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ABSTRACT   

Student Academic Experience surveys evidenced that undergraduate students fare worse than the whole population 

in wellbeing measures. Several studies have found that students reported assessments as one of the top stressors. 

At the same time, research has shown that studying at Higher Education institutions (HEIs) contributes to students’ 

personal growth and has lifelong benefits. This study explores how to support students at critical times during an 

academic year. In doing so, it proposes the use of wellbeing education through an unconventional, decentralised, 

and targeted intervention. The significance of this work lies in demonstrating how mental wellbeing support can be 

made accessible, inclusive and de-stigmatised by embedding it into everyday academic practices as a core pedagogic 

strategy; a gap which cannot be filled by traditional counselling or standalone mental health services. This provides a 

shift in how wellbeing is framed in HEIs as an integrated and preventative educational practice and not as reactive 

support. More specifically, this solution uses a targeted newsletter (t-NL) to enhance students’ academic experience 

in a non-health-based course when students are more vulnerable to diminished mental wellbeing. The use of a 

newsletter is intertwined with formative assessments which promotes student and staff collaboration as well as 

student engagement using a play-based learning approach. In addition, it allows co-creation of resources by feeding 

forward diverse and multicultural students’ voices for future issues of the newsletter attending to students’ lived 

experiences, required support and possible intersectionality. The findings of this research are supportive of such an 

intervention and indicate students’ interest in engaging with mental wellbeing content alongside academic activities. 

Overall, this approach contributes to a necessary paradigm shift from reactive to preventative support for student 

flourishing. 
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Introduction 

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) in the UK are being encouraged to get the University Mental Health 

Charter (UMHC) award by the Department of Education (2021) to establish a secure and stress-free learning 

environment for students. Working along with the UMHC, there are several initiatives at national level 

which also support students’ mental wellbeing. The Universities UK’s Stepchange framework is one such 

initiative, which calls for action and asks HEIs to “adopt mental health as a strategic priority, to see it as 

foundational to all aspects of university life, for all students and all staff” (Universities UK, 2023, p. 4). 

Another government initiative includes funding worth £400,000, which was granted by the Office for 

Students (OfS) in 2024 to the Student Minds charity to support the implementation of UMHC (OfS, 2024). 
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The Scottish government is also working alongside Universities Scotland on a Student Mental Health Action 

Plan which will involve creating a Student Mental Health Agreement collaboratively with student bodies 

(Scottish Government, 2024). All these call for closer scrutiny of institutional policies.  

While universities acknowledge assessment stress as a key concern, institutional responses are often 

reactive. Many institutional policies still place the burden on individual students to seek support without 

addressing structural limitations. In addition, implementation of policies to tackle this varies widely. Further, 

conversations about mental wellbeing are generally avoided between educators and students, and the 

responsibility is left to be shouldered by the support services. However, this disjointed view has been 

highlighted by UMHC’s call for a whole university approach (Hughes & Spanner, 2019).  Thus, it is important 

to identify gaps between rhetoric and practice which may require a deeper scrutiny of current institutional 

policies. This will not only highlight practices and learning environments that aggravate stress, such as 

certain assessment methods, limited flexibility around exams etc., but also help propose reforms for 

healthy and more inclusive academic environments to better align with UMHC and Universities UK 

Stepchange framework. So, a key question for HEIs, educators, mentors, pastoral carers and support service 

providers is then: how can they support students, and more so, collectively? 

This paper proposes a complementary approach of a decentralized wellbeing education intervention that 

reframes wellbeing not in isolation but as an integral part of the academic experience delivered at the 

classroom level. It fills a gap that traditional counselling or standalone mental health services cannot 

address, i.e. normalising and embedding support within learning environments, making support more 

accessible, preventive, and culturally inclusive (Baik et al., 2019; Oades et al., 2011). Further, it enables a 

shift in how wellbeing is framed in HE. The intervention presented in this paper also holds significance for 

multiple stakeholders. For students, it offers a framework for an inclusive and context-specific support that 

can reflect the diverse and intersectional nature of students’ lived experiences while respecting academic 

rhythms; engages students where they are; and lowers barriers to accessing mental wellbeing content 

(Lister & Allman, 2024). For educators and institutions, it provides a low-cost, scalable framework while 

enhancing wellbeing as a shared pedagogical responsibility (Priestley et al., 2022). Thus, this approach 

supports the shift from reactivity to challenge as they move into proactively promoting conditions for 

student wellbeing.  

Similar to this paper, Houghton and Anderson (2017) provide examples of embedding mental wellbeing in 

the curriculum in which academic content and the learning and teaching process are adjusted or 

innovatively incorporated to support students’ mental wellbeing. Lister and Allman (2024) provide a 

framework in which they look at two-dimensional five-point definitions of mental wellbeing 

embeddedness. According to all these authors, educators who are in regular contact with students can play 

an important role in embedding mental wellbeing into the curriculum.   

Beyond UMHC and Universities UK Stepchange, this focus on mental wellbeing is also important as it has 

implications and connection with several sustainable development goals (Votruba et.al, 2016), which are 

called to envisage and create an economically sustainable and socially just world, and students’ mental 

wellbeing is crucial to support that vision (Nolet, 2015). It is about planting good Anthropocene seeds and 

creating scenarios with optimal conditions for innovation and creativity, self-actualisation, mindful and 

sustainable lifestyle, reduced inequality, social cohesion etc. From a social perspective, Jayawickreme and 
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Dahill-Brown (2016, p. 473) refer to an “educational system that has as its goal the expansion of 

eudaemonic wellbeing that can contribute to a more just society and world”.  

In this paper, wellbeing education refers to the educative process that promotes mental wellbeing and 

awareness among students through accessible, supportive, and non-clinical intervention. Vella-Brodrick et 

al., (2025, p. 2) state that its use “… is not solely about academic achievement but also about preparing 

students for a healthy, balanced, and meaningful life”. The intervention- a targeted newsletter –adopts a 

holistic approach that integrates academic guidance with strategies to support students’ mental wellbeing, 

aiming to normalise conversations about mental wellbeing and encourage engagement through light, 

interactive academic content.  

Background 

Research has shown that HE students’ wellbeing measures have been in decline (see Figure 1), and they 

have been below the general population of young people in the age group of 20-24 years old, indicating 

that studying at a higher education institution can be a stressful time and can impact mental wellbeing 

(Neves & Brown, 2022; Office for National Statistics 2022; Neves & Hillman, 2017). Another survey 

conducted by Maguire et al. (2022), called ‘The Thriving Learners’, targeted Scottish college students and 

found that 64% of students have experienced low mental wellbeing. 

While students are generally more anxious, they are also reported to feel more anxious and stressed 

around exams and submission of coursework during the academic year (Boulton et al., 2019; Mahadevan et 

al., 2010). Student Minds and Alterline (2023) reported that three most common causes of stress were 

performing well academically, keeping up with study and managing time.  While some challenges and stress 

associated with them can be a productive experience, high and persistent stress can impact students' 

mental health and academic performance adversely (Neves & Hillman, 2019). Exam stress, including an 

increase in the number of assessments, is unavoidable, and it is often accompanied by anxiety and pressure 

to perform (Neves & Hillman, 2019). High levels of stress are associated with poor mental wellbeing 

(Denovan & Macaskill, 2017; Macaskill, 2013). Stress can take a toll on mental health to the point where it 

may impact students not only in the short run, for example, weak academic performance, retention 

challenges (Eisenberg et al., 2009), but also in the longer run. Neves and Hillman (2019) point out that some 

students may find their coursework and exams difficult and hold themselves responsible for their unmet 

expectations and hence feel more anxious. 

Several other factors, such as part-time work, financial worries, lack of supportive personal relationships, 

relocation from home to host country etc. have also been found to be contributing to students’ less positive 

experiences (Sheldon et al., 2021; Stiebahl & Lewis, 2023).  

Student Wellbeing Measures for the 20-24 age group. 
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Further, this age group is in a very interesting phase. At social-cultural-economic level, researchers continue 

to understand the impact of these factors on students’ wellbeing, while at the neurobiological level, the 

pre-frontal cortex - the brain's rational region responsible for executive functions, such as task planning, risk 

assessment, multitasking, problem-solving, and cultivating lifelong interests - does not reach full 

development until the mid-20’s (Arain, et al., 2013; Hensch, 2005; Tottenham, 2017).   

This paper 

When students do not know ways to manage mental wellbeing, associate it with stigma, and have limited 

help-seeking behaviour they can have poor mental health awareness and literacy (Kutcher et.al, 2016) 

which can lead to poor mental health (Gorczynski et al., 2017). Gorczynski et al. (2020) found a low level of 

mental health literacy amongst UK university students. In fact, there is evidence that poor mental health 

and lack of wellbeing is directly connected to greater experience of exam stress (Boulton et al., 2019; 

Mahadevan et al., 2010) and lower engagement with leisure and learning activities (Campbell et al., 2022). 

Thus, this research proposes to target mental health literacy and raising awareness. This can be achieved by 

active and direct introduction of wellbeing education in classrooms. Research has shown that, in addition to 

education and awareness (Vidourek & Burbage, 2019; Wada et al., 2019) open conversations and positive 

environment (Elbulok-Charcape et al., 2020) are also important in reducing stigma about mental wellbeing. 

Use of wellbeing education courses is not a new concept, and research has shown that it can produce 
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improvement in students’ mental wellbeing significantly (Young et al., 2020; Yusufov et al., 2019; Hobbs et 

al., 2024). These courses can be designed to fit for the purpose, such as normalising talking about mental 

wellbeing (Goodman, 2017), stress etc.  

Other interventions may target mental health stigma amongst undergraduate students using events, 

workshops (Bingham & O’Brien, 2018; Stanley et al., 2018; Hankir et al., 2017; Zalar et al., 2007; Hamann et 

al., 2016) and through curricula (Carroll, 2018). Some other studies have been done on online interventions 

(Oti et al., 2022) and web-based support systems (Papadatou-Pastou et al., 2017) and their effectiveness 

and the results are mixed and require more evidence in support. In a review, Worsley et al. (2020) discuss 

various interventions that can improve college and university students’ mental health and wellbeing, such 

as mindfulness-based, cognitive behavioural, and technology-delivered interventions.  

This paper is different from other interventions in the sense it involves all stakeholders as well as targets 

only critical periods during studies and embeds mental wellbeing into the curricula more directly into a 

non-health-based course. It also calls to move away from reactive approach and towards the adage of 

‘prevention is better than cure’ and revisits the role of educators in promoting mental wellbeing by 

enhancing interpersonal interactions and social relationships (Priestley et.al, 2022). The UMHC and 

Universities UK's Stepchange policy frameworks shape how universities are expected to act, and how 

mental wellbeing be prioritised in curriculum design and institutional culture. This paper contributes to this 

line of work by moving beyond tokenistic approaches and towards a sustainable, embedded model of 

support. It also offers a scalable, low-resource method to integrate mental wellbeing awareness into 

everyday academic life. Rather than a standalone tool, the intervention represents a broader commitment 

to compassionate and preventive pedagogical practice. 

The case for more conversations about mental wellbeing 

Wellbeing education is often used as a tool to reduce stigma around mental health issues. Thus, there is a 

case for its use to start, normalise and propagate conversations about mental wellbeing. Talking about 

mental wellbeing is not normalised in immediate environments, and some students facing obstacles do not 

seek help (Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010). This situation can be aggravated depending on students’ ethnicity, 

gender, cultural background, etc. (Elbulok-Charcape et al., 2020; Hirai et al., 2015; Sagar-Ouriaghli et al. 

2020). In a narrative analysis by Sheldon et al.( 2021), stigma attached to mental health revelations, either 

because of viewing it overtly as a taboo, or not accepting oneself as sick and weak, were identified as risk 

factors.   

More recently, student requests for support have increased (Campbell et al., 2022; Williams et al., 2015) 

and so have its costs. The Times (2025) reported that UK universities are spending millions per year on 

student mental health services and more recently, over the last five years, this amount has increased 

significantly. However, even with this level of investment, there are several challenges, for example, these 

services are economically unsustainable (Papadatou-Pastou et al., 2017); usually have a long waiting list 

(Broglia et al., 2018); and not enough to reach all (Kazdin & Rabbitt, 2013). Beyond these costs, poor mental 

health can reduce productivity, increase welfare costs, and put pressure on healthcare services. It is 

estimated that in 2019 the annual cost in the UK is £117.9 billion due to lost productivity alone (McDaid et 

al., 2022). While wellbeing education is provided by student support services in the format of online 
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resources etc., what is missing is a more focussed and targeted approach in an academic environment, 

which is the primary source of stress and focus of this study.  

Theoretical frameworks  

The overarching intention of this intervention is grounded in a humanistic educational approach, which 

prioritises students’ holistic development, recognising both their academic and emotional needs, especially 

during high-stress periods. This is further informed by a developmentalist perspective, acknowledging that 

students' challenges and support needs evolve over time and across different stages of study. In its practical 

application, the intervention draws on principles of critical pedagogy, by encouraging academics to tailor 

newsletter content based on observed student challenges, thereby fostering a more responsive, 

student-centred learning environment. 

From a humanistic perspective, this research calls for education where the focus is not only on enhancing 

students’ intellect, building their knowledge and exposing them to experiences that are academic in nature 

but also to help them view and build themselves as ‘a whole person’ (Jayawickreme & Dahill-Brown, 2016) 

— cognitively, emotionally, socially, and in practical areas of learning — and hence , emphasizing personal 

growth, autonomy, and emotional wellbeing. As per this perspective, which was championed by Rogers and 

Freiberg (1994) and Maslow (1943) the learner is at the centre of the educational experience. From a 

person[student]-centred perspective, Rogers (1961) talks about human beings having self-actualising 

tendencies, and these are realised when right environment is provided, which is possible through 

satisfaction of three core-conditions, namely, unconditional positive regard (respect), empathy, and 

congruence (authenticity). Rogers et al. (2013) build on a Rogerian person-centered perspective, offering 

support for educational practices that prioritize authenticity, empathy, and unconditional positive regard in 

the classroom. These principles, deeply rooted in Roger’s earlier works frame learning as an inherently 

personal and self-actualizing process. The research demonstrates that when students feel genuinely 

understood, respected, psychologically safe and emotionally supported, they show greater motivation, 

creativity, and engagement. This is especially relevant in the context of exam stress, where academic 

pressures can trigger significant anxiety.  

Such a pedagogy emphasises that learning environments must be nurturing, self-directed, and 

experientially rich. In the person-centered perspective, the teacher's role shifts from that of authority figure 

to that of a facilitator of learning, as a guide who co-creates the conditions under which students feel safe 

to explore, take risks, and grow (Rogers et al., 2013). This perspective counters rigid, standardized systems 

by advocating for education that is relational, democratic, and rooted in the inner lives of students. As 

Rogers argued, "the only learning which significantly influences behavior is self-discovered, 

self-appropriated learning" (Rogers, 1957, p. 241), underscoring the transformative power of autonomy and 

emotional safety in the educational process. This perspective is also underpinned by Maslow’s hierarchy of 

needs, which asserts that basic psychological safety must be met before individuals can pursue higher levels 

of learning, such as problem solving, creativity, esteem and self-actualization (Maslow, 1943; 1968).  

Contemporary research supports these views, demonstrating that person-centered learning environments 

enhance not only academic achievement but also emotional intelligence and social connectedness 

(Benmoussa, et al., 2024; Bowers & Lemberger-Truelove, 2016; Purswell, 2019; Tangney, 2014). Bowers and 

Lemberger-Truelove (2016) support embedding a person‑centered perspective where relational integrity 

and emotional context are essential for educational outcomes. Similarly, Purswell (2019) found that 

applying Rogers’ three core conditions in counsellor and teacher education facilitated not only academic 
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gains but also the internalization of lifelong learning competencies. A systematic review by Bereded et al. 

(2025) emphasises that person-centered experiential designs are effective for socio-emotional competence 

development. One important thing Waddington (2021) notes is that creating an environment that supports 

students doesn’t mean one has to compromise academic rigor. Far from it, such an environment will enable 

students to be more resilient, take more risks, and engage in more academically rigorous learning.  

The intervention in this paper also incorporates a developmentalist perspective, rooted in the work of 

Piaget and Inhelder (1973) who posit that education is a lifelong process of cognitive, emotional, and social 

development. The importance of ‘neuropsychological functions’ and the late development of the 

pre-frontal cortex (Miller, 2007) is re-emphasised as it also coincides with the period of higher education. 

Students during these years have varying needs related to development of their cognition, psychosocial and 

emotional areas at different levels and years of study. Hence, it calls for tailoring support according to their 

developmental stage and involving academic staff, who are perhaps better placed in gauging these needs 

and could provide targeted interventions especially around assessment.  

While humanistic education and to some extent a developmentalist perspective motivate the intervention, 

critical pedagogy is also invoked to shape the intervention by addressing the systems and structures that 

influence individual experiences. Freire (2020) argues that education either reinforces the status quo or 

challenges it and thus, he advocates for a pedagogy in which teachers and students engage in dialogue to 

understand and transform their realities. Thus, a critical pedagogy invites educators to challenge the 

stress-inducing practices and academic culture around mental wellbeing. It encourages educators to 

question and challenge the power dynamics and structures within educational systems that may 

perpetuate inequality and oppression, contribute to inequity, marginalization, and student alienation. The 

intervention, then, is not merely a coping tool but a subtle form of resistance. It reframes the curriculum as 

a space for care, reflection, and support, thereby challenging the transactional model of education. 

Contemporary research emphasizes that supporting students’ socio-emotional needs significantly enhances 

overall wellbeing (Nadeem et al., 2024) and supports emotional regulation (Gandía-Carbonell et al., 2025). 

Vandeyar and Swart (2016) extend Freire’s work by proposing an ‘epistemology of compassion’, integrating 

emotional knowledge with intellectual development. The intervention presented in this paper reflects this 

hybrid approach which fosters intellectual engagement while embedding mental wellbeing. Freire’s notion 

of the teacher as a transformative intellectual is again relevant here. The educator who introduces the 

intervention takes on a role that goes beyond content delivery.  

The intervention 

The intervention was designed for 137 students in a one-year post-graduate taught economics course, 

which had a large international student cohort. The motivation for the intervention stemmed from two key 

sources. First, the author’s own experience through several conversations over the year with students 

revealed recurring concerns around stress, academic pressure, and the challenges of a new cultural and 

educational environment (Sawir et al., 2007). Second, research on challenges of acculturation and 

adjustments for international students (Minutillo et al., 2020) underscores the need for more preventative 

support structures. Whitton and Langan (2018) in a study found that for students to learn, they need a low 

stress environment during assessments. These contexts, when combined together, informed the design of 

the intervention. The intervention is a targeted newsletter (t-NL) which was created on Microsoft Sway 

platform and shared with all students using Moodle class forum two weeks before the assessment. 

© 2025  Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice​ 93 



Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice | Vol 13 | Issue 3 (2025) 

Student wellbeing at critical times: Normalising discussion and action 

The experience of reading the newsletter could be compared to reading an issue of a magazine. Its 

structure entwined evidence-informed learning strategies with psychological wellbeing practices. It was 

focused on normal day-to-day mental wellbeing challenges, such as anxiety and stress, rather than on any 

specific pathology, which would be handled by a qualified and trained professional. Further, its tone was 

under the assumption that all students need mental wellbeing, including those with a diagnosed mental 

illness. The assessment-specific material or the academic content engaged students individually as well as 

collaboratively through formative assessments. This included collaborative creation of a quiz question bank, 

crossword, word search, and self-help tips which were specific to the format and content of the exam. 

Researchers have highlighted the usefulness of play-based learning in adulthood (Colarusso & Nemiroff, 

2013) and in the workplace (Baldry & Hallier, 2010; Lamm & Meeks, 2009). In several others, it has been 

shown that positive emotions support problem solving skills, develop resilience (Fredrickson & Joiner, 

2002), facilitate relaxation (Bisson & Luckner, 1996) and foster a safe environment (Koster, 2013). Although, 

it is important to note that some learners may find games and play frivolous (Whitton, 2007). So, this must 

be designed and embedded carefully.  

The layout of the newsletter was as follows.  

Section 1 introduced the dual aim of the newsletter - academic support and mental wellbeing. It 

acknowledged potential stressors, such as displacement, language barriers, and ongoing global crises, 

which aligns with the principles of trauma-informed education (Carello & Butler, 2015). Such contexts were 

crucial for building trust and empathy.  

Sections 2–3 combined motivational framing (using a motivational quote) with practical academic tips. The 

recommendations in the third section, such as studying a little every day, echoed psychology literature on 

spaced repetition (Cepeda et al., 2006). Students were also encouraged to use collaboration and forums, 

which aligns with Vygotsky’s social constructivist approach (Vygotsky & Cole, 1978).  

Sections 4–5 used puzzles and word games to reinforce course content through active recall and 

problem-solving, and to improve long-term retention (Karpicke & Blunt, 2011).  

Sections 6–9 centered around self-care, grounding, and university-provided resources and support. These 

emphasized the need to pace oneself and be emotionally self-aware. Suggestions included, grounding 

techniques, such as ‘The butterfly hug’ (Artigas & Jarero, 2014), breathing exercise phone applications 

(Chittaro & Sioni, 2014) such as ‘Breathing Zone’ and journaling using Cognitive Behavior Therapy model 

(Beck, 2020; Hofmann et al., 2012). 

Here are a few screenshots of the circulated newsletter.  
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The newsletter is disruptive and unconventional in nature and aligns with Kazdin and Rabbitt’s (2013) call 

for innovative interventions that reduce barriers to wellbeing. It is disruptive because it fundamentally 

changes how mental wellbeing support is delivered in higher education. Usually, the support is embedded 

in psychological strategies and provided by services which are independent from academic provisions. This 

intervention brings mental wellbeing embedded within a course itself. It is unconventional as it suggests 

easily implementable intervention that normalizes mental wellbeing within the academic experience, rather 

than treating it as a separate stigmatized issue. By rethinking the delivery and reach to students during 

critical times, the newsletter provides preventive support in a way that is both accessible and scalable. 

Aim 

The aim of this research is to explore the usefulness of a course-specific t-NL before an assessment. In doing 

so, students’ coping strategies, their engagement with, acceptance and success of a targeted intervention, 

and inclusion of stakeholders in determining areas to support in an academic as well as mental wellbeing 

context are looked at. Further, it aims to provide a way to normalise talking about mental wellbeing 

challenges. Further, it explores whether there is a demand for such an intervention and what students 

would want to know concerning mental wellbeing. Thus, it also assesses the demand and usefulness of 

having a course specific t-NL before an assessment and its academic and mental wellbeing content. The 

novelty of this intervention and research is that by using academic content as an incentive, it can make an 

understanding of managing wellbeing more subtle and accessible to students. 

Data and survey 

This research has received approval from the College of Social Science Ethics Committee at the University of 

Glasgow (No.400170120). Data was collected by using an online survey after the assessment and the survey 

contained both closed- and open-ended questions (see Table 1). Data was analysed using both qualitative 
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and quantitative methods. For quantitative analysis students' responses to the closed-ended questions are 

considered and their responses across all questions are assessed. Qualitative analysis makes use of 

thematic analysis by creating codes and themes in line with Braun and Clarke (2006). For robustness, the 

researcher maintained a reflexive journal and took notes of her thoughts and biases throughout the 

research process. Further, she documented information on every single step. Over the period of one year, 

the researcher looked at the qualitative data and coded thrice separately, at this point the identified codes 

and themes were consistent. 

Table 1 

Table 1 Survey questions and type of answers. 

Number Questions Types of answers 

1 
What is your gender? Male; female; non-binary; and prefer not to 

say. 

2 What is your nationality? Open ended. 

3 
Were you worried or anxious about the 

assessment? 

(Yes, very much; Just a little bit; and No, not at 

all.) 

4 
How likely were you to reach out for help or to 

talk to somebody about your anxiety? 

Very likely; Somewhat likely; Neither likely nor 

unlikely; Somewhat unlikely; and Very unlikely. 

5 Did you read the newsletter? Yes, in depth; Yes, quickly; and No. 

6 
How helpful was the Newsletter to manage 

your quiz anxiety? 

5- Most helpful; 1-least helpful. 

7 
How helpful was the Newsletter to prepare for 

the assessment? 

5- Most helpful; 1-least helpful. 

8 

How helpful was it to see the academic and 

mental wellbeing content together in the 

Newsletter? 

Very helpful; Somewhat helpful; Neither 

helpful nor unhelpful; Somewhat unhelpful; 

and Very un-helpful. 

9 

If you want more newsletters then how should 

this be organised?  

Only one newsletter per semester for every 

course; Have two or more newsletters per 

semester for every course; Only have course 

specific and targeted newsletters; Have a 

newsletter before every exam; and Only one 

newsletter for the whole PGT cohort per 

semester. 

9.1 
Would you like to have more course and topic 

specific newsletters? 
Yes; Yes, but with different topics; and No. 

9.2 

If you answered 'yes' to the above question, 

then why did you choose the option to the 

previous question? 

Open ended   

9.3 

If you answered 'yes' to the above question, 

then what topics would you like to see in the 

next newsletter? 

Open ended   

 

© 2025  Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice​ 96 



Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice | Vol 13 | Issue 3 (2025) 

Student wellbeing at critical times: Normalising discussion and action 

Results 

Overall, 72 students (response rate 53%) responded and consented to participate in the survey. More than 

half of the respondents were females (67%) and almost all were international students (99%) whose native 

language was not English. Since there was no variability in terms of the international status of the 

respondents, the focus is on overall experience and gender demographic variables only.  

Challenges & stress 

In order to get a sense of students’ level of anxiety and worry, the question, ‘How worried were you about 

the assessment?’ is examined. The picture that one gets from Figure 4 is that of a worried and anxious 

cohort. Around 85% of students indicated a very high level of anxiety (n=60), and only 15% of students 

indicated feeling it ‘just a bit’ (n=11). There is no notable gender specific difference, except that 54% of 

female students (n=25) opted for the ‘very worried’ category which is higher compared to 36% of male 

students (n=8).    

Count of worried students based on their gender 

 

 

Coping strategy  

Students were asked ‘How likely they were to reach out for help?’. In general, 59% of students were ‘very 

likely’ (n=14) and ‘somewhat likely’ (n=28) to reach out for help (panel (a)). Of which, 41% were female 

students (n=29) and 17% were male students (n=12). A greater proportion of female students, who were 

likely to reach out for help compared to male students in our sample, can explain this result. Interestingly 

on a visual inspection, even though the number of responses for each category was higher for female 

students (in Figure 5, panel (b)), individual distribution of responses across genders, i.e. for male and female 

students, is very similar.  
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Coping with anxiety by reaching out to others 

 
 

 

Engagement & success of the intervention 

Students' views are important to assess the usefulness of the intervention which was targeted and focused 

on assessment and the time-period before it. According to the survey, the newsletter was read by 99% of 

the respondents and 51% of them (n=36) indicated that they read it in depth while 48% of them (n=34) of 

them read it quickly (see Figure 6 in panel (a)).  

Since the newsletter was available on the Microsoft Sway platform, it was possible to analyse the data 

analytics, which is anonymised and aggregated information, of the whole class on readers’ engagement. 

The newsletter was viewed 393 times, which was almost three times the size of the class (n=137). Out of 

the total, 28% views were deep reads (n=111), 30% views were quick (n=117), and 42% views were just 

glancing over the material (n=167). Students’ engagement with the newsletter is high as the material was 

accessed multiple times and this is despite participation with the newsletter being voluntary.  

Students found the newsletter helpful in managing their anxiety as well as in preparing them for the 

assessment (panel (b)). A visual comparison reveals similarities between the two distributions of students’ 

experience with the academic and mental wellbeing content. However, it also shows a slightly more positive 

experience in terms of mental wellbeing content. Students found ‘top tips’ related to assessment 

preparation most helpful, which was followed by ‘self-care strategies and ‘self-help’ resources.   

Readership of the newsletter 
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User acceptance of the newsletter’s design 

When students were asked whether having a combination of both academic and mental wellbeing content 

together was helpful, 73% of students responded positively (n=51). It is worth noting that 82% of male 

students (n=17) found this as a (‘very’ and ‘somewhat’) helpful strategy, against 70% of female students 

(n=33).  

Helpfulness of seeing the academic and mental wellbeing content together in the newsletter 

 

 

Next, students were asked about the organisation of the newsletter in terms of its frequency and 

time-target. Figure 8 indicates a strong preference for a course specific newsletter with the focus on 

academic and mental wellbeing content before every assessment (see panels (a) and (c) combined.). The 

most popular choice is to have a newsletter before every exam which was opted by 82% of students (n=54).  

As the second leading preference, 59% of students (n=36) wanted to see two or more newsletters per 

semester. Following closely, around 53% of students (n=34) wanted course specific newsletters. Students 

were also asked about a more common type of newsletter which is generally used in practice and sent to 

the whole cohort per semester. Only 15% of students (n=9) showed preference for it (panel (d)). Students’ 
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responses were not inconclusive when asked about having only one newsletter per semester for every 

course, with an equal number of students on both sides of preference options (panel (e)). 

Frequency and timing of the Newsletter  

   
 
 
 
 

 

Inclusion of stakeholders 

When asked about seeing more newsletters and topics of interest, almost all students (n=67) responded 

positively. It is important to understand why students demanded course specific targeted newsletters with a 

focus on academic as well as mental wellbeing content, and what topics they would like to see in the next 

newsletter. By incorporating students’ views, one can build an environment of co-creation, where students 

contribute to areas where they need more support themselves. This could be a helpful tool in the case of a 

diverse and multicultural learning environment.  

To analyse the reasons that students (n=50) wanted to see more newsletters, a thematic analysis was 

conducted and found four main themes: Helpfulness (n=11), Course relevance (n=16), Enhance 

performance (n=10), mental wellbeing (n=4) and others (n=9).  Most of the students in the first category did 

not make elaborate comments, except stated that the newsletter was ‘helpful’. One student provided more 

details and noted:  

The [previous] newsletters and MCQ question bank really made me understand where I was lacking 

before the exam and focus on those parts. Since, the future quizzes and exams will be more 

challenging, having a direction will surely help me. 

In terms of the course’s relevance, again, there was very little explanation, and students stated “…because 

it is important for me to understand different topics more” and “…this method [crossword and word 

search] is fun and good for me to memorize [technical/ course specific terms] words.” 
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In terms of enhancing the exam performance one student mentioned: 

… Practice questions and direction on topics to revise are helpful … more practice questions may 

be helpful in order to fully grasp the style of questions that were going to come [in the exam], math 

related etc.… 

Regarding the topics for the newsletter, around 44 students commented and most of the requests were 

focused on topics of mental wellbeing (n=32), such as “techniques to relax, time management, how to 

structure notes, and exam stress”; “loneliness”; “[managing] exam stress”; and “how to deal with anxiety”. 

There was also interest in academic content (n=15) but not as much as in mental wellbeing. Most of the 

comments were around ways to improve performance through practice, such as “More tests to check if I 

understand this knowledge completely”; “more quizzes, review questions, solved mathematical equations”; 

and “Test knowledge, have more exercises, with answers and analysis”. 

Discussion, recommendations and conclusion 

This paper proposes and discusses an intervention - a targeted newsletter - to enhance students’ 

experience and help them manage adverse emotions around assessment. While discussion about 

embedding mental wellbeing in the curriculum has been going on for a while, there is room for more 

research and discussion about how mental wellbeing of students can be improved and safeguarded at 

critical times during academic year (Degges-White & Borzumato-Gainey, 2013). From a social perspective, 

educators, mentors and those in similar positions play an important role in providing such an environment, 

guidance and support. From an ethical point of view, they have a duty of care towards their students, 

including in the classrooms (Williams et al., 2015). Thus, this calls for decentralised and targeted 

interventions beyond counselling services.  

The UMHC and UUK Stepchange frameworks advocate embedding mental wellbeing in curriculum design 

and institutional culture. Both support moving beyond crisis response toward preventive measures. The 

intervention in this paper aligns with these aims by addressing structural stressors and promoting a shift 

towards visible, embedded support within academic contexts. Rather than a standalone tool, it represents a 

broader commitment to humanistic, developmental and critical pedagogical practice. 

From a humanistic lens, this research emphasises the development of ‘the whole student’ and highlights 

the value of having a psychologically safe and secure environment for enabling learning, especially for 

students to be creative, reflective and confident (Advance HE, 2025; Gobin et al., 2012). By acknowledging 

psychological challenges that often accompany assessments, such a newsletter affirms students’ 

experiences and communicates that their well-being matters as much as their grades. Complementing this 

is the developmentalist approach, which views education as a life-long process focused on personal growth, 

adaptability, and reflective learning. The newsletter’s design includes tools (e.g., reflective prompts, quizzes, 

and affirmations) that support the development of metacognitive skills (e.g., tips on revision planning) and 

emotional intelligence (e.g., recognising anxiety), preparing students not just for assessments but for 

lifelong resilience. It also serves as a scaffold that students can rely on during high-stress periods. Over 

time, as students internalise these strategies, they become more autonomous and resilient learners. In this 

sense, the intervention is for both immediate and developmental use. Further, by openly discussing mental 

wellbeing, the intervention challenges the notion that mental wellbeing struggles are personal failings. 

Instead, they position wellbeing as a shared concern, encouraging dialogue and support among students 

and faculty. This approach aligns with Freire’s (1998) vision of education as a practice of freedom, where 
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learners are empowered to critically engage in shaping a more just and compassionate educational 

environment. 

The finding of this paper on the high number of students who were worried about the assessment, ties in 

well with what has been found in the literature. It also finds that there is a gender specific difference in 

students’ experience, similar to Eisenberg et al. (2007).  Interestingly, male students found the newsletter 

more helpful. This could be because use of a newsletter makes mental wellbeing content more accessible, 

especially if there is stigma about it amongst male students. Further, the study indicates a positive culture, 

where many students indicated willingness to reach out for help. This behaviour can be attributed to 

changing environment in general in recent times due to increasing mental health awareness and higher 

number of female students in our sample, who are not only more likely to report experiencing anxiety and 

stress (Bayram & Bilgel, 2008) but also more likely to reach out (Burns et al., 2023). 

The intervention proved to be effective as it directly embedded mental wellbeing in the curriculum without 

taking the space or time away from usual classroom activities. Some might argue that educators cannot 

dedicate time to prepare for such interventions, especially if this increases workload. Other challenges 

include insufficient skills of staff to support mental wellbeing of students (Danby & Hamilton, 2016; Kidger 

et al., 2013). However, this can be overcome by establishing and nurturing connections between staff, for 

instance between professional staff, educators, wellbeing service providers, student experience teams etc., 

and across different dimensions such as communications, training, values, senior managerial support etc. 

(Cooper et al., 2016). Interagency collaboration can be useful, and it might lead to greater and better 

service provision. Further, such tools are one-off investments in terms of time and effort; and they can be 

maintained easily once established.   

It would be good practice to involve students right from the start, through a co-creation process, for more 

insights. The newsletter was created keeping in mind topics that were motivated by literature. However, 

one needs to be aware that the students’ lived experiences and cultural context might vary (Eshun & 

Gurung, 2009; Vaillant, 2012; Fernando, 2019). Further, disciplinary needs and the corresponding 

academic-developmental stage of students might also be important.  In this sense, the newsletter partially 

involved students by asking them about what they would like to see in future newsletters and hence in a 

way incorporated their needs for future newsletters. 

This research gauges students’ receptivity to and experience of mental wellbeing content which was 

delivered directly in a classroom setting in the short run. For the future, an investigation of its impact on 

other attainment variables, such as student outcomes and long-term effects, could also be explored. 

Further, there may be the issue of generalisability of results as they might vary depending on institutional 

services setup and programme level learning support. However, the targeted approach of the newsletter 

can be tailored to fit students’ needs accordingly. 

Based on the findings of this paper and the experience of the researcher, the following are suggested 

recommendations. 

1.​ There is a demand for a targeted course specific newsletter. It could be used regularly for 

wellbeing-education, normalising mental wellbeing and signposting resources.  

2.​ Future designs: The findings of the paper contrast with the common practices of using a generic 

newsletter. So, re-think dissemination of information and availability of resources and support. 

Communication with students must consider aspects such as use of targeted (more localised) 
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vs. generic (broad) approach, communication frequency and timeline of newsletter delivery, 

discipline specific content etc., to cater to students' immediate needs.  

3.​ Content: Self-care strategies should be generic in nature, since one size does not fit all, and its 

use otherwise may prove to be a setback or even discourage students from using them all 

together. Experiential activities, such as grounding techniques, might require live or face-to-face 

interaction.  

4.​ Collaboration between stakeholders: Education doesn’t have to be disjointed from students’ 

personal development, especially given that academic exposure provides a safe arena for 

personal growth.  

5.​ Staff training for normalising mental wellbeing: Academic and professional staff do not have to 

be trained counsellors, but they must develop skills to feel comfortable talking about mental 

wellbeing. Staff training on listening skills during induction or courses such as Scottish Mental 

health first aiders (Kitchener & Jorm, 2008) could be used for such a purpose.  

On a final note, this research highlights that education should entail students’ personal development. It 

provides a practical solution to address students’ mental health challenges around assessments actively. 

There are no barriers to its application in other types of courses. Even though focused on assessment, its 

application can also be extended to other types of settings, at other critical times and to other contributing 

factors and intersectionality.   
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	Introduction 
	Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) in the UK are being encouraged to get the University Mental Health Charter (UMHC) award by the Department of Education (2021) to establish a secure and stress-free learning environment for students. Working along with the UMHC, there are several initiatives at national level which also support students’ mental wellbeing. The Universities UK’s Stepchange framework is one such initiative, which calls for action and asks HEIs to “adopt mental health as a strategic priority, to see it as foundational to all aspects of university life, for all students and all staff” (Universities UK, 2023, p. 4). Another government initiative includes funding worth £400,000, which was granted by the Office for Students (OfS) in 2024 to the Student Minds charity to support the implementation of UMHC (OfS, 2024). The Scottish government is also working alongside Universities Scotland on a Student Mental Health Action Plan which will involve creating a Student Mental Health Agreement collaboratively
	While universities acknowledge assessment stress as a key concern, institutional responses are often reactive. Many institutional policies still place the burden on individual students to seek support without addressing structural limitations. In addition, implementation of policies to tackle this varies widely. Further, conversations about mental wellbeing are generally avoided between educators and students, and the responsibility is left to be shouldered by the support services. However, this disjointed view has been highlighted by UMHC’s call for a whole university approach (Hughes & Spanner, 2019).  Thus, it is important to identify gaps between rhetoric and practice which may require a deeper scrutiny of current institutional policies. This will not only highlight practices and learning environments that aggravate stress, such as certain assessment methods, limited flexibility around exams etc., but also help propose reforms for healthy and more inclusive academic environments to better align with UMHC
	This paper proposes a complementary approach of a decentralized wellbeing education intervention that reframes wellbeing not in isolation but as an integral part of the academic experience delivered at the classroom level. It fills a gap that traditional counselling or standalone mental health services cannot address, i.e. normalising and embedding support within learning environments, making support more accessible, preventive, and culturally inclusive (Baik et al., 2019; Oades et al., 2011). Further, it enables a shift in how wellbeing is framed in HE. The intervention presented in this paper also holds significance for multiple stakeholders. For students, it offers a framework for an inclusive and context-specific support that can reflect the diverse and intersectional nature of students’ lived experiences while respecting academic rhythms; engages students where they are; and lowers barriers to accessing mental wellbeing content (Lister & Allman, 2024). For educators and institutions, it provides a low-cost,
	Similar to this paper, Houghton and Anderson (2017) provide examples of embedding mental wellbeing in the curriculum in which academic content and the learning and teaching process are adjusted or innovatively incorporated to support students’ mental wellbeing. Lister and Allman (2024) provide a framework in which they look at two-dimensional five-point definitions of mental wellbeing embeddedness. According to all these authors, educators who are in regular contact with students can play an important role in embedding mental wellbeing into the curriculum.   
	Beyond UMHC and Universities UK Stepchange, this focus on mental wellbeing is also important as it has implications and connection with several sustainable development goals (Votruba et.al, 2016), which are called to envisage and create an economically sustainable and socially just world, and students’ mental wellbeing is crucial to support that vision (Nolet, 2015). It is about planting good Anthropocene seeds and creating scenarios with optimal conditions for innovation and creativity, self-actualisation, mindful and sustainable lifestyle, reduced inequality, social cohesion etc. From a social perspective, Jayawickreme and Dahill-Brown (2016, p. 473) refer to an “educational system that has as its goal the expansion of eudaemonic wellbeing that can contribute to a more just society and world”.  
	In this paper, wellbeing education refers to the educative process that promotes mental wellbeing and awareness among students through accessible, supportive, and non-clinical intervention. Vella-Brodrick et al., (2025, p. 2) state that its use “… is not solely about academic achievement but also about preparing students for a healthy, balanced, and meaningful life”. The intervention- a targeted newsletter –adopts a holistic approach that integrates academic guidance with strategies to support students’ mental wellbeing, aiming to normalise conversations about mental wellbeing and encourage engagement through light, interactive academic content.  
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	Student Wellbeing Measures for the 20-24 age group. 
	 
	 
	 
	Further, this age group is in a very interesting phase. At social-cultural-economic level, researchers continue to understand the impact of these factors on students’ wellbeing, while at the neurobiological level, the pre-frontal cortex - the brain's rational region responsible for executive functions, such as task planning, risk assessment, multitasking, problem-solving, and cultivating lifelong interests - does not reach full development until the mid-20’s (Arain, et al., 2013; Hensch, 2005; Tottenham, 2017).   
	This paper 
	When students do not know ways to manage mental wellbeing, associate it with stigma, and have limited help-seeking behaviour they can have poor mental health awareness and literacy (Kutcher et.al, 2016) which can lead to poor mental health (Gorczynski et al., 2017). Gorczynski et al. (2020) found a low level of mental health literacy amongst UK university students. In fact, there is evidence that poor mental health and lack of wellbeing is directly connected to greater experience of exam stress (Boulton et al., 2019; Mahadevan et al., 2010) and lower engagement with leisure and learning activities (Campbell et al., 2022). Thus, this research proposes to target mental health literacy and raising awareness. This can be achieved by active and direct introduction of wellbeing education in classrooms. Research has shown that, in addition to education and awareness (Vidourek & Burbage, 2019; Wada et al., 2019) open conversations and positive environment (Elbulok-Charcape et al., 2020) are also important in reducing
	Other interventions may target mental health stigma amongst undergraduate students using events, workshops (Bingham & O’Brien, 2018; Stanley et al., 2018; Hankir et al., 2017; Zalar et al., 2007; Hamann et al., 2016) and through curricula (Carroll, 2018). Some other studies have been done on online interventions (Oti et al., 2022) and web-based support systems (Papadatou-Pastou et al., 2017) and their effectiveness and the results are mixed and require more evidence in support. In a review, Worsley et al. (2020) discuss various interventions that can improve college and university students’ mental health and wellbeing, such as mindfulness-based, cognitive behavioural, and technology-delivered interventions.  
	This paper is different from other interventions in the sense it involves all stakeholders as well as targets only critical periods during studies and embeds mental wellbeing into the curricula more directly into a non-health-based course. It also calls to move away from reactive approach and towards the adage of ‘prevention is better than cure’ and revisits the role of educators in promoting mental wellbeing by enhancing interpersonal interactions and social relationships (Priestley et.al, 2022). The UMHC and Universities UK's Stepchange policy frameworks shape how universities are expected to act, and how mental wellbeing be prioritised in curriculum design and institutional culture. This paper contributes to this line of work by moving beyond tokenistic approaches and towards a sustainable, embedded model of support. It also offers a scalable, low-resource method to integrate mental wellbeing awareness into everyday academic life. Rather than a standalone tool, the intervention represents a broader commitment
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	Theoretical frameworks  
	The intervention 
	The intervention was designed for 137 students in a one-year post-graduate taught economics course, which had a large international student cohort. The motivation for the intervention stemmed from two key sources. First, the author’s own experience through several conversations over the year with students revealed recurring concerns around stress, academic pressure, and the challenges of a new cultural and educational environment (Sawir et al., 2007). Second, research on challenges of acculturation and adjustments for international students (Minutillo et al., 2020) underscores the need for more preventative support structures. Whitton and Langan (2018) in a study found that for students to learn, they need a low stress environment during assessments. These contexts, when combined together, informed the design of the intervention. The intervention is a targeted newsletter (t-NL) which was created on Microsoft Sway platform and shared with all students using Moodle class forum two weeks before the assessment.
	The experience of reading the newsletter could be compared to reading an issue of a magazine. Its structure entwined evidence-informed learning strategies with psychological wellbeing practices. It was focused on normal day-to-day mental wellbeing challenges, such as anxiety and stress, rather than on any specific pathology, which would be handled by a qualified and trained professional. Further, its tone was under the assumption that all students need mental wellbeing, including those with a diagnosed mental illness. The assessment-specific material or the academic content engaged students individually as well as collaboratively through formative assessments. This included collaborative creation of a quiz question bank, crossword, word search, and self-help tips which were specific to the format and content of the exam. Researchers have highlighted the usefulness of play-based learning in adulthood (Colarusso & Nemiroff, 2013) and in the workplace (Baldry & Hallier, 2010; Lamm & Meeks, 2009). In several others,
	The layout of the newsletter was as follows.  
	Section 1 introduced the dual aim of the newsletter - academic support and mental wellbeing. It acknowledged potential stressors, such as displacement, language barriers, and ongoing global crises, which aligns with the principles of trauma-informed education (Carello & Butler, 2015). Such contexts were crucial for building trust and empathy.  
	Sections 2–3 combined motivational framing (using a motivational quote) with practical academic tips. The recommendations in the third section, such as studying a little every day, echoed psychology literature on spaced repetition (Cepeda et al., 2006). Students were also encouraged to use collaboration and forums, which aligns with Vygotsky’s social constructivist approach (Vygotsky & Cole, 1978).  
	Sections 4–5 used puzzles and word games to reinforce course content through active recall and problem-solving, and to improve long-term retention (Karpicke & Blunt, 2011).  
	Sections 6–9 centered around self-care, grounding, and university-provided resources and support. These emphasized the need to pace oneself and be emotionally self-aware. Suggestions included, grounding techniques, such as ‘The butterfly hug’ (Artigas & Jarero, 2014), breathing exercise phone applications (Chittaro & Sioni, 2014) such as ‘Breathing Zone’ and journaling using Cognitive Behavior Therapy model (Beck, 2020; Hofmann et al., 2012). 
	Here are a few screenshots of the circulated newsletter.  
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	Results 
	Overall, 72 students (response rate 53%) responded and consented to participate in the survey. More than half of the respondents were females (67%) and almost all were international students (99%) whose native language was not English. Since there was no variability in terms of the international status of the respondents, the focus is on overall experience and gender demographic variables only.  
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	Count of worried students based on their gender 
	Coping strategy  
	Students were asked ‘How likely they were to reach out for help?’. In general, 59% of students were ‘very likely’ (n=14) and ‘somewhat likely’ (n=28) to reach out for help (panel (a)). Of which, 41% were female students (n=29) and 17% were male students (n=12). A greater proportion of female students, who were likely to reach out for help compared to male students in our sample, can explain this result. Interestingly on a visual inspection, even though the number of responses for each category was higher for female students (in Figure 5, panel (b)), individual distribution of responses across genders, i.e. for male and female students, is very similar.  
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	User acceptance of the newsletter’s design 
	When students were asked whether having a combination of both academic and mental wellbeing content together was helpful, 73% of students responded positively (n=51). It is worth noting that 82% of male students (n=17) found this as a (‘very’ and ‘somewhat’) helpful strategy, against 70% of female students (n=33).  
	Helpfulness of seeing the academic and mental wellbeing content together in the newsletter 
	 
	Next, students were asked about the organisation of the newsletter in terms of its frequency and time-target. Figure 8 indicates a strong preference for a course specific newsletter with the focus on academic and mental wellbeing content before every assessment (see panels (a) and (c) combined.). The most popular choice is to have a newsletter before every exam which was opted by 82% of students (n=54).  As the second leading preference, 59% of students (n=36) wanted to see two or more newsletters per semester. Following closely, around 53% of students (n=34) wanted course specific newsletters. Students were also asked about a more common type of newsletter which is generally used in practice and sent to the whole cohort per semester. Only 15% of students (n=9) showed preference for it (panel (d)). Students’ responses were not inconclusive when asked about having only one newsletter per semester for every course, with an equal number of students on both sides of preference options (panel (e)). 
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