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EDITORIAL

Well-being in higher educa-
tion is not a new topic, and 
the EAIE has been actively 

supporting discussion and professional 
development on student advising and 
counselling within its community for 
the last decade. Indeed, the Spring 2012 
edition of Forum looked closely at the 
student experience and the mental health 
of international and mobile students in 
particular. More recently, two Pathways 
to Practice e-publications have offered 
practical and easily implementable ideas 
on related topics – ‘Supporting inter-
national doctoral students’ (August 
2020) and ‘Fostering positive coping and 
resilience among international students’ 
(November 2021).

However, COVID-19 has shone a 
much brighter spotlight on the well-being 
of both students and staff, not to mention 
the many other stakeholders and commu-
nity members who support the work of our 
institutions. In that context, as we contin-
ue to re-build our lives and our institutions 
from the personal and professional chal-
lenges of the global pandemic, it is timely 
to re-assess what is meant by well-being 
in an international education context, how 
institutions are responding to changing 
needs, and whether we’re doing okay.

The Summer 2023 issue of Forum 
looks at well-being from a number of 
perspectives, essentially asking how higher 
education institutions can enable envi-
ronments that foster health and wellness 
among students and staff in an interna-
tional context. Furthermore, it seeks to 
understand the ways in which internation-
al experiences themselves can be leveraged 
to facilitate emotional resilience, recognis-
ing that the challenges of an international 

experience are exactly what fuels the kind 
of transformative learning that is at the 
heart of internationalisation. 

As such, the various articles in this 
edition focus on the different actors in 
relation to well-being – be it a counselling 
service or the international office – or 
on the collective responsibility to foster 
a healthy campus environment. Mean-
while, others look at new mechanisms to 
provide mental health support online, and 
the future of this form of service deliv-
ery post-pandemic. Throughout, these 
articles consider the boundaries between 
culture and personal well-being, and what 
it means to be displaced temporarily or 
permanently, with tips and guidance on 
how to leverage international experiences 
to secure mental fitness.

I am delighted that Prof Nic Beech, 
Vice-Chancellor of Middlesex Universi-
ty in the United Kingdom, agreed to be 
interviewed for this issue. Prof Beech took 
up his current position in February 2020 
and cut his teeth in the leadership and 
management of Middlesex University at a 
time of massive upheaval for staff and stu-
dents. Appointed recently as a Commis-
sioner for the UK’s International Higher 
Education Commission, it is fascinating to 
read of Prof Beech’s tactical responses to 
well-being concerns at his institution and, 
in particular, his advocacy of co-leadership 
with students in this space, ensuring that 
students and staff are engaged in a really 
human way with each other.

Also included in this edition is a pro-
file of Stephanie Griffiths, who received 
the 2022 EAIE Award for Outstanding 
Contribution in recognition of her impor-
tant contributions to supporting inter-
national education by ensuring that the 

students and staff within our institutions 
can thrive. Having worked in the field 
of psychological counselling for over 30 
years at King’s College London, Steph-
anie is now an intercultural consultant/
trainer at her own intercultural consul-
tancy for higher education institutions. 
She has developed several programmes 
of outreach and training, with the aim of 
enabling home and international students, 
academics and frontline administrative 
staff to be trained in the psychological 
pressures that they may encounter, par-
ticularly post-pandemic.

I am pleased that this edition of Forum 
makes a further contribution to the EAIE’s 
longstanding focus on well-being in inter-
national education, and I hope that it will 
help frame further discussion among EAIE 
members. With thanks to the authors and 
to Queenie Lam on the EAIE Publications 
Committee, who joined me in reviewing 
submissions for this issue.

I hope that you enjoy reading this 
edition of Forum.

— DOUGLAS PROCTOR, EDITOR

PUBLICATIONS@EAIE.ORG
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Finding 
the path to  
mental 
fitness 
In the midst of increasing numbers of students 
struggling with significant mental health challenges, it’s 
easy to lose sight of the even greater number of youths 
who are ‘languishing’: they’re not in acute danger yet, 
but they could be soon if we don’t act. Thoughtfully-
delivered international experiences, embedded in a 
framework that puts student well-being at the centre, 
might be just what the doctor ordered to help students 
reach a state of mental fitness. 

Image: Shutterstock
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At a time when mental health issues are on 
the rise and guided opportunities to build 
mental fitness are scarce, international 

educators are under increasing pressure to prepare 
students for what lies beyond their university, be it a 
continued educational journey or employment.

Although technological advances have increased 
access to education and helped students overcome 
various challenges, tech has also exacerbated anxi-
ety and stress via social media pressures and a flood 
of information, conflicting ‘facts’ and competing 
propaganda. They need to self-educate quickly to 
adapt to tech advances, and they are expected to 
exert higher levels of agency while often receiving 
less real-world preparation.

LANGUISHING YOUTH

During COVID-19 lockdowns, students experienced 
all of these dynamics without the opportunity to 
travel, socialise and build crucial developmental skills 
needed for maturation.

As a result, many young adults are ‘doing OK’ 
and are generally ‘functional’ but describe their life as 
stressful and plagued with mental fatigue and emo-
tional burnout. In 2021, author Adam Grant called 
this “languishing”, which is characterised by a sense 
of emptiness, stagnation, numbness and difficulty in 
accessing feelings of joy and satisfaction.1 Languish-
ing is not a mental illness, but it greatly increases the 
risk of developing a major depressive disorder.2

GUIDED LEARNING EXPERIENCES

Higher education institutions cannot rid the world of 
mental illness, but they can focus on mental fitness 
as an empowering way to help students thrive. While 
mental illness is a risk that requires a psychotherapist, 
mental fitness is a resilience factor better gained from 
guided learning experiences.3

If framed and implemented properly, experien-
tial international education can be instrumental in 
supporting languishing students by challenging their 
openness and adaptability and inviting them to be re-
flective and develop more robust personal narratives. 
It can also support the development of maturity, 

confidence and purpose, as well as resilience, creative 
problem-solving, cognitive complexity and divergent 
thinking.

By travelling to new destinations and living and 
studying abroad, students are inherently conquering 
several dimensions of physical, mental and emotional 
wellness via cultural immersion, homestays, commu-
nity volunteering, language development, exploring 
new activities and trying new things.

However, sending students abroad without the 
necessary support can cause more harm than good. 
Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development research 
noted that learning is most effective when the learner 
is guided outside their comfort zone just enough to be 
alert and curious about novelty, without being over-
whelmed.4 Likewise, students thrive not when left 
alone but when guided by skilled educators or peers.

TOOLS OF THE TRADE

What tools exist to support educators in this style 
of youth development? One coaching framework is 
Recio and Tracy’s Supportive Immersion Theory, 
which employs empathetic connection, collaborative 
empowerment and process-based scaffolding.5 The 
framework helps develop PROPS skills, meaning 
students become:
• Proactive in finding their purpose 
• Resilient in times of struggle
• Open and collaborative
• Creative in problem-solving
• Skilled at self-governance

These skills are all developed through international 
education experiences, which can lead the way in fill-
ing maturation gaps as well as taking students from 
languishing to flourishing. 

One Supportive Immersion Theory study abroad 
participant in 2020 expressed their growth in resil-
ience as follows: “Having to deal with uncomfort-
able situations really gave me a new perspective on 
how I need to focus on my priorities and how much 
the short-term discomforts are worth it in the long 
term.”6 Another outlined new skills in flexibility, 
adaptability and cognitive complexity: “Spending 

Finding 
the path to  
mental 
fitness 
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time with people from a different culture, 
living with them and becoming their 
friend has made me realise that my way 
is not always the way.”7 These reflections 
represent mental fitness and PROPS skill 
development achieved through intention-
al international education.

PROGRAMMES TO SUPPORT MENTAL 

FITNESS

There are programmes that specialise in 
supporting participants with diagnosed 
psychological disorders (therapeutic young 
adult programmes) and there are others 
that specialise in the ‘languishing’ popu-
lation (intentional international education 
programmes). While the latter do not 
specifically focus on mental health, they 
can support mental fitness if they employ 
evidence-based coaching methodologies. 
Doing so may help their participants be 
better positioned to not only avoid mental 
illness in the future but also flourish on 
their way to adulthood. 

Higher education institutions work 
hard to foster wellness on their own cam-
puses, but sometimes getting away from 
that campus is what students need most 
in order to test and build their resilience. 
Most study abroad experiences will be 
transformative for students, but certain 
programmes can intentionally incorpo-
rate mental health and sustainable living 
into the fabric of the course itself. Here 
are some essential components to keep 
in mind if you want to build or find such 
programmes:
• Thorough admissions processes.  

Admissions vetting systems should be 
used to determine whether a student is 
ready for an international programme, 
while counsellors and educational 
specialists should be consulted to 

determine the level of support a student 
needs. In this way, students are set up 
for success by being placed within their 
Zone of Proximal Development. 

• Pre-enrolment and ongoing assess-
ment. Personality testing, surveys and 
vocational testing can be used to help 
clarify personal and professional paths 
and ongoing support needs. You can 
use a framework such as Pathfinder’s 
Nine Dimensions of Healthy Living 
to co-create a goal plan with students, 
helping them visualise, reflect on and 
revise their goals and integrate their 
experiences into their chosen path.8

• Intentional frameworks.  
Evidence-based methodological 
frameworks should be used that fit the 
ethos and local culture of the inter-
national education programme. For 
example, the Pathfinder study abroad 
programme harnesses Costa Rica’s 
cultural focus on happiness, pure 
living and ecological sustainability to 
help develop healthy lifestyles. 

• Faculty training. It is not necessary 
for personnel to be clinical psy-
chologists to support mental fitness. 
Life coaching can impact short- and 
long-term outcomes for study abroad 
participants. Likewise, administrators 
can develop specific staff training 
modules to support coaching that 
aligns with the values and purpose of 
the programme. In addition, pro-
grammes must care for the carers and 
provide ample opportunities for facul-
ty support, coaching and teamwork so 
that the mentors are mentally fit to do 
their work. 

With the COVID-19 pandemic subsid-
ing and international travel resuming, 

programmes have an opportunity to use 
powerful international education op-
portunities as rites of passage to support 
students’ mental fitness. Various support 
tools can help our industry to refine study 
abroad admissions processes, implement 
ongoing assessments, enhance faculty 
training and adopt frameworks that align 
with a programme and cultural guiding 
principles. This approach can support 
languishing students in finding their 
path to flourishing both personally and 
professionally.
— DANNY RECIO & HEATHER TRACY 
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