can reassure practitioners that despite their project continuously evolving or lacking structure, it still allows room for accountability and for the research to continue to develop. Choosing this model allows room for using new information to change the direction of the research without restarting from scratch.
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To obtain data from students at UWTSD, I had filled out an ethical form in order to adhere to the ethical standards and to help the investigator of the research to identify whether or not the project is high risk. The ethics form would also clarify that the way in which I conduct my research will adhere to the rights, dignity, and welfare of participants (students) or stakeholders (the university). Unfortunately, despite the form being virtually approved, time constraints had hindered the completion of the form. The discussion will focus on results already obtained from outside research and will be used to learn different approaches to provide mental health support and how to apply this to practice with students in the post-16 sector.

[bookmark: _Toc161345149]Effects university has on mental health 

In UK universities, students who had considered withdrawing from their studies had “significantly poorer mental health, poorer perceived general health, lower vitality, and poorer social functioning” (Roberts et al., 1998). Tuition fees are continuing to rise which can cause further financial stress to students (Grove, 2024) and it can be anticipated from this that the mental health concerns in students will rise. Whilst students having to fund their own studies can be a stressor, this occurring alongside the transition into adulthood and independent living for young students or the journey back into education as a mature student can increase the risk of mental health problems (Macaskill, 2013). 

Universities should have adequate mental health support available for students. Providing the service to support students should go hand-in-hand with promoting the services available, and evidence suggests that early intervention is crucial in order to support students (Kosky & Hardy, 1992) and to reduce the number of students that withdraw from their studies due to inability to cope with the demands of higher education. Macaskill (2013) makes the notion that universities owe their students a duty of pastoral care; that the health and well-being should be prioritised for students, and this can be achieved by providing sufficient support services which are regularly reviewed and readily available to change and expand along with said university’s student population. A way in which universities can provide sufficient support, is for their counselling services to work alongside the local NHS mental health services to improve the quality and ease of access for students.

[bookmark: _Toc161345150]Inside enquirer

Recent Experience

I had accessed University of Wales Trinity St David’s student wellbeing support services in the final year of my graduate degree to seek mental health and well-being support while navigating a change in circumstances in my personal life. I was directed towards the wellbeing support after I had approached the lecturers of my course with concerns for my studies and asked for extended deadlines to my assignments. In my experience, the lecturers on my course provided me with the advice and support I needed to access mental health support. They had no legitimate obligation to provide me with information but did so in order to ensure I did not become overwhelmed with my university workload and was able to access the appropriate resources available to me as a student. The care and concern given to me by my lecturers had, in my experience, made the process easier and I felt I was supported, which in turn had motivated me to continue my studies to the best of my ability. The feeling of my mental well-being being important to my lectures was a form of extrinsic motivation, this led me to experience the benefits of intrinsic motivation when completing my work to a good standard without my mental health struggles hindering my progress.

First Experience 

I had also sought help when I was studying a further education course at UWTSD, however as a student who was new to the university, I was not aware of the services available to me. I had contacted the course leader, admitting I was struggling with my mental health and expressed concern about producing good work and completing my studies. The lecturer had responded stating they cannot do anything to help, and it is my own responsibility to seek support. This had made me feel helpless, and as a result my attendance had decreased significantly, and consequently the work I submitted was of poor quality and not up to my usual standards.
[bookmark: _Toc161345151]Barriers to accessing support

The inside enquirer section demonstrates that academic staff should be aware and practice their legal responsibilities of duty of care in order to support students – not only to help them achieve their educational goals, but to create an environment where the harmful stigma around mental health issues does not impact the students negatively. Martin (2010) describes students who are victims of mental health stigma and discrimination as being disempowered, and fears of staff responding negatively discourages students from seeking support. It is also stated that students who are treated respectfully and fairly by supportive and understanding staff who are non-judgemental, are more likely to disclose their mental health struggles and seek help, which in turn will reduce the number of students who consider withdrawing (Martin, 2010).

Whilst self-stigma may be a significant factor in the reluctance to seek help and self-seeking behaviour, it can be argued that the stigma revolves around asking for help, rather than the mental illness itself (Cage et al. 2020). It is implied that the stigma and discrimination around mental health illnesses have more harmful consequences than the conditions themselves (Thornicroft et al. 2016), and studies have proven that in group settings, anti-stigma procedures result in an improvement in the number of people seeking mental health support, and a social-contact-based approach is most short-term effective for students.

This leads to Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs (Pichère & Cadiat, 2015), where each level needs to be met before the next can be satisfied, and the student reaches self-actualisation and can thrive in the challenging environment of higher education. Some student’s mental health is affected by factors outside of a university’s control, such as biological factors, psychological factors, social factors (Roberts, 2023), but there are ways in which a university or any other post-16 education institution can help support students and make their educational experience easier and more enjoyable. Providing financial support services can contribute to students having their physiological needs met, however whilst a university cannot provide students with water, food, shelter, and sleep, offering support in managing finances, and offering a food bank on campuses, can support the student in meeting these needs. If a teacher practices their duty of care towards students, even something as simple as keeping routine and predictability can contribute to the student having their safety needs met (Kurt, 2021) by giving them a sense of control as they can anticipate what to expect. Additionally, Kurt discusses emotional safety, and how it is the teacher’s responsibility to create an environment that allows students to feel comfortable taking risk (which in this case, would be the risk of asking for help), and taking part in healthy discussion. All of the above should be encouraged so that students do not fear judgement and are able to develop a healthy trust-based relationship with their teacher (2021).

[bookmark: _Toc161345152]Learning theory

Behaviourism Learning Theory

Academic staff who exercise their duty of care to students with mental health issues should make reasonable adjustments to their teaching, including adjusting their teaching methods, and creating a relationship with students where they can learn about any challenges the students may face (Caleb & Barden, 2019). As behaviourism learning theory focuses on the individual and their change in behaviour, teachers competent in using their pastoral duties whilst educating students will forge a better relationship, allowing students to experience a sense of trust. Teachers can use behaviourism learning theory to assess students’ progress, for example if a student feels comfortable in a classroom and engages in discussion, asks questions, and admits they do not understand a topic, then they are more likely to feel comfortable approaching a staff member for help when they are struggling with their mental health.

Cognitive Learning Theory

As stated previously, if a teacher wants to successfully utilise cognitive learning theory in the classroom, their lesson should have a clear purpose and challenging to a degree that allows self-directed learning (Main, 2022). This leads us to Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (McLeod, 2024), which explores what a learner can do independently and what they can do with guidance from a more skilled person. If a teacher were to utilise this approach, they would have to know and understand each individual student’s ability and their response to challenges and change the lesson or challenge accordingly. A beneficial and unrelated result from using the Zone of Proximal Development is that teachers will develop a relationship with each individual student, and with a better relationship the teacher will become a person that the student can trust and approach with concerns about their mental health. This highlights that teaching strategies can have various benefits that can contribute towards students feeling safe in their educational environment. Thereby meeting the safety level of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Kurt, 2021) and becoming more likely to declare mental health issues and approach the university’s staff for help, allowing staff to utilise their pastoral duties and provide relevant support.















[bookmark: _Toc161345153]Recommendations

Recommendations on how to upkeep and improve the standard of mental health support in universities will be split between short term and long term factors in order to cover all levels of support, and also to ensure that this support is up and running from the day it becomes implemented and indefinitely thereafter.

In the short term, training and education should be provided to academic staff at universities so they are qualified to recognise when a student may need help and how to help support students when approached for help and advice. Mental Health First Aid Wales provide training and award qualifications for those who seek it, so implementing it with staff and making it mandatory can be a short term fix to kickstart the university’s journey on improving the support provided to students. 

As in my own experience I was unaware of the support available to me as a new student, I recommend that UWTSD provide more than one student wellbeing induction per class per year, which gives students opportunity to attend if they were unable to at the beginning of the academic year.

In the long term, the university should work towards creating a safe environment for all students, ensuring that the staff are trained and regularly monitored to confirm that the training is being implemented. Dedicating more resources to the student wellbeing service can help support its growth, and also increasing its promotion, not just in the classroom but its presence on campus grounds, in doing this, students will become more aware of what is available to them throughout the year, and they won’t be relying on their memory of an introductory lecture at the beginning of their academic year. Finally, as suggested by Macaskill (2013), if UWTSD were to ‘partner up’ and work alongside the local NHS mental health services, this would broaden the quality of support available to students.
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