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Abstract. 

 
This study examined the perceptions of three stakeholder groups (faculty, instructional 
designers, and accessibility services personnel) in relation to the impact of the design of 
instruction and assessment on student mental health – within a post-secondary campus in 
Western Canada.  The study adopts a broad post-modern paradigm when examining 
impairment and disability and focuses on the social model of disability as a lens.  The 
methodological approach adopted draws from the phenomenological tradition, but also 
borrows some tools from narrative enquiry.  Inductive coding was carried out to extract 
thematic categories from the initial 3 interviews.  These categories were then used to carry out 
a thematic analysis of all 13 semi-directive interviews.  The themes which emerged from the 
analysis with most impact include: (i) impact of faulty design on student mental health, (ii) 
varying stakeholder awareness of this impact, (iii) notion of context specific awareness, (iv) 
lack of tangible proactive intervention in this sphere, (v) lack of communication between 
stakeholders, (vi) tension between learner mental health and the notion of challenging 
pedagogical outcome.  The findings overall suggest that a significant degree of awareness 
does exist across the campus in question with regards to the impact of design of the learning 
experience on the mental health of students.  The degree of awareness about the impact of 
design on student mental health varies depending on the stakeholder involved and the 
context, but little proactive intervention to frame guidelines, for inclusive redesign that might be 
conducive to good mental health, is observable in this post-secondary landscape.  
Communication across campus stakeholder groups is identified as a significant obstacle to 
transformation.  The article widens the contextualization of these findings through the lens of 
an ecological analysis of power dynamics and communication patterns in relation to teaching 
and learning across a campus.      
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1. Introduction and Context. 

Mental health (MH) issues have risen significantly in the student population within higher 

education in Global North countries in recent decades (Smith & McLellan, 2023).  There have 

been various hypotheses to explain this sharp rise (Campbell et al., 2022; Hammoudi Halat et 

al., 2023).  There have also been efforts to multiply intervention formats and the level of 

service provisions (Wagner et al., 2023; Hyseni Duraku et al., 2023).  There is unmistakably 

evidence of increased awareness around the issue of student mental health (Van Eekert et al., 

2023; Zaza & Yeung, 2023), with specific attention being given to suicide and suicide ideation 

on campuses, as well as suicide prevention (Buhran et al., 2023; Gallagher et al, 2023).  

However, there is a global tendency within the literature and field initiatives to consider MH as 

a student characteristic, an outside variable that learners bring to the academy, and not as a 

phenomenon directly connected to the processes, cultures, mindsets, and practices of the 

post-secondary sector (Bantjes et al., 2023; Lewis & Smith, 2023).  This reflects a wide deficit 

model approach to mental health, in a process that characterizes MH as a diagnostic label 

(Long, 2023; Palma et al., 2023). It also characterizes a current neoliberal approach to 

education where risk management and avoidance of exposure to liability prevail over the 

exploration of educational factors which may be detrimental to learners.  A neoliberal 

approach focuses on a business model approach to education and encourages a free market 

approach to educational management (Peters, 2021).  There is obviously, therefore, within this 

model a reluctance to explore to what extent the institution itself, or the teaching and learning 

model, may exacerbate student MH.  The post-secondary campus, as a result, is seen as the 

location of the MH manifestations but there is opposition in the current higher education 

discourse to seeing it a playing a part in the phenomenon in any causal way (Treleaven, 

2022). 

2. Literature Review. 

The literature review examines the various facets of this landscape.  These dimensions are at 

times distinct from one another, but an overview of all these existing stances to design and 

MH is necessary to be able to fully grasp the complexity of the current tension that will be 

discussed in the study itself.  
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2.1 Design of the learning experience in higher education. 

It would be fair to say that awareness of and comfort level around design in teaching and 

learning is still generally low in the post-secondary sector (Pan & Thompson, 2009; Schell, 

n.d.).  Perceptions of self-competency in teaching and learning are not inherently high as 

many instructors see themselves as content experts rather than as pedagogy experts (Gratz & 

Looney, 2020; Price & Regehr, 2022).  Interest for the scholarship of teaching and learning still 

rates low within faculty priorities (Cornejo Happel & Song, 2020).  Engagement with key 

concepts of design and user experience is even lower than the broader activity of HE 

instructors within the scholarship of teaching and learning which is poor in the first place 

(Mueller et al., 2022).  As for the relation of faculty to instructional designers globally, it is still 

tenuous as a result in most jurisdictions and on most campuses (Tate, 2017); it is an 

interaction which appears often limited to institutionally mandated and procedurally embedded 

‘check-ins’ that purport to simply confirm faculty compliance with basic requirements or 

campus policies (Chittur, 2018).  There are, of course pockets of best practices around design 

(FLOE, 2024); some communities of practices, in particular, develop transformative initiatives 

and propose new pedagogical models that adopt a design stance (Galvin & Geron, 2021), but 

the critical mass of HE practitioners still feel that design is daunting and requires expertise that 

they have not been given opportunities to develop (Collier, 2020).      

2.2 Universal design and universal design for learning in higher 

education. 

Interest inUniversal Design for Learning (UDL) had grown progressively across the post-

secondary sector over the last decade (Gawron et al., 2024).  UDL represents a sharp 

departure away from the traditional management of disability through the reasonable 

accommodation process.  UDL is grounded in the social model of disability and translates it 

into action.  The social model argues that disability is not an inherent individual characteristic 

but rather amounts to a tension between individual embodiments on the one hand, and 

spaces, products, and experiences that are not designed for the full diversity of users, on the 

other (Hogan 2019).  UDL shifts the focus away from learner exceptionality and encourages 

instructors to design instead for a broad diversity in the student body, that is seen as a given.  

By designing proactively for diverse learners and their preferences, UDL encourages 

instructors to inject flexibility through a hands-on process of inclusive design.  Barriers to 
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learning are identified at the blueprint level and removed ahead of classroom time, rather than 

after the fact, as is the case for retrofitting (Rao & Meo, 2016).  UDL has roots in Universal 

Design, which is an architectural tradition which has challenged architecture’s overfocus on 

the aesthetics of buildings and encouraged instead a focus on the user experience (UX), 

exploring the needs of preferences of potential occupiers (Mansoori et al., 2024; Zallio & 

Clarkson, 2023).  UDL similarly encourages educators to go beyond the surface aesthetics 

and priorities of traditional teaching and learning, to focus on the learner’s authentic 

preferences and habits (Fleury & Chaniaud, 2023).  Educators, as a result, take on the stance 

of an inclusive designer, step outside of the narrowness of their own habits and assumptions, 

and explore the learner’s expectations within the learning experience (Edyburn, 2021).             

2.3 Learner mental health in the tertiary sector. 

There has been much wider awareness of MH in HE in the tertiary sector in the last decade 

(Moghimi et al., 2023).  The number of students reporting MH issues has increased rapidly 

(House et al., 2020).  There is increased availability of support services (Chavajay, 2013; 

Sakız & Jencius, 2024).  There is also much more prominence of MH within the suite of 

support offered by accessibility services.  This is not always an observation that is universally 

made across the globe: in North America, MH is routinely seen as a disability in the 

educational sector, for the purpose of legislative protection against discrimination in access to 

learning (Bartolo et al., 2023); in some European countries, however, there is persisting 

tension between the disability movement and the field of MH, and these issues are 

approached differently when it comes to accessibility and learner support (Mcallister, 2020).   

Even in jurisdictions where MH is approached from the wider lens of disability and within the 

legislative protection for accessibility, there is tangible reluctance for advocates and support 

services to fully embrace MH as a disability per se (Anandavalli et al., 2020).   In several 

jurisdictions, it is classified as a temporary condition at best, not always giving students the 

right to full disability services in HE (Leow et al., 2024). There is also some hesitation when it 

comes to connecting solutions to MH issues with the removal of barriers through inclusive 

design of learning experiences (Hick et al., 2009; McCloud et al., 2023).  Another point of 

tension in this area is the overlap that exists between intervention models that are internal to 

tertiary institutions (accessibility, counselling and support services) and those which are 

community based (Open Access News, 2023).   Lack of funding and inadequacy of current 

funding models are also highlighted in the literature (Dombou et al., 2023).  
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2.4 Connecting design to learner engagement and disposition. 

The receptiveness of faculty to notions of design in teaching and learning has been described 

above as poor.  Even when instructional design is explored by instructors, the focus of their 

reflection is mostly the impact on assessment and overall immediately tangible learning 

outcomes (Bray et al., 2024). The quantifiable objectives of most initiatives focusing on design 

have therefore been narrowed down to academic outcomes, not student behaviour or 

emotions (King-Sears et al., 2023; Rao et al., 2018).  In education as a field, it can be argued 

that there has been a degree of hesitancy, in any event, to connect the notion of design of the 

learning experience with the concepts of learner attention, learner compliance, learner 

disposition, or even learner behaviour (Fovet, 2020).  The sector has historically considered 

leaner engagement, disposition, or behaviour as standalone phenomena, rather than as 

variables connected to the quality of the design of the learning experience (Pintrich, 2004; 

Evanick. 2023).  While the literature on learner engagement is broad, there is a reluctance to 

connect this concept to the responsibility of the instructor as designer or to the quality and 

effectiveness of the instruction itself.  There is even less openness among faculty to connect 

the design of the learning experience to deeper and aspects of leaner disposition and 

engagement, such as their mental health.        

2.5 The impact of the COVID pandemic and the online pivot. 

The implications and repercussions of the COVID pandemic and of the online pivot have been 

numerous and complex.  The first theme which emerges from the literature is that the 

pandemic has had dramatic impacts on student MH (Riboldi et al., 2023).  There have been 

challenges with access to support services, loss of social capital, increased financial hurdles, 

and the appearance of new barriers in accessibility to learning (Lisiecka et al., 2023).  There 

have been many instances of documented rise in barriers to learning caused by inadequate 

last-minute design of alternate online learning (Kourea et al., 2021).  The so called 

‘contingency pedagogy’ has created accessibility issues for a vast percentage of learners, 

beyond students with disabilities (Li et al., 2023).  The pivot to online teaching had a 

documented further impact on student MH (Rutkowska et al., 2022).  On the other hand, 

however, the pandemic has also increased faculty awareness of inclusive design and made 

many instructors far more receptive to UDL (Kilpatrick et al., 2021).  The sharing of resource 
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and knowledge on UDL has also reached an unprecedented peak during the pandemic itself 

(Fovet, 2022; Kim & Olesova, 2022; Kilpatrick et al., 2021).       

3. Theoretical Positioning. 

The study adopts a broad post-modern paradigm when examining impairment and disability, 

focuses on the social model of disability as a lens.  The social model of disability challenges 

bio-medical concepts of disability and positions it instead as a social construct (Goering, 

2015).  The social model falls within a wider post-modern tradition which challenges power 

and the hegemonic shaping of public discourse, and of worldviews through this discourse 

(Carling-Jenkins, 2009; Murphy & Perez, 2002).  Post-modern analysis encourages individuals 

and scholars to reject the interpretations of social phenomena and interactions that are 

perpetuated by majority discourse and hegemonic group dynamics (Campbell, 2018).  The 

social model of disability instead argues that while impairment is a bio-medical reality, 

disability itself is the result of the tension which exists between personal embodiments and 

spaces, environments, products, and experiences which are not designed to address and 

welcome the full diversity of users (Lawson & Beckett, 2021).  

4. Methodological Stance. 

The methodological approach adopted draws from a broad interpretivist tradition (Leitch et al., 

2010; McChesney & Aldridge, 2019).  The interpretivist paradigm focuses, within social 

sciences research, on the exploration and analysis of subjective constructs of reality around 

phenomena in the context of social interactions (Chen et al., 2011; Hamilton et al., 2024).  The 

individual meaning making of individuals and stakeholders is often key to understand and 

navigate social interactions and dynamics (Chowdhury, 2014) and will lead to rich insights into 

intervention models, and approaches to the framing of policy.  This interpretivist orientation 

leads to the use of phenomenology in the study, as methodological process (Wertz, 2023).  

Phenomenology translates interpretivist objectives into methodological processes by 

exploring, capturing, and analyzing individual experiences that amount to making sense of 

phenomena, which are occurring in professional contexts in this project (Alhazmi & Kaufmann, 

2022). In education specifically, this focus on subjective constructs and meaning making 

related to phenomena occurring within learning spaces is powerful, as it allows researchers to 

grasp the complexity of stakeholder perceptions and experiences, as well as the tension that 
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can exist between these stances (Bonyadi, 2023).    

This study also borrows some tools from narrative enquiry.  Narrative enquiry is a 

methodological process which examines the story telling of participants in the field in order to 

extract key thematic threads that give insights into meaning making, constructions around 

phenomena, and individual efforts to structure meaningful experiences in social contexts 

(Colla & Kurtz, 2024).  In educational landscapes, these narratives offer us tangible ways to 

capture meaning making in relation to professional challenges, to new and emerging issues, 

and to the way individual stakeholders navigate every day learning experiences (Barrett & 

Stauffer, 2009; Reyes & Duran, 2024).  This study uses elements of narrative enquiry in the 

way it creates and nurtures a rapport and flavour, during the semi-directive interviews, that 

give free reigns to participants to fully describe the experiences they have had with student 

MH and the design of learning experiences.  The interviews sought out authentic narratives 

across varied experiences related to student MH and inclusive design.     

The study focused on examining the perceptions of three different stakeholder groups within a 

mid and large size campuses in Eastern and Western Canada, to explore the ways a 

connection was perceived or acknowledged between the design of the learning experience 

and the MH of students.   The three stakeholder groups selected were faculty, instructional 

designers, and accessibility services personnel, and they were chosen as each group has 

some insight into the challenges faced by students within learning and into their MH issues.   

The sampling method was a mixture of both convenience sampling (as the investigator has 

organic preexisting relationship with members of all three groups across various Canadian 

campuses) and purposive sampling (as the overall aim was to capture diverse voices from all 

three stakeholder groups).   

In the end, 13 semi-directive interviews took place and this involved four faculty members, four 

instructional designers, and 5 accessibility services staff members.  The participants were 

employed across Canada, with Ontario, Quebec, Prince Edward Island, Alberta, and British 

Columbia represented.  The interview length varied between 60 and 75 minutes.  The 

interviews took place online using a video conference software. The timeline for the study was 

originally six months but was considerably affected by the outbreak of the COVID pandemic; 

while interviews were scheduled with some ease when the participant pool was contacted, 

many had to be rescheduled because of the participants’ workload pressure during the online 

pivot.  It took 14 months for all interviews to be completed.  
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Ethics approval was obtained through the research ethics board of the institution with which 

the author was employed.  There were no challenging ethical concerns in relation to power 

dynamics between interviewer and participants, as the existing connections between 

investigator and participants were those of colleague, professional acquaintance, or peer 

within the discipline of inclusion and accessibility. The investigator has never had a position of 

authority in relation to any of them.  As the participants are spread across Canada and are 

employed on a variety of campuses, there were no tangible concerns about confidentiality in 

relation to the comments shared.  None of the participants were engaged professionally with 

one another on the same campus and none had the same employer.       

Inductive coding was carried out to extract thematic categories from the initial three interviews.  

These categories were then used to carry out a thematic analysis of all 13 semi-directive 

interviews once completed and transcribed.  The emerging themes which were identified 

within the manual inductive coding of the first three transcripts were as follows – these 

categories were found to remain adequate when the rest of the transcripts where later coded 

using the six original themes:  (i) impact of faulty design on student mental health, (ii) varying 

stakeholder awareness of this impact, (iii) notion of context specific awareness, (iv) lack of 

tangible proactive intervention in this sphere, (v) lack of communication between stakeholders, 

(vi) tension between learner mental health and the notion of challenging pedagogical 

outcome. 

5. Findings and assertions. 

The findings are presented in a format that mirrors the emerging codes previously listed above 

and used during the thematic analysis.  They appear in a linear order that does not imply any 

degree of priority or urgency; nor does the order reflect any notion of frequency of occurrence 

of these themes.   

5.1 Impact of faulty design on student mental health. 

One of the key take-away from the data analysis is that all stakeholders interviewed were 

conscious, to a degree, of the role learning design played on student MH issues. 
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5.1.1 Faulty design as trigger of existing MH issues. 

All participants acknowledged their awareness of the impact of learning design on existing 

student MH issues.  Here they discussed mostly students who were known to them for using 

accessibility services for their MH needs.  They provided specific examples of classroom 

practices that they have observed exacerbating student MH issues, notably assessment 

practices, but also some class activities such as the flipped classroom, rigid participation 

requirements, requests for and use of public speaking, certain attendance policies, etc.  The 

assessment practices described included strict submission deadlines, key assessments 

distributed poorly across a course, evaluated classroom presentations, unmonitored group 

work which had degenerated, and the imposition of processes the students were not familiar 

with, particularly the use of certain software tools, etc.  The participants describe the impact of 

design on existing student MH as being considerable and several interviewees described 

students abandoning courses or dropping out of programs as a result of these design issues.     

5.1.2 Faulty design as generator of MH issues. 

Interestingly, the majority of participants went further than this initial observation and described 

instances where the issues with learning design possibly actually caused student MH issues, 

rather than simply exacerbated them.  Several participants had examples of students 

developing stress and anxiety issues as a result of departmental practices, or of specific 

demands from individual instructors.  The participants did not observe these MH emerging  in 

their own practice, but described being told of such incidents occurring in courses they were 

aware of within their institution.  This is an acknowledgement that has considerable impact.  It 

is significant that individual participants are willing to admit that the design of some learning 

experiences may create and trigger some student MH issues, when campuses themselves are 

very cautious to admit such responsibility, across the current tertiary global landscape 

(Campbell et al., 2022; Flannery, 2023).  

5.2 Varying stakeholder awareness of this impact. 

The striking distinction noted between participants in this study is the great divergence in the 

degree of individual awareness about the connection between learning design and student 

MH.  They all acknowledged this connection but the depth of their reflection on this 

phenomenon varied greatly.     
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5.2.1 Intuitive awareness and understanding. 

Several participants described an implicit or intuitive understanding but have few observations 

to analyze this, or reflect on it proactively, or even formulate any implications based on this 

sense that learning design matters when it comes to student MH.  For several of the 

participants interviewed the connection between design and MH remained conceptual and 

they readily acknowledged that they were relying on anecdotal empirical observations when 

they were developing an individual construct around this notion.   

It is important to note that there may have been a degree of reluctance of some to reflect 

further on this issue; there is an undeniable avoidance for many HE practitioners when it 

comes to discussing MH generally.  The over-pathologization of MH over the last three 

decades (Beeker et al., 2021) undeniably makes some participants feel as though they should 

not position themselves on MH if they are not clinicians.  Some participants claim being not 

sufficiently knowledgeable on the subject to venture professional opinions.  These 

observations within the study mirror some of the key findings in the literature concerning the 

reluctance of many tertiary professionals to discuss MH.   One interviewee suggested: 

With mental health, it’s not the same, it’s a harder conversation for people to have, it’s 

harder to measure, and I think it can feel, that for many people, they don’t want to go 

there; like if I open that door, am I going to then have to be that caring person all the 

time or be that support person. And I think when people are already stretched, they 

don’t want to have that conversation, they’re frightened to have that conversation, or 

tentative (P7). 

There may also be a reluctance of many to discuss MH as they may have certain fears 

regarding its impact on them as professionals.  They may themselves be battling with their 

own MH issues or diagnosis.  It is striking to see the extent to which MH is a taboo subject 

within HE professionals themselves, despite the fact that its impact reaches endemic 

proportions in the sector (Cassidy, 2023; Hammoudi Halat et al., 2023).  There is undeniably a 

degree of fear among HE professionals that they open up their own vulnerabilities when 

discussing these issues in relation to students.  Some participants acknowledged this 

phenomenon.     
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5.2.2 Lack of knowledge and lack of familiarity with UD and UDL discourse.  

If the degree of awareness surrounding student MH and the impact of design varied widely 

among participants, so did their degree of awareness of UDL.  Some of the patterns observed 

in the study reflect those identified in the field more widely: a small proportion of HE 

professionals have in-depth knowledge of UD and UDL.  It is worth noting that since 

convenience sampling was used here and since the investigator is a UDL specialist, the 

proportion of participants with a working knowledge of UDL was perhaps unusually high. 

Others have no exposure to these notions at all, or even to inclusive design more generally.  A 

widely observed trend in education is the fact that many teachers feel they have no 

understanding of, training in, or awareness of design as a process (Myri, 2022).   

A third grouping of participants has some understanding of UDL but stated they were not 

sufficiently at ease with the framework to be able to relate it to MH. This is a crucial 

observation as it suggests that a feeling of competency with inclusive design and UDL is 

required before practitioners feel they clearly understand specifically what work they need to 

carry out as a design reflection to have substantial positive impact on student MH.  Since the 

stakes are so high, and the fears so real, HE practitioners will need to have a high degree of 

competency and self-efficacy in UDL and inclusive design before they venture in this area. As 

one participant remarked with lucidity: 

Instructors at the university level, I remind myself of this too, they’re educators, but 

they’re not trained to be educators for the most part.  They’re subject experts, but 

subject experts don’t necessarily have the training or expertise that comes with an 

education degree and I’m not advocating that everyone needs an education degree, 

but I do think that sometimes we put a lot of expectations on instructors to know 

something but how could they possibly know this unless we help them learn that 

themselves (P7).   

5.2.3 Explicit awareness of mental health as central teaching and learning 

challenge and urgent area of reflection. 

If the comfort level of participants with UDL and MH varied greatly, there is on the other hand 

consensus among them more generally that important transformations of HE teaching and 

learning are due; there is also an intuitive understanding that student MH is impacted by the 

current status quo in pedagogical change.  All participants made some connections between 
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archaic and obsolete classroom practices and student MH.  It is important to note that some of 

the comments shared related to other aspect of pedagogical change than UDL per se.  Many 

discussed a need for more student-centered teaching and learning, or an urgency for more 

constructivist flavours in HE pedagogy.  Other discussed the notion of active learning.  It was 

therefore not just inclusive design that was seen by participants as having an impact on 

student MH, but pedagogy more generally.  One interviewee suggested: 

Maybe it starts with people being willing.  I'm coming back to holistic pedagogy, being 

willing to be a person. Not just a role. So that instructors not just offer students support, 

but allow students to bring their whole selves to the learning experience and 

encounter.   But also be willing to do that themselves, maybe there's a fear there too?  

Like stepping outside of the professional (P4). 

There was also a realization that very little progress and transformation had been achieved in 

recent decades in terms of updating HE teaching and learning, despite a dynamic scholarship 

continuously suggesting areas of change (Cappiali, 2023).  Some expressed frustrations 

about resistance at departmental level or on an institutional scale.      

5.3 Notion of context specific awareness. 

Beyond individual discrepancies in the degree of awareness of each participant, it becomes 

apparent that the three stakeholder group also demonstrate varying receptiveness to this topic 

as a professional cluster.  

5.3.1 Degree of understanding among all three stakeholder groups. 

Accessibility services personnel had as a group the highest degree of awareness of the 

connection between design and student MH.  Faculty members came next, and instructional 

designers as a group had the lowest awareness of this potentially causal relationship.  This 

can be explained in the case of instructional designers by the fact that they normally have very 

few interactions with learners. 

5.3.2 Notion of complimentary awareness and sensitivity leading to the concept 

of opportunity for interdisciplinary collaboration. 

The striking observation is that the three stakeholder groups focused on different aspects of 

the relationship between design and student MH.  They offered insight into different facets of 
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this topic, and adopted differing stances that offered complimentary perspectives.  As whole, 

the perspectives of the three stakeholder groups offered a detailed understanding of the 

complex relationship between design and student MH, but each of the groups only had a 

piece of the puzzle so to speak.  This highlights the need for effective interdisciplinary 

collaboration and effective dialogue since, together their understanding would be optimal and 

comprehensive.  This echoes the core tenets of phenomenology, which as a theoretical 

paradigm argues that subjective constructs of a phenomenon – and meaning making in 

relation to it - can vary from individual to individual (Williams, 2018).  As whole, though, a 

myriad of phenomenological insights offers a broad understanding of a complex issue in social 

contexts. This theme suggests that there should be an urgent push for more collaborative 

interdisciplinary and collaborative initiatives in HE in relation to inclusive design and MH.  It is 

urgent to erode what several of the participants described as siloed processes; this notion of 

siloed expertise is echoed critically within the literature (Barnes et al., 2024; Kirwan et al., 

2022).     

5.4 Lack of tangible proactive intervention in this sphere. 

Awareness does not always equate to a willingness to act and the resignation with the status 

quo in this area is one of the most striking observations in this study.    

5.4.1 Characteristic inaction. 

Despite a degree of awareness within each stakeholder groups about the impact of learning 

design on student mental health, each participant acknowledges complete inaction in this 

field, beyond their own practice and the ambit of their role.  They all report doing their best to 

consider inclusive design and its impact on learner MH within the sphere of their own area of 

expertise, but have little faith anything is happening around them at institutional level.  Their 

own tangible degree of impact often is related to specific students or student files.  It amounts 

to retrofitting, rather than to a proactive focus on the redesign of learning experiences on the 

basis of their understanding of its impact on MH.        

5.4.2 Lack of comfort with problem solving in relation to teaching and learning 

on a whole campus scale. 

Action in this area would amount to a global reflection and transformative action on teaching 

and learning within each of the campuses in question.  The feedback from the majority of 
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participants is that they feel transformation of teaching and learning – in terms of institutional 

mandate or embedded mission statement – lies outside their control.  Shifting teaching and 

learning practices across large tertiary organizations is tricky and the literature acknowledges 

that current model are not as effective as they could be, in the sense that they cater for the 

needs of faculty who are already involved in a pedagogical reflection but fails to attract those 

who are not (Hoessler et al., 2024). The modus operandi of teaching and learning units is 

critiqued for its inability to create a significant momentum for change (Burns et al. 2013; 

Trigwell et al., 2012).  The comments of participants here mirrored these observations in the 

scholarship.  This is a problematic phenomenon, as it allows a process of disempowerment on 

the part of individual actors in this landscape who reject responsibility in this area, on the basis 

that the scope of the process of change is too daunting.            

5.5 Lack of communication between stakeholders. 

Challenges related to communication between these three stakeholder groups emerge as a 

central – and perhaps surprising – concern in the study.  All participants indicated significant 

hurdles in communicating their authentic thoughts on the impact of learning design on student 

MH to the other stakeholder groups, both generally as part of routine institutional processes, 

or even when it related to a specific student case file. The only exchanges which the 

participants report are formal, hierarchical, and procedural.   

5.5.1 Impact of status and hierarchy in stakeholder communication. 

The only channels of communication related to the themes raised in this study were 

procedural: these would be either annual review discussions about course design/ course 

outlines – often themselves part of a routine annual rubberstamping process that involves only 

superficial scrutiny -, or discussions about reasonable accommodations.  Beyond these purely 

administrative channels, the participants discussed their inability to initiate or sustain free-

flowing, reciprocal, and informal discussions that might relate to course design or to MH.  They 

acknowledged that campuses are stratified environment where clear power dynamics and 

issues of status and hierarchy prevail.  One participant said:  

Wherever I have worked, there are hierarchies. And there are political hierarchies and 

there are political alliances, and so on, and so forth.  And you think: where can I 

actually speak freely about this?  (P4) 

The power dynamics between stakeholder groups are historical and solidly embedded in 



AISHE-J Volume 16, Number 2 (Summer 2024) Page 15 

campus processes.  Instructional designers in particular feel they can only discuss best 

practices in relation to inclusive design when contacted by faculty with a clear and direct 

enquiry.  They do not feel that they can suggest a redesign of assessment or activities 

spontaneously.  Accessibility services describe being aware on repetitive issues with certain 

courses, their designs, and the impact on student MH, but they feel ill equipped to bring this to 

the attention of faculty members.  Faculty members discuss being isolated from services and 

not always sure as to whom they should reach out to, beyond their own department.          

5.5.2 Resignation in relation to siloing of campus structures. 

There was a noticeable degree of resignation among participants in relation to this lack of 

interdisciplinary communication, effective collaboration around learning design and its impact, 

or even around the siloing of structures in the tertiary sector. There is both an 

acknowledgement of the ecological complexity of these issues, and a feeling that these 

challenges are too broad and too historically embedded to be able to be resolved by the 

practitioners in question.  This resignation is problematic as it relates to the notion of fixed 

mindset which will be discussed later.   

5.6 Tension between learner mental health and the notion of 

challenging pedagogical outcomes. 

A theme which is woven through the conversations with stakeholders is the delicate tension 

that can exist between a design that creates a degree of concerns around learner MH and a 

design objective that responds to key pedagogical goals and preoccupations.  This brings to 

the forefront the difficult question as to whether, within a UDL reflection on learning, activities 

that challenge MH should always be shied away from, even when they otherwise create 

authentic – if worrisome - learning opportunities.    

5.6.1 Tension when design creates MH issues but also is part of growth 

process. 

Several interviewees talked about some learning activities having the potential to exacerbate 

MH issues but also being key components of pedagogical growth.  Some examples of these 

tasks were: group work, creative social constructivist activities such as the flipped classroom, 

experiential tasks that push a learner beyond traditional learning spaces and roles, 
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requirements to identify, access and use resources autonomously beyond course readings, 

and constructivist objectives such a project based learning.  There is, from the perspective of 

the participants, definite risks that some of these activities may be perceived by learners as 

challenging, arduous, out of the ordinary, and to some extent triggering for MH.   

However, the participants also acknowledged that an essential part of rich pedagogical 

transformation is creating authentic learning experiences that challenge learners out of their 

zone of comfort.  The question that remained moot among the participants and to which they 

had no definite answer was whether inclusive design could and should still push a learner 

outside of their zone of comfort. Many pedagogical philosophies such as constructivism, 

experiential learning, and critical pedagogy readily conceptualize the notion of ‘learner 

resistance’ and explain that this feeling of discomfort is part of shifting learners out of 

otherwise overly passive conventional roles that reduce their agency.  Similarly, the very 

notion of zone of proximal development in social constructivism implies a discomfort that 

pushes the learner beyond experiences already processed.  The art here will therefore be in 

the detail and in achieving a healthy sustainable balance that can be achieved in the degree 

to which uncomfortable learning experiences can be weighed with more reassuring and 

predictable tasks.          

5.6.2 Tension when design creates MH issues but is aligned with learning 

outcomes. 

A theme that came up within all of the interviews is the degree to which even explicit learning 

outcomes can cause an exacerbation of MH issues among some students.   In these 

instances, there is perhaps more reluctance from instructors to engage in inclusive design, 

suggested several participants.  There was a near unanimous acknowledgement within the 

participant group that inclusive design and flexibility cannot be considerations that affect core 

learning outcomes.  There is transparency, it is argued by some of the interviewees, in the 

terms of the details provide to students ahead of time in the course outline.  The mechanism 

of add/ drop is also seen as sufficient to allow learners authentic insights into a course format, 

objectives, and outcomes, while maintaining learner accountability.  Add/ drop is a mechanism 

by which, within the North American context, students can leave a course within the first few 

weeks without financial penalty or impact on their program grades.  There emerges from the 

study, therefore, a notion of organic boundary to this reflection on inclusive design and MH, 

where students must also be granted responsibility for exploring course outcomes, assessing 



AISHE-J Volume 16, Number 2 (Summer 2024) Page 17 

their ability to meet these outcomes, and for choosing their course or program with scrutiny in 

light of their own MH challenges.  

5.6.3 Need to be explicit about challenges in a learning experience. 

Several interviewees discussed the balance described above where instructors must create 

inclusive conditions for learners with MH issues but also create transformative, authentic, and 

creative pedagogical experiences that push all learners outside their zone of comfort.  

Achieving this balance is tricky, several participants have shared within the study, but they saw 

this as part of a challenging and ongoing career long reflection on teaching and learning – a 

space where there are rarely any clean-cut or well delineated solutions.  What most 

participants mentioned is the need to partake in dialogical practices with learners where 

context can be provided for the choices made that involve challenging experiences.  As 

participant 1 states: 

And so I will say to them, that this might feel really weird or uncomfortable and you 

may not know where to click or you may not want to turn this on or you may not want to 

do this, and that’s ok (…) So I have tried to build an awareness of discomfort into my 

pedagogical approaches over the years. 

6. Outcomes and Implications. 

Beyond the specific assertions made regarding the current awareness of campus 

stakeholders of the impact of learning design on student MH, there are broader observations 

and implications that emerge from this study, which could affect the very fabric of post-

secondary institutions in their current mindset and historical structure, were these reflections 

to be further developed, explored, and analyzed in the future by researchers.    

6.1 Urgency of adopting and growing a campus discourse around UD 

and UDL. 

The first implication of this project is the realization that, while the discourse on UD and UDL 

has grown in the tertiary sector over the last decade, awareness and use of UD and UDL 

remains sporadic, uncertain, and unsustainable to date.  This was very tangible in relation to 

the relative uncertainty -or even wobbliness - several participants expressed when engaged 

on the impact of UDL in this area.  A wide reflection around the strategic and organizational 
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challenges that hinder the broadening of the UDL momentum is necessary, in parallel to the 

key concerns developed in this study (Fovet, 2021).  There has been too much focus in past 

years on the implementation of UDL in the classroom, and too little focus on the notion of 

management of change at institutional level.  Implementing UDL across institutions remains 

challenging and, to date, is a utopian goal rather than a tangible process in action.  All 

participants have acknowledged the considerable task that remains ahead in terms of 

reaching faculty who may be reluctant altogether to address or engage with UDL. The 

question as how best support faculty as a whole operate a systemic shift in mindset towards 

UDL remains to date unanswered and required urgent attention from researchers (Quirke et 

al., 2023).     

6.2 Widening the UDL momentum to embrace MH. 

There is clear ambivalence evidenced through this project of UDL advocates and practitioners 

when it comes to embracing the impact of inclusive design on learner MH.  The discourse and 

literature on UDL have thus far focused on barriers experienced by students with disabilities, 

but there is a reluctance to acknowledge the fact that in the tertiary sector MH issues might 

actually be caused by design issues, just as is the case for impairments more generally.  More 

explicitly, there is a degree of hesitation when it comes to applying the social model of 

disability to MH concerns.  There is a need for a change in mindset among UDL practitioners 

in order for the discourse and the reflection around inclusive design to be fully extended to 

MH.  There is currently a lack of literature, a reluctance to focus research on this topic, and a 

lack of resources and professional development for tertiary sector professionals (Takacs, 

2021).     

6.3 Importance of developing learner agency and voice in relation to 

universal design. 

An element which has been characteristically absent from the discussions within this project, 

is the role that students play in developing the discourse on MH and inclusive design and in 

amplifying these issues across tertiary campuses.  This is true more widely about the entire 

contemporary scholarship on UDL which discusses the conceptual role of students and their 

agency but provides little evidence of current efforts to involve students and support student 

voice (Fovet, 2018).  While it is essential to highlight the need for better and more transparent 
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communication between the three stakeholder groups selected here, recommendations 

should include examining the landscape, in the future, in terms of four stakeholder groups.  A 

vast shift in mindset is required to ensure students become empowered within the UDL 

movement in HE and this will hopefully be the focus of emerging research and field initiatives.  

It is important to stress that participants were all in favour of student involvement in the UDL 

discourse across their campus but could not attest to much movement being achieved in this 

respect.  

6.4 Embracing sensitive issues within a fragile neoliberal landscape 

of visibility and marketing.   

The project has examined the relationship between MH and inclusive design within the 

complex space of tertiary campuses and has brought to the surface rich and complex 

individual and institutional factors which hinder the way the sector acts on the emerging 

awareness it has developed in this sector.  It is time, however, to compliment this reflection 

with a macroscale analysis of societal and economic trends that also impact this phenomenon.  

Beyond the specific concerns of individual participants on their respective campuses, there 

are wider variables that affect the post-secondary sector as a whole; these too have an impact 

on the phenomenon which was the target of this study.  Neoliberalism is one of these factors 

(Olssen & Peters, 2005).  Neoliberalism is the theoretical lens which has been dominant for 

the past three decade in the management of the tertiary sector (Morris & Targ, 2022).  It 

argues that education, just like any sector of the economy, will perform optimally if left to the 

mechanisms of free market enterprise.  This business model approach imposes a lens of 

efficiency, performance, and branding on tertiary campus activities and their sustainable 

development (Balan, 2023).  This focus on competitiveness, branding, and market image has 

a direct impact on the central theme of this study.  Indeed, it is clear that within this business 

model, campuses will be extremely reluctant to acknowledge MH issues, their growing 

prevalence, or the degree of responsibility their teaching and learning model may play in the 

appearance or exacerbation of these MH concerns.  The neoliberal focus on marketing and 

visibility creates opacity around the phenomenon and makes all campuses reluctant to accept 

ownership over the issue (Altman & Altman, 2022; Morris, 2022).    

         



AISHE-J Volume 16, Number 2 (Summer 2024) Page 20 

6.5 Importance of ecological approach to complex campus variables. 

An important take away from this project is that it re-affirms the complex nature of UDL 

implementation across the tertiary sector, and more broadly the breadth and magnitude of the 

management of change process that is required across the landscape. This was tangible in 

terms of the hesitation of the participants with regards to the erosion of silos currently in place 

within inclusive design and UDL initiatives, the creation of interdisciplinary dialogues on UDL 

and MH, or even their hesitancy with UDL as a systemic process of change across tertiary 

institutions. There has been much wishful thinking over the past decade on the part of UDL 

researchers which assumed that by providing evidence as to the benefits of UDL for the 

inclusion of diverse learners, this would be sufficient to impact policy and practices in the post-

secondary sector.   

The tertiary sector is an environment that is generally resistant to change (Marom, 2023) and 

there will need to be ample literature to guide campuses as to the way to widen the UDL 

discourse across institutions.  This is a strategic and organizational challenge which requires 

attention, resources, effective insights, and effective managerial tools.  A key pre-condition to 

developing such support for broad systemic change across institutions is to adopt a theoretical 

lens that offers a rich and nuanced overview of the complexity of the task ahead.  While UDL 

implementation has been approached through either a biomedical neurocognitive lens, or vice 

versa a post-modern theoretical stance connecting it to the social model of disability, these 

choices of paradigms have hindered strategic and organizational analyses of challenges.  

Using an ecological lens to explore, document, and analyze managerial dilemmas will be more 

conducive to developing acumen in relation to change (Fovet, 2021): it allows researchers to  

examine who has ownership over implementation, who brands the need for change, who 

lends their resources, and who is responsible for the effective communication of UDL 

priorities, and then them assess how these institutional identities that are driving the UDL 

momentum are themselves impacted by numerable complex variables.            

6.6 Hurdles to communication between stakeholders in relation to 

inclusive design. 

There is a stand-alone outcome emerging from this project which in itself has little to do with 

UDL or with MH.  The study has highlighted the profound degree to which communication 
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between faculty, instructional designers, and accessibility personnel is challenging and fraught 

with difficulties.  This assertion could be widened to other stakeholder groups across tertiary 

campuses.  Communication lines are complex in subtle ways, because of the historical impact 

and weight of hierarchical and siloed structures.  These units and their portfolio are not just 

segregated; they are also stratified in the sense that each carries very different power, status, 

and symbolic autonomy.  None of the participants interviewed felt they had the freedom to 

initiate a collegiate, reciprocal, or spontaneous dialogue with another stakeholder group, in 

ways that would not be formal, transactional, and pre-scripted through procedural and 

administrative processes.  Few windows existed, based on these participants’ narratives, to 

trigger or nurture authentic interdisciplinary dialogue on UDL and MH, or on any other urgent 

issue regarding course design and equity, diversity and inclusion (EDI).  This article is 

therefore a call for action for all involved in social justice and inclusion work in the tertiary 

sector to reflect on a new interdisciplinary modus operandi that might support more 

transformative and collaborative reflections, and yield sustainable change.         

6.7 Impact of growth mindset on willingness to develop a proactive 

discourse of change. 

Connected to the theme of ecological awareness of the complexity of change on post-

secondary campuses discussed above, the project highlights the need for a growth mindset 

when it comes to UDL implementation, and EDI strategic objectives more broadly.  Growth 

mindset is currently popular in the literature on leadership in educational spaces and consists 

in focusing on the ability of environments and individuals to grow, adapt, and integrate 

theoretical know-how and evolving best practices from the field (Dweck, 2016).  Growth 

mindset is a term that repackages much of the current discourse on transformational and 

democratic leadership models (Lin et al., 2022).  While growth mindset is immediately 

conceptually appealing when examining the stakes discussed in this study, there is also some 

evidence that fixed mindset might be prevalent in respect to teaching and learning practices in 

much of the tertiary sector globally (Gratz & Looney, 2020; Sahagun et al., 2021).  It is a 

sphere where faculty frequently perpetuate practices that they have themselves been exposed 

to as learners.  Developing growth mindset in relation the transformation of teaching and 

learning is particularly challenging (Gorospe & Edaniol, 2022; Ribosa et al, 2024; Sahagun et 

al., 2021), and implementing UDL will broadly require an ambitious focus on altering mindsets 
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in tertiary sector (Lambert et al., 2023).  

7. Further Research. 

This study has brought to the surface many themes related to UDL and MH, that have thus far 

been ignored by the scholarship and avoided by UDL field practitioners. It has also showcased 

areas of extreme tension between competing priorities and pedagogical intentions. The study 

does not purport to solve these areas of tension or to offer recommendations that are 

immediately actionable.  Instead, it is hoped that the six themes that have emerged through 

the inductive coding and which have supportive the thematic analysis of the data can serve in 

the future as points of reference to researchers as they continue to examine, analyze, and 

report on the impact of learning design on student MH.  The outcomes of the study, on the 

other hand, can serve as a call for action for researchers and practitioners to explicitly 

integrate the seven highlighted implications for the field in the future development of UDL 

initiatives or critical research reflections on UDL growth.       
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