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Springboard Studios: Evaluating the effectiveness of a student mental health initiative using non assessed creative practices.
 
Abstract
Student Mental health is of significant concern within higher education institutes across the UK. This concern, and the increasing acuity of mental ill health, has magnified since the Covid 19 pandemic. Managing finances, academic pressure, loneliness, lived experience of trauma and adverse childhood experiences, contribute to the challenges of transition between education and employment.
HEI’s are becoming more aware of the needs of students experiencing mental ill health and the contributory factors that impact on their transition from university to employment. Moreover, HEI’s are measured on graduate-level outcomes 15 months after completing their studies. These measures include graduate level employment and further study. Thus, this crucial transition and ongoing employment prospects are an important strategic consideration for HEI’s. However, there is limited research exploring the impact of non-assessed creative practices as a mechanism to support students as they prepare for this crucial transition, despite generalised evidence that identifies that participation in creative practice as a medium through which emotional regulation, self-belief, mindfulness and the reduction of self-sabotage, can be facilitated. However, the impact of the non-assessed creative activities on students as they approach this specific transition period between university and employment is less well understood. This paper provides an initial mid-term analysis of a programme co-designed with students to explore the impact of participating in a non-assessed, creative activity as a support mechanism as they approach this life transition.	Comment by Sasha Dobrota: Graduate Outcomes Survey, not sure how this links to first sentence.This is interesting too https://www.theguardian.com/education/2023/sep/29/university-students-more-at-risk-of-depression-than-non-students-study outlining the first couple of years are particularly important	Comment by Sasha Dobrota: https://www.theguardian.com/education/2023/sep/15/self-care-to-support-how-to-look-after-your-mental-health-at-university#:~:text=The%20support%20offered%20by%20universities,and%20personal%20tutors%2C%20she%20says.	Comment by Sasha Dobrota: This is interesting too, have we reference the book mentioned in here, they talk about meeting new people, schgeduling self care, the importance of trying new things but at the same time the anxiety many face when doing this or going to new places. SBS did all of these.	Comment by Anna Mankee-Williams: we dont do references in abstarct so this would be in introductyion (i have mnerged and shortened intro and lit review so grey lit can be referenced here 

One hundred and fifty-three students from a creative arts university, with self-identified mild to moderate mental ill health, engaged in creative practice activity ranging from drawing, photography, creative writing, graphic design, music, and performance.
Emerging insight indicates that a non-assessed programme rooted in mixed modal creative practice can re-balance students’ emotional wellbeing, return joy and hope into their lives at a time of academic pressure and enable them to connect and reconnect, collaborate, and develop personal approaches to support this transition.
Keywords: mental health, higher education, creative practices, employability transition
 
[bookmark: _Hlk155796280]Introduction
Student mental health is the subject of intense focus within higher educational institutions worldwide (Baik 2017; Macaskill et al 2013). Moreover, evidence suggests that accumulative trauma experienced before the age of 18 years, can have an enduring educational, economic, health, and societal impact affecting life course transitions (Jaffee 2017; Bellis et al 2019). Arguably adverse childhood experiences contribute to poor mental health within the student population, impacting academic performance, and retention (Thorley 2017). The transition between university and employment can be challenging (Molinsky and Pisman 2019).
On the one hand the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated mental health issues for the student population (Ford et al 2021) however, only approximately a third of students seek formal institutional help in the UK (Macaskill 2013).  Moreover, mental health issues have a significant cost to employers with mental ill health costing the UK at least £117.9 billion per year (McDaid et al 2022). 
A scoping review commissioned by the WHO ‘The Health Evidence Network Synthesis Report 67’ (Fancourt and Finn 2019) has proved to be a useful lens through which to understand the value of the arts within the broader determinants of health. Fancourt and Finn (2019) concluded that there was a significant body of evidence to indicate the value of the arts. However, the scoping review does not highlight specific insight exploring the value of art-based activity across students' groups who are experiencing mental ill health and the impact on transition from education to employment. 
This paper aims to understand the impact of a non-assessed multi-modal creative arts programme focused on supporting 3rd year undergraduate students who self-identify mild to moderate mental ill health as they approach the transition between completing their education and employment.	Comment by Sasha Dobrota: what kind of value? 
	Comment by Anna Mankee-Williams: impact
	Comment by Sasha Dobrota: and those that would benefit from non assessed creative health programmes to support them in their final year at a Creative HEI institution


	Comment by Anna Mankee-Williams: The Benefits of Creative Practices on Mental Health for Higher Education Students  
Outside of the traditional counselling support model, creative activities feature much less in higher education student mental health provision. Indeed, little research has been conducted on the relationship between creative activities and the impact on mental health and wellbeing on university student populations. Notable exceptions include a study by Isis et al (2010) on the successful and long running arts therapy program running in Miami-Dade County Public Schools aiming to empower children with emotional/behavioural disabilities through creative practices. Rosal et al (1997) reported that their intervention reduced drop-out rates, decrease academic failure, and improved students' attitudes about school, family, and self. A more recent study in higher education in Australia incorporated a single art therapy session for creative arts students with benefits reported as ‘a novel means to externalise problems, leading to students forming a less internalized view of self’ (Wilson 2021). However, all these studies use a version of art as therapy rather than creative practices as non-clinical interventions. This gap in knowledge presents a unique opportunity to report on an important initiative based at Falmouth University which uses creative practices to support student mental health entitled Springboard Studios.  
  
r
Methodology and Methods 

The evaluation of the first year of the programme took place within a coastal creative arts university. The intervention comprised a variety of creative based, process-led sessions open to all undergraduate final year students. The project oversaw an ‘opt-in’ approach to recruitment where students self-identified with mild to moderate mental ill health. The aim was to help equip students through creative arts-based activity to develop tools to augment their wellbeing, enhance confidence and self-belief and enable emotional regulation as they considered and launched their career after university. Eligibility for participation in the program was considered under four categories:
1.Pre-existing Health Condition (including short term and long-term conditions)
2.Self-identified mild to moderate mental ill health
3.Physical Disability (including sensory impairment)
4.Learning Disability/Difficulty or on the Autism spectrum
	Comment by Anna Mankee-Williams: remove the name and just use programme
Qualitative Data Collection Methods
To evaluate the effectiveness of the program a qualitative approach was utilised. The research design included observations to understand the experiences of participants undertaking the program. This approach allowed the capture of behaviour and language and in-depth exploration of thoughts and feelings of participants (Kawulich 2005). 
Participant observations were carried out in 11 different sessions to gather data on students’ experiences and verbal and non-verbal cues during the activities. All participant observations were conducted in a face-to-face setting bar one exception, with an observation conducted online due to COVID restrictions which, although presented challenges with interaction and group dynamics, still provided valuable insights. Following the observations to collect data, semi-structured interviews were conducted by a member of the research team with 15 undergraduate students with a gender mix of 3 males and 12 females across a mix of creative-based courses who had taken part in the program and 3 university practitioners who facilitated sessions on the program. 
The approach of using semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher flexibility to explore emerging lines of enquiry whilst having a suggested guide of questions as noted by Pathak et al (2012). A copy of the interview schedule can be found in Appendix A. On enrolment to the program students received information via email on the evaluation and invited to interview. The initial response rate for participation in interviews was limited. Further exploration highlighted student pressure due to dissertation requirements and completion of studies. The research team pivoted the timings and approach to improve response rates. Participants were personally invited to engage in the evaluation by the researcher at the beginning of subsequent sessions and encouraged to feedback online immediately after the sessions.   Consequently, response rates improved. 
Of note is that this evaluation was conducted during height of the COVID 19 pandemic throughout 2021-2022, pivoting between online sessions and engagement and face-to-face followed national guidelines during this period.  In May 2022 a face-to-face focus group was conducted with 4 students with a gender mix of 3 females and 1 male participant to interpret phenomena and experiences at the end of the program. 
 

Analysis
Thematic analysis was applied to the data gathered to identify emerging patterns, themes, and relationships. Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing, and interpreting patterns of meaning (Clarke and Braun 2017). The first phase of analysis after familiarisation was to identify themes via coding which followed an inductive process – coding from the data which allows for flexibility as an iterative process (Terry, Hayfield, Clarke, and Braun 2017). 
Findings and Discussion 

Information on the number of participants received on the program and gender breakdown and the number of participants in the sessions can be found in appendix B. This illustrates that a higher proportion of female participants attended which aligns with the gender split on the institution's courses. Appendix C illustrates the breakdown of activities during the program. 	Comment by Sasha Dobrota: Not sure what this means? 
I think it needs elaborating

The findings are discussed in terms of perceived benefits, self-reported impact of the programme for participating students and opportunities for enhancement. To aid interpretation of findings, a conceptual model is included which highlights success factors and enablers for an effective wellbeing intervention.  
Perceived benefits 
A central benefit perceived by participants was that sessions were non-assessed activities. The topic of summative assessment, debated heavily in academic institutions, is a known trigger for stress and anxiety for students (Barbayannis et al 2022) with some scholars querying the effectiveness of summative assessment as a measurement for academic success (Bacquet 2020; Harlen et al 2002). An important pattern emerged from the data which revealed that according to many participants, ‘with the pressure taken off’ gave them the:
 ‘opportunity to explore creatively’ and ‘a platform, definitely, for just letting the creative mind wander, without the constrictions of grades’, 
Many students found a renewed sense of confidence about their study area as this participant states:
 ‘there's no pressure and doing any anything that goes towards your specific studies, and it also means that creativity can go anywhere it wants… It doesn't have to stay with your own practice’. 
There was a link found between exploring creativity and their assessed components that captured inspiration as this participant adds:
 ‘I've actually started doing more, like, I implemented it into my own sort of life… oh great now I can think of what I could do with my photography for third year. But oh wait, that's actually a good dissertation thing whilst I’m doing it’. 
For some participants the sessions made them re-consider their viewpoint about balance and joy such as ‘it's fun to just make stuff and not focus on the end result’.  And as this participant continues:
‘just explore and play and create. Yeah, without having in the back of my mind thinking, oh gosh, how can I present this? How is this gonna look as an end product? How can this be graded? How can this be marked? Because what I found, now especially now in 3rd year, is that it's sort of rewired my brain a little bit, because that's I guess the joy and the double-edged sword of doing a creative degree is, creativity and arts-based learning and playing becomes marked and I'm trying to redress the balance again’.
The view that non-assessed activities enhance creativity is also supported by a practitioner viewpoint, who commented:
‘…when we deliver activities as part of modules the students maybe put themselves under too much pressure to succeed and actually you know one of the paradoxically one of the ways to succeed in the creative arts and in graphic design in particular is too be expressive and playful and exploratory’. He adds ‘They just felt really free to engage and work at a very high level but without the worry of it being something to do with their degree’. 
Arguably the focus on the impacts of assessed curriculum study on participants, and the articulated benefit of the non-assessed element of the programme on creativity, joy, and wellness supports the   debate over the role and nature of summative assessment and the opportunity to identify novel ways to mitigate assessment and performance anxiety and the impact of academic stress for some students.  
All the sessions were process-led rather than driven by an end outcome or output. Many participants highlighted how the process of making art can offer other benefits as evidenced here:
 ‘… it's fun to just make stuff and not focus on the end result…because see I was always like I can't do that because I won't get a good grade. I was like I can't do this this this, this has to be perfect, so I get good grades like throughout my life. And now it's like, helped me learn that the process is what makes it fun’. 
The benefits of process-led, non-assessed activities for some participants were likened to mindfulness. Mindfulness is defined as ‘the awareness that arises by paying attention on purpose in the present moment non-judgmentally”’ (Barbezat and Bush, 2014, p. 95) and is a widely recognised approach with accepted therapeutic benefits. Mindful activities can promote creativity, reflection, and integrated thought – arguably vital skills for student populations. Moreover, the cognitive and emotional benefits of mindfulness and creativity on learning process are well reported in the literature (Hensley 2020). Echoing the known benefits of mindful activities participants commented on their enjoyment of ‘being in the moment by immersing in creativity’ and ‘enjoying the process without a goal or objective’ and taking this further:
 ‘to be like really in tune with every sort of part of the creative process like thinking of the feeling of different strokes of the paintbrush thing, like what movements in my body can like make this like the mark on the page and I never really thought like that before ever, like using my whole self to create something’.
Participants commented on the skills, knowledge, lived experience and relatability of facilitators as this participant comments, ‘the lady who was running it, was really good and that that made it a lot better’ and ‘the lady that is running it, she's a publisher herself. So, it might just a bit experiencing advice, coz I would like to eventually become a writer and publish my work. So, I just felt it was right for me’. 
Relatability and engagement skills in an open, inclusive manner was deemed very important: 
‘I think it was the openness of the tutors and how straightforward they were with just like 	open ended questions, which you always bring up stuff which you weren’t expecting to say’. 
Specifically, participants commented on support ‘It was definitely a need for just an outlet of creativity, that there was no judgement on where I could just explore and play and create’. The sessions were viewed as an opportunity for sharing; emotions, activities, food, and drink to enable group bonds to form within and beyond the program. Peer to peer support has been demonstrated as a powerful tool to enhance mental health in clinical and non-clinical settings (Naslund 2016; Ali et al 2015) and particularly championed for student populations during the COVID 19 pandemic (Suresh 2021). 
Collaboration was regarded as very important and noted by practitioners as engaging for participants: ‘the energy in that space was amazing which I found inspiring to witness’. When considering collaboration and wider networking, this practitioner adds, ‘connecting more with the local community is something that students also voiced, they wanted to leave a legacy, sort of positive legacy, I guess, as they leave university and go on to do different things in industry, they wanted to feel that they contributed something’. 
Additionally, the opportunity to visit local cultural assets was seen as a benefit of the program, particularly as students had limited ability embrace this opportunity during their studies. The design of the sessions to include visits, walks, demonstrations were highly valued by participants and used importantly, as creative inspiration during their sessions which as one participant stated, ‘helped to inspire and develop my art’. This benefit is further supported with another participant commenting that, ‘this was a great opportunity that I would not have been able to do on my course’.
The opportunity for participants to meet and work with people was also viewed as a benefit to participation, ‘finding out about other people and their courses and why they're there’ and for another who related it to employability, ‘just being quite open and sharing with people you may not have ever spoken to before, is quite a good way of being able to experience something you will have to experience when you go into some sort of workspace or profession’.  
‘I just think it's a really great, great opportunity to people if they want to reach out and do 	something totally different or if they wanna look at hobby that they've not really touched 	much on, because it doesn't have to be cost related’.
Working with industry experts, alumni and students who had similar interests was also seen as a benefit, particularly in sessions that had a specific activity (e.g., creative writing, photography, live client brief). The activities and resources required were also viewed as sustainable where participants commented on how limited resources could still provide an impact on their creativity whilst developing new skills and ideas:
‘We would get an email beforehand of some like resources that we could have if I didn't have which was fine. It was actually just like a pencil and like paper. One time there was paint and ink and so if you don't have it then don't worry.  That session I didn't have any like ink or any paint or anything, but I did have a cup of tea, so I just like I dunked like leaves in a tea and just spread it out and I was having so much fun, and I never thought I could like draw with tea!’
Observation data supported the benefit of peer-to-peer support, where participants felt a sense of trust and connection to their peers, many of whom would share information on their thoughts and feelings where peers would listen and offer words or gestures of support. Indeed, during one of the sessions named 'The Bad Art’ Festival students participated in sewing activities with facilitators. During this session disclosures on significant stressful events and traumatic experiences were shared where one participant commented they had never disclosed such information before but felt ‘this feels like a safe space, and I know you all understand and won’t judge me’. These exchanges then signalled a ‘permission’ to other group members to also share their thoughts and feelings, elicited by skilful facilitators, to offer students the space to explore their thoughts and feelings further. Participants viewed the small group size as an opportunity to get to know their peers and instil a sense of community as reported ‘I was very grateful for that. It was a small group which meant you could kind of really get that kind of community feel going on’. The relationship building and developing trust through a mindful creative activity both between participants and with the creative practitioner was both observed and commented on by participants. Kirsch et al (2014) previously noted the positive impact of mindful activity within peer groups enabling the sharing of thoughts and feelings, the findings to date support Kirsch’s observations.
The space in which sessions took place was of vital importance to participants. Studies highlight that paying attention to the environment, space and atmosphere can promote feelings of wellbeing (Poade and Young 2022) and cultivate creative and collaborative mindsets (Doorley 2012). Many participants expressed positive feelings about the space, remarking on the layout, ‘I like how we are all sitting together and facing each other’ and ‘it feels inspiring in here as I can see other people’s work’ and ‘the energy in the room is so positive and warm’.  Space for the sessions was used creatively and included indoor and outdoor green and blue spaces. Immersing in nature and the ocean has known therapeutic benefits (Murphy et al 2022). The physical space had lots of resources (art, tea, food, nature), was inclusive (sat together or in a circle) as this participant adds, ‘This space, it is really bright in there and everyone was in like a circle and it just seemed like everyone was looking at each other and not like all facing towards one direction looking at each other’s back, like the back of everyone’s heads, it's more like a community feel’, demonstrates that the space facilitated both a perceived benefit of community, relationship building, safety and trust. The physical and emotional environment inspired creativity ‘I am so proud of my work and my art is so improved’, and offered a safe environment: ‘That's what they said, it was a safe space and whatever was communicated in that room was strictly in that room, so it was a good way too’, and promoted collaboration: 
I feel like, there is some, you know, more shy people in the group, and even, you know, three weeks ago, they wouldn't even share in the beginning. And now, I was like, wait, I’ve never actually heard her speak and now she's talking! and she's, you know, we're all having a conversation and it's so lovely to just to watch people grow even though you don't know them whatsoever!’
The findings emphasise through the participant lived experiences of the programme the discrete dimensions of the ‘5 Ways to Wellbeing’, a framework for supporting mental health across adult populations (MIND 2023). The emergent insight aligns, through the creative, non-assessed, altruistic approach with giving, connecting, being active, taking notice, and keeping learning, all crucial components of the 5 Ways to wellbeing. Sessions gave support through facilitated creative activities and students gave their support to one another. Facilitators commented that students gave them inspiration and ideas, therefore cementing ‘giving’ as a prevalent activity through emergent reciprocity.  Participants talked about optimism and hope from the development of new skills and confidence and connection with industry gave them hope for seeking employment after graduation connected to keeping learning. Sessions took place in a group environment where collaboration was encouraged which resulted in a high level of connection through sharing of experiences, thoughts, and feelings. In terms of ‘stay active’ many of the sessions on the programme encouraged movement to connect with green and blue spaces. 
To summarise, process-led, non-assessed sessions which were not outcome focused, delivered informally by knowledgeable, relatable facilitators/alumni in an engaging, supportive space with a range of resources, were viewed as key benefits by a significant majority. Each session was planned with careful selection of facilitators, alongside theming the space and resource provision. The delivery of the sessions was flexible to foster expression and a calming space for participants to unwind, all of which are aspects which can benefit creativity (Thoring et al. 2020). 
Impacts of Springboard Studios on Participating Students
Most participants reported an increase in confidence after participation both in professional and personal settings. Specifically, confidence in skill development and knowledge relating to a particular activity (e.g., creative writing): ‘I'm definitely a lot more confident now because of the methods and stuff that we were taught there’. Most participants stated they had made friends during the sessions highlighting social bonding: ‘this is a really great, great, experience and I can't wait to meet up with them again next week’. The social wellbeing of participants is particularly relevant due to social isolation during the pandemic and the lack of opportunity for face-to-face interactions. Most students expressed their joy and gratitude for face-to-face activities rather than online activities. However, this was moderated by one student who suggested that online activities could be provided as ongoing sessions for students who could not attend in person. 
When participants were asked how they felt during the session they were attending, participants described feeling ‘relaxed’, ‘calm’, ‘refreshed’, inspired’, ‘less stressed’, ‘interested’ and that the sessions were 'fun’, ‘informal’, ‘creative’, ‘friendly’, ‘inspiring’. One participant commented on how they ‘couldn’t wait for Wednesdays because when I come out of that session I feel like a new person’. Another participant likened the sessions to a ‘reset button’ irrespective of the activities being undertaken, where ‘the week just started for me now’ and another referred to the sessions they attended as ‘my therapy’. One participant stated that she had been seeking support with stress, and after participation in the wind-down session now no longer needed support. Another participant commented on motivation:
‘I genuinely look forward to Wednesday. Like, I wake up on Monday morning I cannot wait for a Wednesday because I know that when I come out of that session, I feel like a new person again and it sounds ridiculous, but I am extremely motivated’.
Many participants commented on how they found the sessions reduced stress and anxiety: ‘it was nice. I mean it like relaxing, no stress’, ‘I could let go of like some of the stress I was holding on it was just a nice chance of like relax’. In terms of anxiety: ‘it was a really good opportunity to sort of work through that anxiety and become more confident’, and for those anxious about the activities if they had not done them before, ‘I had anxiety around painting and creating and started off being very careful around the actual painting but changed during the session with help of X and the nerves disappeared’.
It was recognised that the levels of stress and anxiety are problematic for students as this practitioner highlights, ‘I see every day the stress that students are under in terms of anxiety and mental health issues and general sense of wellbeing’. However, as this practitioner adds, there are wider systemic issues not unique to University life as they summarise:
‘on one hand saying that they want to support student wellbeing as much as possible and they want to ensure that students are not stressed or anxious throughout their time at university, but on the other hand the single most stressful element of being at university is the constant assessment and the sense of needing to achieve against criteria, in every study block, to progress in order to achieve… sadly, their own sense of own importance and wellbeing and who they are in the world is somehow validated by the assessment results that they achieve’.
Alongside personal wellbeing impacts, the development of academic skills and knowledge was also reported as an impact. Participants valued the development and enhancement of new and current skills, both in their related discipline and more importantly for some, transferable skills deemed critical for employability. Skills such as ‘pitching’ and ‘public speaking’ were valued whilst others rejoiced in developing their writing skills as ‘it wasn’t covered on my course’.  All these skills were viewed positively by participants to put on their CV to enhance employment prospects. Importantly, a small number of participants commented that they were more motivated to complete their work or had found optimism towards their work from participation in the sessions.
Participation in the program has resulted in 5 internships with these students working with industry experts and one student participating in a separate program, highlighting the importance of collaboration and networking. Participants reported key benefits of gaining insight into the ‘real world’ of industry and knowledge exchange with facilitators and peers with a range of different skills and the development of their skills and confidence. These benefits also extended to the wider team and client organisations. Therefore, the opportunity to work and meet new people also improves the likelihood of employability. 
Opportunities for Enhancement of Springboard Studios Program
The widespread view held by participants was that the program should be more widely advertised and effectively communicated to raise awareness of the program and attract more students, such was the strength of feeling of the benefits of Springboard Studios. Participants suggested ‘video testimonials promoted to students, showcasing our art’ and ‘more advocates, ideally promoting the program at induction to all students’. Participants were perplexed that more students were not engaged in the sessions. 
These sessions also attracted recommendations for bigger group sizes and clearer expectations set by clients as some participants felt that the brief was too wide compared to other groups working with clients on more focused briefs. Further, they suggested that expectations of hours and the intensity of the work be articulated more clearly to students. This recommendation also extended to the facilitators, in this case, alumni where a small number of participants felt that facilitators required more briefing to be able to undertake the brief and lead students effectively. 
A large proportion of participants stated that they appreciated the time and resource put into the program and particularly valued the involvement of their tutors/lecturers to see another side of them and to share the activities with them. They recommended that tutor provision be wider across the program.  
Input-Output Conceptual Model of Critical Components
In this section the findings are visualised to provide a conceptual model of an input-output model to emphasise the critical success factors in supporting positive student mental health using creative activities.  


Figure 1 – Input-Output Model
[image: ]
Credit: India Brown
Inputs
The inputs required to achieve the outputs for a student population are as follows:
Commitment – recognition of the importance of the initiative which should be embedded as a wellbeing ethos throughout the institution. Institutional and senior management buy-in is required together with driven and motivated staff to drive the model sustainably. Commitment will also be required in the form of time and financial costings. Creative activities can place inside or outside the institution with minimal resources to mitigate financial burdens. 
Facilitators & Production Team – committed, knowledgeable facilitators who have expertise in their field and/or industry experience. Facilitators that can relate to young adults and be compassionate towards them having warm positive regard and a non-judgemental attitude, commonly aligned with therapeutic work are key behavioural and attitudinal factors. 
Space - the space in which activities take place should be ideally a fun, creative and inspiring space and should have an atmosphere and dynamic that engenders calm, relaxation and peacefulness to maximise the opportunity for peer-to-peer support and enables the sharing of experiences without judgement. This can be achieved through changing the atmosphere to connect on a sensory level (through colour, sound, smell etc). 
Resources - the resources and content used for the activities is important to address to ensure a wide range of choice is available for students (materials), that the content is inclusive, engaging, and inspiring aided using facilitators (see above). Resources can include materials (ideally sustainable and locally sourced), and nature (e.g., blue, and green spaces) to alleviate financial burdens. 
Process
The elements of the process to be followed to gain the outputs required for a student population is as follows:
Non-assessed Activities - this is a critical factor of the process which helps to alleviate pressure and enhance creative and innovative thinking, alongside increasing confidence, and self-belief to achieve the necessary outputs. 
Purpose-led - the process to be followed during the activities should move away from traditional models of output or outcomes but rather, to engage with a purpose-led approach. Examples may include an industry purpose or the purpose of relaxation during an activity. A purpose-led approach does not suggest lack of planning organisation of the sessions, rather the design and delivery focusing on the process of being rather than a focus on the doing to achieve a result. 
Collaboration - participation and collaboration in the form of co-planning, co-designing, co-delivery, all essential ingredients to achieve the outputs. Collaboration can take place for example between industry, the student population, academic staff, professional staff, and third sector organisations. 
Outputs
Entering the inputs and following the process into the model can achieve positive impacts of outputs in the following aspects:
Personal Wellbeing – Improvements in confidence and self-esteem, less feelings of anxiety and stress, increased connectedness with peers, greater resilience. 
Academic Development – An improvement in personal wellbeing will impact on academic development as confidence grows and stress reduces. Soft and hard skills can be gained with a sense of hope for the future. Developing a wider portfolio of skills, knowledge and experience will impact on academic performance which in turn as a circular activity continues to enhance feelings of wellbeing and good mental health, Leading to student progression, retention, and attainment.  
Limitations 
There was a lack of resources to be able to fully utilise co-design and co-research with participants prior to the intervention at the beginning of the programme (during Covid and on first coming out of lockdown).  
The sample size could be increased to expend the data and the sample was self-selecting. One of the enhancements mentioned by participants related to advertising of the program. More students participating in the program would have increased the numbers on the program and therefore a higher response rate would be achieved.  
The participants included in the evaluation were predominantly creative arts students with much lower numbers from other disciplines with only 2 students from business-related courses on the program. Therefore, it is unknown if the benefits, suggestions for improvement and impacts of the program would relate to other disciplines within the University.  
Conclusion

The need to address growing concerns regarding student mental health and the impact on the crucial transition from education into employment was the driver for this initiative. The inherent stressors in academic systems and the uncertainty and flux of the employment industry cannot be eliminated but can be managed and mitigated (Baik 2017). Some of the criticisms of current service provision of student mental health is the lack of consistency and an easy to implement initiative, program, or framework. However, these findings suggest that student wellbeing can be successfully supported. A program of creative activities can be conducted in group scenarios in conjunction with traditional models of wellbeing provision in institutions to ease the pressure and resources required for a high demand, under-resourced current student mental health service provision. The types of creative activities undertaken during the programme require less resource in terms of materials required - in some cases just a paper and pen. In educational research, walking classrooms and incorporating resources in your environment can lead to rich discoveries and a depth of learning (Fenn 2023) and designers can be inspired by using available resources for idea generation (Goncalves and Cardoso 2011).
The findings demonstrate that Springboard is an easy to implement program with the right ingredients (as demonstrated on the model). The program is economically viable for many institutions, especially when compared with one-to-one counselling service delivery. The Input-output model highlights critical success factors and the process for positive outcomes such as personal wellbeing and academic development. Critically, the findings also highlighted the overwhelming view that participating in non-assessed activities can motivate and relax students, facilitate their academic development, help with social bonding and bring back joy and hope into their lives – all key factors for academic success and future employability prospects. 
The higher education sector is perfectly positioned to make a positive impact on student mental health across a wide population of young adults. However, buy-in and commitment is required of a whole-of-university approach (Baik 2017) to prioritise student wellbeing and provide the resources necessary. This intervention has highlighted a resource-light, economically viable opportunity for institutions looking to widen their wellbeing provision.  
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Appendix A – Semi-Structured Interview Questions 
Interview questions 

1. Can we start by telling me your name and the course and the year you're on? 
2. How did you find out about the springboard studio sessions? 
3. So which session(s) have you attended? 
4. Did you know any of the other participants before you started? 
5. So how many people altogether were in your session(s)? 
6. Tell me why you chose this particular session(s)? 
7. Before attending the session(s) what were your expectations? 
8. What were the highlights of the session(s) for you? 
9. Did you engage in all the activities? If not, why not? 
10. How did you feel while you were taking part in those activities? 
11. Can you recommend any improvements? 
12. How do you feel about these sessions not being assessed? 
13. Looking back on the session(s) how do you feel now? 
14. These sessions were originally designed to help students transition into the workplace from studies do you think they help? 
15. Do you think this session helped in anyway or gave you any skills? 
16. If you were trying to encourage a friend to join a session, how would you encourage them to join? What would you say about the session(s)? 
17. What else would you like to tell me about this experience? 
18. Is there anything else you would like to add? 















Appendix B – Gender Information
	[bookmark: _Hlk109545145]Gender
	

	Male
	36

	Female
	90

	Other
	7

	Preferred not to say
	16

	Total Students
	149 	Comment by Anna Mankee-Williams [2]: This number is different from the introduction - can you double check?


[bookmark: _Hlk109545878]Table 2 – Number of Students on the Program by Gender
	Session Activity
	Number of Participants

	Drawing 
	18

	Wind Down 1
	12

	Music Video Summer School 
	8

	LEAP
	10

	Wind Down 2
	12

	Blue Space Activism
	14

	Wind Down Greys Wharf
	13

	Forest Bathing
	11

	Image Play
	12

	Pen Paper Power
	12

	Bad Art Festival
	34

	Design for Good
	16

	Total Sessions Attended
	172





Appendix C
Activity Details
	Name and Dates of Session 
	Activities  

	Drawing 
Recordings on Teams 
	A series of process-led and non-assessed weekly creative activities such as automated drawing & writing, bad drawing, exquisite poetry, experimental mark making, book binding. 

	Wind Down 
Summer School in Person 
	A series of process-led and non-assessed creative activities such as automated drawing & writing, bad drawing, exquisite poetry, experimental mark making, book binding. 

	Music Video Summer School 
Summer School in Person 
	The summer school included:  a talk on music videos by a music lecturer, a performance by artist / musician, Q&A with artist / musician and lecturer, a workshop on using green screen and a workshop to develop presentation confidence. Students worked in groups of four to develop ideas for music video before presenting back to the artist, at the end of the week.

	LEAP Confidence Day 
In Person 
	This was learning experience was designed for students to develop their skills in pitching, presenting, and working in groups. 

	Wind Down 2
In Person 
	Aa series of process-led and non-assessed creative activities such as automated drawing & writing, bad drawing, exquisite poetry, experimental mark making, book binding 

	Creative Writing 
In Person 
	Series of creative writing workshops exploring different types of writing and themes, including science fiction, fairy tales, myths & stories, horror. The session would involve a round table of interest reads, podcasts films etc.  

	Blue Space Activitism  
In Person
	
This strand of the programme encouraged students to create photos that encouraged other people to look after blue spaces. Co-delivered with the photography department, it also included a talk on the concept of blue mind and blue space regeneration, and a workshop exploring the relationship between words and images.  

	Winddown 3
In Person 
	These were a series of process led and non-assessed creative activities such as automated drawing & writing, bad drawing, exquisite poetry, experimental mark making, book binding, sewing, printing, sculpture, collaborative painting, all inspired by a trip to a leading contemporary art gallery.

	Forest Bathing 
In Person 
	This strand involved Haiku Poetry inspired by bathing green spaces on the campus grounds. 

	Image Play 
In Person 
	This strand involved papermaking, guided photography, and still life photography,  

	Pen Paper Power 
In Person 
	Series of workshops exploring various aspects of writing with different themes, in a series of creative writing workshops exploring different types of writing and themes, including science fiction, fairy tales, myths & stories, horror. The session would involve a round table of interest reads, podcasts films etc.  

	Bad Art Festival 
In Person with Graphics Students 
	These were a series of process led and non-assessed creative activities such as automated drawing & writing, bad drawing, Exquisite poetry, experimental mark making, book binding, sewing, printing, sculpture, collaborative painting, all inspired by a trip to a leading contemporary art gallery.

	Design for Good 
In Person with Graphics Students 
 
	This summer school involved four local charities providing live briefs for graphic design students to work on, under the guidance of an alumni mentor over a week before presenting the outputs back to the charities at the end of the week.
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