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Promoting Mental Well-being in the Curriculum

Developing an Inclusive Curriculum: Higher Education Academy York: 7.9.07
Mental well-being is relevant for all students and staff. Whilst learning at university entails challenge (constructive stress), it need not entail excessive (destructive) stress. Young people in general are vulnerable to mental distress and illness, and the transition to HE can be stressful for students of all ages. A significant proportion of entrants to HE will have experienced depression or psychosis and/or experience difficulties whilst studying. Anxiety may be high (e.g. social, financial, meeting expectations); students will not perform at their best if they are unduly stressed or anxious. So to promote mental well-being, protect those who may be vulnerable to mental illness or distress and enhance learning, we should ensure that curricula take account of mental well-being. The following pointers may be helpful:

1.  Avoid undue stress in the design of the curriculum.
· Are the learning opportunities balanced through the day and across the week?

· Are the assignments spaced or are they bunched at the end of semesters?

· Is timely feedback given about progress, especially in the first term? 

2.  Provide plenty of information in different formats that can be accessed at different times, and continually signpost this. Information about how the curriculum works, expectations (especially in relation to assessment, including how and when students will get feedback and marks).  Information about ‘out-of-routine’ learning opportunities (such as practical work, field visits, clinical or practice learning) is especially important. Information can be made available before the course, in the handbook, on-line and face-to-face. Don’t assume students have read/understood it; allow them to ask questions.

3.  Provide opportunities to rehearse assessed work before it is formally assessed. Assessment is likely to cause greatest stress, so having the opportunity to practice different ways of demonstrating knowledge and skills is helpful. This is particularly important for more ‘public’ assessments, such as presentations or role-play.

4.  Build small group work into the first term (at least) with experienced seminar leaders who have skills in facilitation, thus enabling students to develop confidence in speaking and learning together. Through this they can learn and build social networks.

4.  Ensure that the programme has a human face. Tutorials are central: build expertise so students have an early link with someone who knows them, who can help build confidence and provide appropriate support.  Ensure tutors are well informed about the wide range of student support services, that the department maintains links with these services and has a commitment to student well-being. Allow students to change tutor. 

5. Arrange staff training in mental health awareness and mental health promotion.

Learning and teaching that respects the mental health and well being of students is good practice for everyone.
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