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Introduction 
 
High rates of mental ill-health amongst students have been a catalyst in recent years for universities to 
reconsider their attitudes and approaches to supporting student mental wellbeing. At the coalface in 
Australian university enabling programs (also known as access courses and alternative pathways), 
educators teach and support diverse student cohorts, including students with mental health difficulties. 
Acknowledging this additional challenge for students transitioning to university, educators in some 
programs have implemented proactive initiatives in response to their students’ needs. Using enabling 
education in Australia1 as a case study of supportive learning environments with intentional 
curriculum, structures and strategies to support student mental wellbeing, this book chapter explores 
the practices, pedagogies and philosophies common to such programs. It describes the strategies 
evident in enabling education and proposes that the initiatives display interweaving elements of 
enabling pedagogy; third generation transition pedagogy; and pedagogies of care. Furthermore, it 
contends that the practices and pedagogies are underpinned by a philosophy of care, which resists the 
type of dualistic thinking present in higher education that under-values caring work. 

Background 
 
In recent decades, research has revealed that university students report higher rates of psychological 
distress and experience lower mental health status compared to the general population (Cvetkovski, 
Reavley, & Jorm, 2012; Larcombe et al., 2016; Orygen, 2017; Stallman, 2010), and highlights the 
negative impact studying at university can have on students’ mental health (Slavin, 2016; Storrie, 
Ahern, & Tuckett, 2010). The latter point acknowledges the negative impact that the setting in which 
students learn (i.e. learning environment and campus culture) can have on their mental health, and 
thus on their engagement and learning. Internationally, several charters and networks promote an 
institution-wide settings approach to supporting students’ health and wellbeing (Healthy Universities, 
2019; JED Campus, 2019; Okanagan Charter, 2015; TWANZ, n.d.; WHO, 2019). 
 
In response to a range of coalescing factors (such as: university student mental health data; settings 
approaches; general prominence of mental health in the media and in the broader community; and 
government policy drivers), universities in numerous countries are now actively investigating 
potential settings that impact on their students’ mental wellbeing. They are increasingly considering 
whole-of-institution approaches, and are examining the culture and environment, the curriculum, and 
the teaching and learning contexts. In Australian higher education, recent reports and frameworks 
have propelled the issue of student mental health into the national spotlight (Baik et al., 2016, 2017; 
Higher Education Standards Panel, 2018; Orygen, 2017).2 Such approaches and responses are a major 
shift from viewing students’ mental health as the responsibility of the individual student and/or of 
disability and counselling services at institutions. This attention on mental health as an issue of 
specific concern for the university sector has taken place in the context of broader public and 
community advocacy and recognition of the high prevalence of mental illness in the general 
population, a prevalence hitherto overlooked with mental health being shrouded in stigma and 
ignorance.  

Broader philosophical context  
 
The practices, pedagogies and guiding philosophies in enabling education need to be understood in 
the broader higher education philosophical context. Some equity researchers in higher education note 
the existence of problematic dualistic philosophical thinking in neoliberal higher education discourses 
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that empower or value one group (or aspect/characteristic) over another (Burke & Crozier, 2014; 
Motta & Bennett, 2018). Such hierarchical binaries may include, for example: masculinity versus 
femininity; mind versus body; rational versus irrational; reason versus emotion; human versus nature; 
and competition versus caring. The first item in each pairing is privileged and the second item is 
under-valued. Such hierarchical dualistic thinking, which is common in the western philosophical 
tradition, has been critiqued by feminist and ecological/environmental philosophers for several 
decades (see, for example, Gatens, 1991, and Plumwood, 1986, 1991). Feminist critiques do not 
simply reverse the dualism to value the rejected side of the dichotomy, but call for an erasure of the 
binaries and aim to transcend hierarchical dualistic thinking. Simply reversing the hierarchical 
dualism is said to be inadequate as it descends into the problems of essentialism, such as perceiving 
qualities and attributes as ahistorical and fixed (Grosz, 1995, p. 49).  
 
An antidote to hierarchical dualistic thinking can be found in care theory. Two key theorists in care-
focused philosophy are Nel Noddings and Joan Tronto. In the context of the philosophy of education, 
Noddings (2002) stresses the importance of responsiveness: for example, of listening to students in 
order to address their needs. Thus, she takes a student-centred approach to caring. For Noddings 
(2002, 2005), an ethic of caring is relational. Tronto (1993, 2005) also highlights the relational aspect 
of caring, with a focus on: attentiveness (being attentive to others’ needs); responsibility (taking it 
upon oneself to care); competence (being able to care adequately); and responsiveness (understanding 
the vulnerability of the care receiver). Central to this relational philosophy of care are trust and 
reciprocity, relationships, and context (Goralnik, Dobson, & Nelson, 2015; Goralnik, Millenbah, 
Nelson, & Thorp, 2012). This approach to care, which requires responsiveness to the needs of the 
participants (e.g. students) has direct application to teaching and learning (Goralnik et al., 2012; 
Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006). 
 
Care-focused philosophy has its roots in feminist and environmental philosophies that critique 
established philosophical traditions (Goralnik et al., 2015) and seeks to erase hierarchical binaries. 
Viewed in this way, a philosophy of care is an example of non-dualistic thinking. As such, it has the 
potential to challenge and resist dualistic thinking in academia, and also provide a more supportive 
philosophical underpinning to the practice of enabling education.  

Practices: supporting student wellbeing  
 
At the program/course/unit level, educators in enabling programs have been responding to students’ 
individual needs for many years by implementing proactive student-learning-centred initiatives to 
lessen barriers and create engaging, inclusive and supportive learning environments for all students.3 
In an exploration of how student wellbeing is supported in four enabling programs in Australia, the 
researchers found that core to each program was a “culture of care” and a “culture of self-
development and growth” (Crawford et al., 2016, p. 13). This section will briefly present initiatives 
from three university enabling programs. 
 
In Murdoch University’s OnTrack enabling course, the approach to supporting student wellbeing is 
multi-faceted, with “program level initiatives, curricula choices and specific pedagogical principles, in 
addition to the existing wider institutional support” (Crawford et al., 2016, p. 8). At the program level, 
initiatives are embedded and include a lecture series by the university counselling staff to foster 
resilience; this series is integrated into the curriculum, rather than being a voluntary extra-curricular 
option. A focus on socio-emotional learning underpins the core curriculum, with the aim of 
cultivating “emotional resilience, academic self-efficacy and sustained motivation” (Crawford et al., 
2016, p. 9).4 Carol Dweck’s (2008) growth-mindsets learning theory underpins the pedagogy; staff 
undertake professional development on appropriate growth-mindsets language for the learning 
environment and for use in assessment feedback rubrics in order to model and promote a growth 
mindset. 
 
The University of Tasmania’s Pre-degree Programs is driven by Engstrom and Tinto’s maxim that 
“access without support is not opportunity” (Engstrom & Tinto, 2008); support is an essential 
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component of the teaching and learning. The support mechanisms are not extra-curricular; they are 
optimally embedded within the course (Kift, 2009) and staff structures. For example, on each campus 
a designated lecturer/tutor is a Student Coordinator; this staff member has a holistic view of the 
students’ progress and challenges in all of their units/subjects (Jarvis, 2018).5 As a lecturer and tutor, 
they have the opportunity to develop a rapport and trust with students, which enables the students to 
feel comfortable to ask questions, seek advice and guidance (Crawford & Johns, 2018). Furthermore, 
every student is enrolled in Supported Studies units in their first and second semesters; these classes 
have an informal home-room atmosphere in which students are encouraged to ask questions and work 
together; they develop peer learning groups, connections, a sense of belonging and confidence (Jarvis, 
2018). Socio-emotional learning, mental health awareness, strategies to enhance students’ self-
efficacy, and Dweck’s growth mindsets are also embedded in some of the core units. 
 
Quite a different strategy has been implemented in the University of Newcastle’s Open Foundation 
enabling programs. For nearly a decade, a counsellor role has been embedded in the enabling 
programs to improve accessibility, in response to “enabling staff recognising that their students face a 
variety of personal and social barriers to education and that students and staff would benefit from a 
co-located model of counselling support” (Crawford et al., 2016, p. 11). Furthermore, an extra layer of 
support has been provided with the addition of a Student Support Advisor6 to the counselling team. 
 
Support and care are core to these initiatives. Embedding support illustrates that students’ wellbeing is 
a teaching and learning issue, as does embedding mental health awareness and self-efficacy strategies 
in teaching and learning activities. The focus on student-to-teacher and student-to-student 
relationships highlights the intention to foster belonging and connections in these learning 
communities.7  

Pedagogies 
 
To gain further insight into the deployment of such supportive practices, this section will explore 
three relevant pedagogical approaches: enabling pedagogy; third generation transition pedagogy; and 
pedagogies of care. 
 
The term enabling pedagogy has been used in some recent studies of enabling programs in Australia. 
For example, in the report Enabling Retention, Hodges et al. (2013) stated the need for inclusive and 
innovative pedagogies in enabling education and recommended that further research be undertaken 
“to develop a range of appropriate enabling pedagogies” (p. 6). Lane and Sharp (2014) responded to 
this call and undertook an evaluation of an enabling program with the aim of identifying “exemplary 
research-based enabling pedagogies” (p. 68). They developed a model of enabling pedagogy with 
practices and strategies to create a “positive and supportive culture”. They stress that the key to 
enabling pedagogy is community; a supportive learning community provides the conditions for 
belonging and trust to develop, which is required for self-esteem, self-efficacy and confidence to 
grow, all prerequisites for academic achievement. Lane and Sharp’s (2014, p. 70) model of enabling 
pedagogy contains four linked quadrants: leadership; teaching and learning; community; and 
individual engagement, with open communication between each quadrant (as opposed to a 
hierarchical structure). Common to each quadrant (implicit if not explicitly stated) is an emphasis on 
support and relationships, and an overarching “holistic collaborative culture” (p. 70). Bennett et al. 
(2017) followed a reflexive and participatory approach in their exploration of enabling pedagogies at 
the University of Newcastle. Some of the key themes identified include: taking a strengths-based 
approach; acknowledging students’ capabilities; and valuing students’ existing knowledges. Teachers 
were found to “embrace the complex relational dynamics involved in teaching” and “follow an 
iterative reflexive approach” (p. 9). Such enabling pedagogies take a student-centred, supportive and 
caring approach. 
 
For more than a decade, Sally Kift and colleagues have seen their focus on student engagement in the 
first year of university evolve from a first generation, essentially co-curricular, approach, through a 
second generation in-curricular focus, where learning and success support is explicitly embedded in 
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scaffolded course design, onto an ideal culmination in third generation transition pedagogy, in which 
a student success orientation is holistic and seamlessly integrated across all institutional policies, 
practices and processes (Kift, 2009, 2015; Kift, Nelson, & Clarke, 2010). Kift and colleagues realised 
that the framework required for improving the student experience and engagement – for inspiring and 
supporting students, and for assisting them to gain a sense of belonging – already existed; it was, in 
fact, the curriculum (Kift, 2009, 2015; Kift et al., 2010). In this conceptualisation, curriculum is 
posited as the “missing link” and the “organising device” (Kift et al., 2010, p. 4); curriculum is the 
“glue that holds knowledge and the broader student experience together” (McInnis, 2001, p. 11, in 
Kift et al., 2010, p. 4). Kift and Field (2009) argue that student engagement is supported by an 
intentional first-year curriculum that “motivates students to learn, provides a positive learning climate, 
and encourages students to be active in their learning” (p. 2). Transition pedagogy’s curricular focus 
thus promotes “student learning, success and retention” (Kift & Field, 2009, p. 10). The holistic 
approach aspired to in third generation transition pedagogy, as Kift et al. (2010, p. 1) note, “provides 
the optimal vehicle for dealing with the increasingly diverse commencing student cohorts by 
facilitating a sense of engagement, support and belonging”. Such practice is core to supporting 
students and, thus, to enabling pedagogies. 
 
Pedagogies of care were found to be fundamental in Bennett et al.’s (2017) study of enabling 
pedagogies. A relational approach to caring, as espoused by Noddings (2002, 2005) and Tronto (1993, 
2005), emphasises “receptivity, relatedness and responsiveness” (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006, p. 
122). For example, in a teaching and learning context, “[c]aring requires teachers to elicit and listen to 
how students are feeling, to evaluate their purposes, to help them to engage in self-evaluation, and to 
help them grow as participants in caring relations” (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006, p. 122). This 
caring approach requires time and an “affective and embodied praxis” (Motta & Bennett, 2018, p. 
642). It requires a focus on the whole student; that is, an understanding that their academic and non-
academic challenges are inseparable (Crawford & Johns, 2018). These elements of care are often 
associated with tensions and challenges in the broader institutional contexts and neoliberal discourses. 
The praxis of care is often under-valued and unrecognised, due to “its feminised and invisibilised 
nature” (Bennett et al., 2017, p. 17). Here, it sits on the under-valued side of the binary in hierarchical 
dualistic thinking. Furthermore, as caring in teaching is emotional work (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 
2006) and is experienced at the visceral level, another challenge is the physical and emotional impact 
of the high emotional labour demands on educators (Crawford et al., 2018). Crawford et al. (2018) 
found, however, that enabling educators adopt protective factors to combat this burden, including 
communities of care and support, and the rewarding experience of bearing witness to students’ 
transformations. 
 
These three pedagogies create the conditions – the teaching and learning environment, the setting and 
the community – for students to feel comfortable, to connect, and to belong – essential conditions for 
engagement, learning and mental wellbeing.  

A philosophy of care 
 
Core to the practices and pedagogies in enabling education that support student wellbeing, we 
contend, is a relational philosophy of care. Students who undertake enabling programs have 
frequently had less than satisfactory prior educational experiences, are often positioned as other in the 
formal educational context and are quite vulnerable to being overwhelmed by a lack of academic 
confidence. To mediate the potential for such factors to work against creating mentally healthy 
learning environments, a philosophy of care, whether explicitly articulated or intrinsically adopted, is 
frequently embraced to support student wellbeing and enable individual student success.   
 
This philosophy of care is relational and responsive (Noddings, 2002, 2005; Tronto, 2005); 
relationships (student-to-teacher; student-to-student) are fundamental to this type of caring. 
Relationships formed upon trust are required for the proactive practices and pedagogies to be enacted 
and experienced. Such relationships are the building blocks of the learning environments, 



 5 

communities and settings that foster belonging and in which students’ wellbeing can be supported and 
learning fostered.  
 
A philosophy of care resists and transcends the type of dualistic thinking present in higher education 
discourses that values mind over body and other hierarchical dualisms that would (if not resisted) 
discourage and devalue the foci essential for supporting student wellbeing in enabling education. A 
philosophy of care underpins a student-centred holistic approach, particularly one that values the 
importance of relationships and community. In fact, this caring can be seen as a form of resistance per 
se to neoliberal hierarchical dualistic thinking and continues in the tradition of feminist, ecofeminist, 
and environmental philosophers’ critiques of the western philosophical tradition. Indeed, the 
philosophy of care is an example of the broader impact of such feminist critiques in academia. 

Conclusion 
 
Student mental health and wellbeing is everyone’s business. Through the case study of enabling 
education, this chapter has shown that educators can embed proactive initiatives in their teaching and 
learning activities and develop supportive learning communities and cultures that enhance student 
mental wellbeing. Enabling educators explicitly enact pedagogies that are student-centred, with a 
focus on relationships and responsiveness to students’ needs. The underpinning driver and guiding 
principle for their practice is a relational philosophy of care. Simply put, a philosophy of care can 
work to support the mental wellbeing and, thus, learning engagement of enabling cohorts. 
 
This chapter has also illustrated how taking a caring approach is a worthwhile endeavour; it 
challenges hierarchical dualistic thinking that positions caring on the under-valued side of the binary, 
along with student health, emotions and other individual circumstances that are frequently considered 
to be beyond an educator’s remit. In taking a holistic – seamless, whole-of-student – inclusive 
approach that supports student wellbeing and prioritises it as a teaching and learning issue, enabling 
educators resist discourses in higher education that are yet to make the transformative shift in practice, 
pedagogy and philosophy that our most vulnerable students require for their learning success.   
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1 For a detailed explanation of enabling education in Australia, see the Introduction to this edited collection. 
2 Recommendation 8 in the Higher Education Standards Panel Final Report (2018, p. 9) states: “Every 
institution should have an institution-wide mental health strategy and implementation plan.” The Minister 
accepted the recommendations in 2018 and Universities Australia commissioned Orygen with the task of 
developing a framework, which is currently a work-in-progress. Influencing Recommendation 8 is Standard 2.3 
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(Wellbeing and Safety) in the Higher Education Standards Framework (2015). Standard 2.3.3 (p. 7) explicitly 
refers to mental health and wellbeing needs in the context of support service provision. Furthermore, Standard 
6.1.4 (p. 12) mentions fostering student and staff wellbeing in the context of corporate governance. 
3 Such initiatives complement the existing centrally-located university counselling services. 
4 For details, see: Lisciandro, Jones, & Strehlow (2016). 
5 The enabling program at Central Queensland University has also implemented this model (Seary, Willans & 
Cook, 2016). 
6 A similar role exists in Edith Cowan University’s UniPrep enabling course (S. Sharp, personal communication, 
9 July, 2018). This staff member focuses on supporting student and staff wellbeing. 
7 These features are fundamental to self-determination theory. In particular, the practices enable growth in 
motivation, belonging, relationships, autonomy and competence – the five factors for wellbeing and growth 
outlined in Baik et al. (2017). See: http://unistudentwellbeing.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/MCSHE-
Student-Wellbeing-MBRAC.pdf 


