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Developing an intervention course to promote students’ well-being and studying in 

university context 

 

Abstract 

Background: The purpose of this paper was to build an intervention course for university 

students which promotes both students’ well-being as well as their learning and study skills. 

Research has shown that psychological flexibility has a great effect on well-being as well as 

studying in higher education 

Case presentation: The basis of our intervention course is to promote psychological flexibility 

and students’ study skills with the help of peer support and reflection. 

Conclusions:  We argue that an online, 8-week intervention course, which promotes both 

student well-being and their study skills, is a good way to support students in higher education 

and both aspects should be taken into account when supporting university students. 

 

Keywords: Approaches to learning, psychological flexibility, well-being, online intervention tool, 

peer support, reflection   

 

Background 

The decline in well-being and increased mental disorders experienced by higher education students 

have become a serious issue around the world  [1-3]. In the United States, over 50% of college 

students have a psychiatric disorder and over 60% have experienced serious anxiety [4]. In 

Finland, one-third of students have experienced mental problems [5]. At the same time, there has 
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been an increase in student dropout rates and study times have increased. As in most European 

countries, also in Finland, three important aims to solve this problem have been added to the 

agenda: students’ completion of degrees, completion in a reasonable period, and reducing student 

dropout [6]. In addition, the demands of today’s workforce life require excellent life-long learning 

skills from students and the ability to solve complex and multidisciplinary problems under heavy 

workloads and stress. Thus, there is a huge discrepancy between the demands set for students and 

students’ well-being.   

It has been stated that the transition to university is a particularly challenging time for students, 

because it coincides with the transition to adulthood, and has been shown to be stressful and 

disruptive for students [7]. During this time students face new challenges and increased 

responsibilities; young people are moving away from the family home and are exploring their 

identity in academic and social domains and taking personal responsibility for their own decision 

making [8]. This transition has been shown to be characterised by steep declines in psychological 

well-being, cognitive-affective strengths, and social well-being as well as increases in 

psychological distress and cognitive-affective vulnerabilities [7]. Thus, students’ distress is 

already present from the beginning of their time at university and it has been shown that well-

being can get worse as they proceed [9].  

Despite of the evidence of poor well-being among students, problems related to students' well-

being and their effect on learning have not been sufficiently taken into consideration in curriculum 

development. There is a need for services which would enhance students’ well-being, especially 

in the early stages, due to the transition challenges being faced [7]. A growing body of evidence 

demonstrates that social and emotional skills affect greatly academic performance [10] and 

students’ studying, and learning is related to their well-being [11]. Furthermore, there is also 
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evidence that many students encounter troubles in their learning and studying processes [12, 13] 

and in higher education, the emphasis should also be paid to supporting students by considering 

both their well-being as well as their study skills and life-long learning skills [e.g. 14]. Thus, 

effective ways to support students’ well-being and their ability to study are highly needed.  

Our aim with this paper is to describe a course that was developed to support students’ well-being 

as well as their study skills at university. This course was based on fostering students’ 

psychological flexibility and study skills, and peer support and reflection were chosen as the 

central pedagogical tools to support the development of these aspects.  

Theoretical aspects 

Well-being is not easy to define because there are many definitions and traditions and things to 

consider when thinking about well-being [15]. The World Health Organization [16, p.12] has 

defined wellbeing as: “ a state of well-being in which every individual realizes his or her own 

potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is 

able to make a contribution to her or his community.” Health is also seen as a holistic way as “a 

state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or 

infirmity." Traditionally, subjective well-being can be divided to two traditions: the hedonic 

(feeling good about or having positive emotions toward one’s life) and the eudaimonic 

(functioning well in life as an individual) [17]. The hedonic tradition focuses on emotional well-

being and eudaimonia tradition focuses on psychological and social well-being. Thus, one 

prominent model of wellbeing defines wellbeing as having these three parts [18]: emotional well-

being, psychological well-being, and social well-being.  Emotional well-being can be described as 

positive emotions towards life or good satisfaction in life. Psychological well-being relates to how 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0191886914002955?casa_token=sopjeJwgjP8AAAAA:o-DG87EbBpccngBXkSNwV3CqVGyuGkMuj6k8k9eL2swiTIvmglLkVV8D_8WmVas_608PueoO9cc#b0140
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individuals view themselves as functioning in life and it can be conceptualised though processes 

such as self-acceptance, sense of mastery and competence, positive relationships with others, 

feeling of  personal growth or development, sense of goal-directedness in life and autonomy [19].  

In addition to psychological well-being, social well-being also refers to positive functioning but 

from a social perspective and it can be understood from five dimensions: social coherence, social 

acceptance, social actualization, social contribution, and social integration [20]. Social coherence 

refers to perceptions of the quality and understanding of the social world around and social 

integration refers to the evaluation of the quality of the role one has in society or their belonging 

to the social community [20]. Social contribution means the value that the individual has to offer 

to the social community and social actualisation refers to the valued potential that the society has 

to offer in means of valuing and recognising the society’s potential [20]. Social acceptance refers 

to acceptance and trustfulness in others in society, a.k.a. a belief of other people’s kindness [20].  

Research has shown that one influential predictor of well-being is psychological flexibility [21-

23]. Psychological flexibility describes people’s ability to be connected with the present and 

regulate their emotions and actions despite the unpleasant feelings or thoughts they might have 

[23, 24] and further, to take value-based actions. It is the opposite concept to experimental 

avoidance which emphasises efforts to alter or avoid negative private events, such as emotions, 

thoughts or bodily sensations, despite the negative consequences or personal harm such efforts to 

avoid might have [25]. Experimental avoidance is harmful for well-being as it has been shown to 

be strongly correlated with general psychopathology, anxiety and depression and results to 

unpleasant thoughts and feelings and disconnecting from oneself [24,27]. 

On the contrary, people with high psychological flexibility act according to their own values and 

accept their negative thoughts, emotions and sensations rather than avoid them, and deal with these 
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negative emotions and thoughts by opening up to them and observing them from another 

perspective mindfully [28]. The origin of psychological flexibility lies in acceptance and 

commitment therapy (ACT) [23] and is based on the ACT theory of psychopathology. ACT is a 

part of the “third wave” of the cognitive based therapies (CBT) which emphasise the evidence-

based process of the individual, comprising the identification of change processes which support 

the psychological development of the individual [22, 25]. Psychological flexibility is the core 

process which is developed in ACT therapy [23]. 

Psychological flexibility is established through six overlapping core processes which are 

strengthened in ACT. These core processes are acceptance, cognitive diffusion, being present, self 

as context, values and committed action [23]. Acceptance is the opposite of experimental 

avoidance and means “the active embrace of those private events occasioned by one’s history 

without unnecessary attempts to change their frequency of form” [23, p.7]. Acceptance is not a 

matter of tolerance but rather it supports value-based action and exploration of feelings, memories 

and thoughts from an observer perspective [29]. Cognitive defusion represents the process or 

techniques through which one’s relationship to these negative thoughts is altered and the ability to 

look at one’s own thoughts as separate parts of internal behaviour, and not consider them to be 

truth about the world or oneself [30]. Being present relates to continuous contact with a range of 

events or thoughts as they occur, emphasising the on-going process of defused and non-

judgemental description of thoughts [23]. Being present comprises seeing oneself as a context or 

a container of one’s experiences and thoughts, and thus, seeing these thoughts as being separate 

from the self [22]. Values are also an important part of psychological flexibility as they offer 

guidance in terms of what behaviours are likely to lead to long-term satisfaction and experience of 

meaningfulness in life, an explicit aim in ACT [23]. The sixth aspect of flexibility, committed 
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action, leads to a value-emphasised life through taking value-based action, instead of action 

motivated by avoidance of negative thoughts [23]. 

Promoting psychological flexibility has been shown to improve all aspects of wellbeing: 

emotional, psychological and social well-being [23,31]. It is related also to physical well-being as 

it is negatively related to experiences of for example sleeping problems [32] and eating disorders 

[33]. Thus, when people are more open and accept their emotional experiences and engage and 

persist in activities which are in line with their values, they have a possibility to gain a rich and 

meaningful life straightaway [34]. Enhancing value-based actions by allocating time to important 

life domains has been shown to influence many aspects of wellbeing such as life satisfaction, 

frequent positive emotions and the ability to meet needs of belonging, competence, and autonomy 

[35].  Furthermore, research and meta-analyses have shown that psychological flexibility been 

shown to reduce depression and anxiety [36,37] and has been found to have a central role in stress 

management [38] and life management [27]. Many ACT-based interventions have been conducted 

around the world and they have been shown to be effective in treatment number of conditions 

including low quality of life, stress management and well-being [39,40]. It has been also shown to 

have a central role in improving performance, well-being and results in the workplace [41-42].  

Some efforts for improving psychological flexibility based on the principles of ACT have been 

made in higher education and they have shown to be successful in improving students’ well-being 

and stress levels [31, 43, 44, 45]  as well as their psychological flexibility [31]. Psychological 

flexibility has shown to be related to proceeding of the studies as a study by Asikainen et al. [46] 

showed that psychological flexibility is positively related to positive emotions in learning as well 

as study progression. It has also been shown to be positively related to integration into studying at 

university as well as study progression [47]. Recent pilot studies have also indicated that the theory 
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of psychological flexibility is the core process in explaining procrastination in the higher education 

context [48,49]. Furthermore, psychological flexibility has also been shown to be related to 

students’ self-regulation in learning [47, 50], and it has also been shown to be particularly 

important for students who are at higher risk of academic failure [51]. Thus, the importance of 

psychological flexibility is evident in the university context. The number of interventions aiming 

to improve psychological flexibility with ATC is growing but most of the studies relate mainly to 

occasional interventions or are included in student counselling. In addition, these interventions are 

not part of curriculums. Thus, there is a need to develop interventions, which are included in study 

programs and which aim to improve students’ psychological flexibility.  

Quality of learning and studying at the university 

The importance of the quality of learning and studying in higher education have been clearly 

shown in research, indicating that learning and studying processes are related to students’ well-

being and study progression [11]. One way to conceptualise students’ learning and studying 

processes is the SAL (students’ approaches to learning) tradition [52, 53]. Students’ approaches to 

learning are traditionally differentiated into two different ways of learning: the surface and deep 

approaches to learning [52, 53, 54]. The deep approach to learning is associated with students’ 

quest to understand and to engage appropriately in meaningful learning, focusing on the main 

principles and using strategies that are appropriate for creating such meaning. The surface 

approach to learning, on the other hand, refers to students selectively memorising, based on 

motives or intentions that are extrinsic to the real purpose of the task, such as a fear of failure or 

keeping out of trouble [55]. The traditions also recognise a third slightly different approach, 

namely organised studying [56] which emphasises time management and effort in studying [46].  
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Research has shown that the deep approach to learning is related to better learning outcomes [57, 

58].  However recent research has pointed out that the deep approach to learning is not enough if 

the students are not organised in their studying [13, 59]. Recent research has emphasised the 

important role of organised studying as it has been shown to be central in success at university [60, 

61, 62]. It is also possible to promote students’ time-management skills through interventions in 

which students learn and practise organisational skills [63,64]. Furthermore, research has shown 

that students’ approaches to learning are related to students’ well-being at the university showing 

that poor study skills can lead to a risk of study-related burnout in studies [11]. As stated above, 

time allocation to important activities is a central part in achieving a meaningful life [34]. For these 

reasons, it would be important to support students’ time management skills in order to improve 

their studying as well as to help students to allocate time better to things that are important to them. 

In addition, as deep approach to learning is related to better achievement as well as better 

wellbeing, it is utmost important to enhance both students time management skills as well as their 

deep-level learning.  

Online interventions  

Online interventions have been identified as cost-effective and efficient ways to provide support 

for university students; they are easy to access, and they have shown to be effective in promoting 

students’ mental health and well-being [65, 66]. A comparison in a meta-analysis between face-

to-face and internet intervention revealed no differences in effectiveness, and thus, strong support 

has been brought up for the adoption of online psychological interventions [65]. In addition, ACT-

based interventions have been successfully carried out in a blended learning environment, in which 

students do the exercises online but still have face-to-face meetings [31]. Interventions which have 

been carried out solely for higher education students show that with a web-based programme, it is 
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possible to improve students’ well-being and life satisfaction and reduce depression and anxiety 

[31, 38, 44, 67]. Furthermore, research has been conducted on the development of study skills in 

online courses. Studies have shown that online courses can support the development of alternative 

study skills [68, 69].  Thus, our intervention course was developed as an online course in order to 

offer the course to a wide range of students. 

 

Case presentation 

Next, we present the central pedagogical tools which we emphasise in the improvement of 

wellbeing and studying among university students: peer support and reflection. These were chosen 

to foster the development of psychological flexibility and students’ study processes.  

Peer support 

Peer support has been found to be important in learning and studying. Research has shown that 

peer support is related to successful study progression and it is a central factor enhancing studying 

at university [62]. In addition, peer support has been shown to deepen student learning [70], and 

to be positively related to students’ positive experiences of teaching as well as the deep approach 

to learning, and negatively related to the surface approach to learning [71].  Peer support has also 

been found to be important in increasing well-being.  Peer support can be defined as a “system of 

giving and receiving help founded on key principles of respect, shared responsibility, and mutual 

agreement of what is helpful” [72, p. 6]. Peer support can help students who are experiencing 

negative emotions, to comprehend someone else’s situation empathically through the shared 

experiences and find a connection with each other [72]. However, there is evidence that around 

50% of students do not talk to anyone about their mental health when distressed [73]. In addition, 
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the benefits of peer support in different interventions enhancing different aspects of mental health 

has been widely shown [74]. Thus, peer support can be regarded an important element in 

supporting both well-being as well as learning and studying.  Thus, it would be important that peer 

support would be implemented to courses in higher education due to its positive effects for 

students’ well-being and possibilities for enhancing learning. 

Reflection 

Reflection plays a central role in learning, and thus, reflective practices could be important tools 

to improve the development of psychological flexibility, and to help students to develop their 

studying practices. It has been shown that reflection supports learning, and deeper and critical 

reflection is related to deeper learning, and further, to better learning outcomes [75]. Students can 

learn to reflect on their thoughts, beliefs and practices, and furthermore, also feelings and emotions 

[76, 77, 78]. In the development of psychological flexibility becoming aware of, and further, 

exploration of one’s thought, beliefs and taken-for-granted attitudes is important. Reflection can 

foster this learning. Not all reflection is however critical, but deep reflection may lead to better 

learning including transformative learning; meaning changes in one's behaviour [78]. For this 

reason, it is important that students’ reflective practice is guided and supported by teachers. 

Students could be guided to practise self-reflection, meaning that they explore and challenge their 

personal values and assumptions and question their core beliefs, which all are features of critical 

reflection [77, 79]. This, in turn, may lead to a change in one’s beliefs, actions and values; which 

is also known as transformative learning [80]. When fixed assumptions and taken-for-granted 

attitudes, expectations, judgements, habits of mind, and mindsets are reflected and made more 

open, it is also possible to find new ways to think and to take actions, and to realise that some 

judgements, thoughts and interpretations have greater validity than others [80]. Thus, reflection on 



11 

 

one’s thoughts and experience provide a link to praxis [78] and can be regarded as a function which 

is central also in the process of psychological flexibility where taking another perspective to 

thoughts and feelings is central. 

Reflection may be engaged from several perspectives. Drawing on multiple perspectives provides 

the student with a holistic understanding of their thoughts, feelings, or the practices they are 

working on [78]. The aim of fostering psychological flexibility is to help students to be able to 

monitor themselves, and thus, fostering students' reflective practice could enhance the 

development of psychological flexibility. Reflection can be fostered by reflective work, which is 

likely to be represented in a written form, which can be seen by others and to be assessed. These 

factors may foster the quality of reflection [76]. Feedback on written work can be used as a vehicle 

for reflection, and thus, foster students’ skills in reflecting on themselves [81].  

To sum up, our aim in this course is to support students successful studying by supporting different 

aspects of wellbeing (physical, emotional, social and psychological) as well as students study skills 

(see Figure 1). The central process to support these aims is to support the development of 

psychological flexibility as it has been shown to have positive effects on all aspects of wellbeing 

as well as learning and studying in higher education. The central pedagogical tools, which we have 

chosen to support these aspects are reflection one’s own thoughts through different assignments 

and peer support and feedback which takes place by working in peer groups and giving and 

receiving feedback from other students.    
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Figure 1. Impact of the course 

Intervention course 

An optional 8-week web-based course was developed for university students to improve their well-

being, stress-management, psychological flexibility and study skills (see Figure 2). To achieve 

these aims, reflective practices as well as peer support and feedback are implemented in the course. 

Students who complete this course are awarded 3 ECTS. The course has been built on the Moodle 

online platform. This course was designed so that students do independently weekly exercises, 

reflect the themes of the course in small groups and give and receive peer feedback of each other's 

assignments. The course is suitable for all students in different levels of studies and can be easily 

implemented to curricula. Teacher’s role in this course is to facilitate students’ progress during the 
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course and monitor the group discussions and students’ assignments. The teachers also meet the 

students online in the course and give video instructions to the module’s themes and assignments. 

Reflective practice in using this intervention tool 

Reflection has a central role during this course. Each week includes assignments in which students 

reflect the themes and practices of the week.  In the reflections, students are asked to write about 

the exercises they did during the week and what they had learnt from them, and further, how these 

exercises have affected their studying and well-being. Students also write a final learning journal 

which covers the whole course and they are asked to think how this course affects their well-being 

and studying.  

Peer support in this intervention course 

Peer support has a central role in this online intervention course. In the course, students are divided 

to small groups in the beginning of the course and they study together in these groups throughout 

the course reflecting together the themes and assignments of each modules. Students also give peer 

feedback of the final reflection journal for two students in the end of the course. Students are 

instructed to give positive and encouraging feedback to each other.  

Next, the modules of the intervention tool are presented in more detail (See Figure 2). 

Modules of the intervention course 

This intervention course consists of eight modules, each week lasting for one week (see Figure 2). 

They include video and text introductions to the themes of the week, individual experimental and 

reflective exercises in which participants are asked to write down their experiences and reflections. 
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In addition, small group discussions about the themes are held every week. Next, we present these 

modules in more detail.  

Figure 2. Design of the course 

 

The Introduction module includes video introductions to the course and an introduction to the 

central theme of the course: psychological flexibility and well-being. This module also includes 

all the practical information about course assignments and completing the course, including 

deadlines and guidelines for group work and giving peer feedback. To help students to reflect on 

their well-being and studying, students evaluate their level of well-being and their time 

management skills at the beginning of the course based on validated questionnaires. For example, 

students get feedback about their risk of study-related burnout and receive feedback and guidance 

according to the result they get. The same evaluations are also completed at the end of the course 

and then, the students reflect on the change in their well-being and study skills based on their 

scores before and after the course. The aim of this is to increase students’ understanding of their 

own condition and how to affect to it, to engage the students to this course and its assignments. 

During this first module students are also offered to do simple exercises on promoting 
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psychological flexibility and they start a time management assignment in which they are asked to 

monitor and record their time-usage for a week. The aim of this task is to help students to become 

aware of their time-usage and help them in the forthcoming assignments during this course. In 

addition, the students also start the group work by introducing themselves to the peer group and 

sharing thoughts about the start of the course. 

The theme of the first module is What is important. This module consists of material and exercises 

related to one’s values. In this module, there is first introductions to values and why they are 

important. In addition, students do exercises which help them to think about and clarify issues that 

are important to them in their life. For example, students are asked to think about themselves far 

into the future having lived a very good life and are asked to think about the things they could 

remember about their lives, what they valued. In addition, students are asked to think about several 

areas of life, like well-being, family, friends and to think about what is important for them and 

what could they do to foster this value. After these exercises, students also set a value-based goal 

which they would want to achieve, and this goal is revisited and monitored during the course. To 

help the students to reflect on how their values are manifested in their life, students have a group 

discussion where they reflect their thoughts about the time-management task and how could time 

management help with the achievement of the goal.   

The theme of the second module is Focusing on the present. In this module, introductions are given 

to what being present really means and why it is important. In addition, introductions to what brain 

research tell us about focusing and being present, and how to foster one’s learning are given. The 

exercises in this week consists of practicing being present mindfully and intentionally. These 

exercises include for example asking students to do something mindfully by paying attention to 

this situation (waiting for a bus, eating...) or just trying to focus on the present moment. Students 
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are also instructed to be intentionally present and listening when communicating with a peer. This 

module includes also breathing and relaxation exercises. Students are asked to test different kind 

of short exercises during the day and monitor, how these exercises affect to their wellbeing. A 

small group discussion is also included. Students are asked to share their experiences of the 

exercises of the week and how they have affected to their studying and wellbeing, and further, how 

these exercises could help them to achieve their goal.   

The third module is related to the theme Power of the thoughts. First, introductions are given to 

thoughts, how powerful they are, how they are related to emotions, and why it is important to 

become conscious of one’s thoughts. Students also watch a video about feelings and emotions, 

how they are developed and how we interpret the message of our emotions. With different 

exercises students are encouraged to become conscious of their thoughts, to explore and test these 

thoughts, and to look at their thoughts just as thoughts and not facts or truths about themselves or 

the current situations. For example, students are instructed to think about their negative thoughts 

just as thoughts which are like floating leaves on a flowing river: they can be observed, and they 

come and go. In addition, students are for example asked to find new alternative thoughts and think 

of the long-term effects of these different thoughts to their behaviour and well-being. These 

exercises aim to help the students to change their relationship with the negative thoughts they 

might have. Students also share their experiences and discoveries in small groups and further, they 

are asked to think of how becoming aware and accepting their thoughts can help them to achieve 

their goals regarding studying and wellbeing. During this week students also meet the teachers of 

the course online and discuss about the themes and questions of the course together with students.   

The fourth module consists of exercises which are comprehensively related to the theme Coping 

with studying. This module consists of introductions to this theme, web-lectures and assignments 
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regarding studying and study techniques, the significance of physical exercise, sleep, and nutrition 

in order to make studying and learning more effective.  During this module, students are 

encouraged to think of their life habits (including sleeping, exercise and nutrition) in order to 

reinforce the value-based actions related to these themes. Students are encouraged to test and 

monitor how doing some physical exercises or investing more time to sleeping would affect to 

their general well-being and study energy. In this module students are also asked to identify the 

issues and elements which contradict the student’s own values related to studying or general life-

habits. In addition, this week includes an introduction to learning and study techniques. Students 

are encouraged to apply these techniques to their learning and studying and to monitor which 

techniques and which practices would work best for them. During this week, students discuss in 

their peer groups and write a group reflection about their experiences about this week's topics.  

The fifth module is related to the theme Acceptance and self-compassion. This module consists of 

introduction to this theme, web-lectures about self-compassion and individual and group 

assignments. In this module, students continue with exercises and techniques which help them to 

accept, confront and explore their thoughts. For example, they are asked to practise acceptance of 

the past as well as becoming aware of which things they can and cannot affect. This module 

includes also self-compassion exercises. Students are for example asked to monitor how they speak 

to themselves, what kind of thoughts they have towards themselves and practice more 

compassionate towards themselves. Students are also asked to take thankful attitude towards their 

life, and further, to observe how this kind of behaviour affects to their well-being and studying. 

Furthermore, during this week, the peer groups give feedback about the group reflections two one 

other group. 
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Module six is related to Committed actions. This module consists of introduction to this theme, 

web-lecture about the significance of taken committed, value-based actions. Students are 

encouraged to become conscious of obstacles which hinder them to take value-based actions and 

further, they practice engage to these actions in order to help them to gain their goals which are set 

up in the beginning of the course. During this module students are for example asked to practice 

decision-making by analysing different alternative choices and short- and long-term effects in the 

situation, and further, by monitoring their decision-making for a week.  Students are also asked 

think of how they could commit to take actions which help them to go towards  important things 

in their studying in the future as well. In the end of the week students discuss in their peer groups 

about their experiences and ideas of how to enhance taking value-based committed actions. 

The module 7 is a Concluding module. Students write a final learning journal in which they reflect 

on their learning and experiences of the effects of the course on their studying and well-being, and 

further, they analyse how they have proceeded with the goal they have set up in the beginning of 

the course. Students evaluate their well-being and studying based on the questionnaires again and 

are encouraged to analyse the change in their well-being and studying during the course. Students 

also give individual constructive feedback of the reflective journals to two other students 

anonymously, and further, students have a final, peer group discussion where they share their 

experiences of the course including which exercises have been most effective to them and why.  

Discussion and conclusions 

Our aim was to develop a pedagogically reasonable and beneficial web-based course to support 

students’ well-being as well as their study skills at university. Poor well-being of university 

students is a common concern worldwide, and effective tools and practices to increase students’ 
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well-being are needed. We designed the intervention course to equip students with tools to enhance 

their well-being and also to help them to develop their study skills, because well-being should be 

also taken into account when fostering students learning and studying [11, 51, 82]. This course 

was based on the idea of fostering psychological flexibility, which has convincingly been shown 

to be an essential factor in improving psychological, social and emotional as well as physical well-

being in many ways [38, 45, 82]. 

In the course, we focused on the thinking about and clarifying students’ values as well as taking 

value-based action. Values are the foundation for fostering psychological flexibility and value-

based action and behaviour is necessary to life satisfaction and experience of meaningful life [29, 

83] In order to experience life-satisfaction, life should involve action, purpose, direction and 

orientation towards doing something that matters. Yet often these meanings and purposes are not 

adequately considered or recognised, which may lead to losing one’s values [83]. Therefore, 

considering one’s values help in orientating and taking meaningful actions, because values are not 

goals to be achieved, but the things one wants to move toward [83]. Thus, clarifying one’s values 

and supporting value-based action during this intervention course is one of the most essential parts 

of the course and gives the basis for further exercises.  

We also concentrated on the mindful presence and concentration during the intervention course. 

Breathing and relaxation exercises have been shown to be effective in reducing stress and 

increasing wellbeing, and further, to be potential self-care strategies for students to implement to 

their studies [84].  It has been also shown that combining physical exercise to relaxation is an 

effective strategy to reduce stress [85]. In addition, auto-piloting, like doing and thinking without 

thinking about it, may easily lead to a life which is against one’s values [22, 83]. Attending to the 

present moment may provide opportunities to learn from a current experience and to see new 
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options for actions. The present moment is when learning occurs and when one’s values are lived 

[83]. The core of psychological flexibility is to be in contact with the present, with different events 

and thoughts as they occur, without judging them [23, 83]. Both relaxation and being mindfully 

and intentionally present have been shown to be effective in improving subjective wellbeing [87]. 

For these reasons, our course includes exercises related to these themes and students are asked to 

monitor how these exercises affect to their well-being and studying.   

The exercises also concentrated on the power of thoughts. This is related to one of the central 

process of defusion, in which one’s reaction to negative thoughts is altered by the ability to see 

thoughts as a product of the mind and not as a truth about the world or oneself [22, 30]. It has been 

stated that cognitive defusion is the central process in psychological flexibility and is central in 

explaining changes in well-being [87]. In addition, cognitive defusion is also parallel to the process 

of acceptance which means that negative thoughts and feelings are actively embraced and not 

unnecessarily changed [23]. Exercises in the course help the students to develop their 

psychological flexibility by looking at their own thoughts as separate parts of their behaviour, and 

to help them to see their thoughts just as thoughts rather than as truths [30, 73]. Students practice 

to explore their feelings, memories and thoughts from an observer perspective [88]. Kohtala, 

Muotka and Lappalainen [89] showed in their study that acceptance of thoughts and feelings 

combined with mindful action had long-term effects on their subjective wellbeing. This shift in 

perspective may also increase self-compassion, which is a central part of the course. Self-

compassion is very important aspects effecting well-being since it has been shown to reduce stress, 

burnout and increase positive wellbeing [90,91,92,93]. 

In this course, students also reflect and practice their ways of learning and studying. The time 

management task is used to help students to develop their studying by helping them to improve 
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their time-management skills, setting goals and to allocate time to important things in life. Time 

and effort management has been shown to be related to better well-being [11,34] and has been 

shown to be very important in managing studies in higher education [61,62]. Students also practice 

study techniques which support deeper understanding in their studying. Processes of understanding 

have been shown to be related to better well-being in higher education [11] and also better 

achievement in studies [57,58]. Furthermore, we argue that practicing ACT-based skills improve 

students’ ability to concentrate and focus on studying as it has been shown that psychological 

flexibility is related to better progression in studies [46, 47].  

The role of peer support is significant during this intervention course and it is used as a pedagogical 

tool to foster the development of psychological flexibility. In many studies, peer support has been 

shown to be very important in learning and studying [52, 56, 57]. Mead et al [55] have stated that 

peer support provides help through mutual respect and encouragement. The peer feedback 

instructions in this course are phrased so that students are to give each other encouraging and 

positive feedback and express if they relate to each other’s experiences. This written, encouraging 

feedback from peers is used to enhance the learning of both the reviewers and the authors, to 

deepen their thinking, and to foster their reflection [56, 64]. In addition, shared experiences with 

peers give emotional support and can have multiple positive effects on well-being [55, 94]. For 

this reason, we implemented group work and discussion to the course.   

The other pedagogical tool during this intervention course is reflection, which is implemented 

through the course. Thus, this course includes reflective practices and they are included to foster 

students learning and to gain better learning outcomes, and to help students to reflect on their 

beliefs, feelings and emotions [75, 76, 77, 78].Reflective reports and reflective journal are tools to 

help students to monitor themselves and to get a holistic understanding of their thoughts, feelings, 
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and practices, and further, to change their mode of action in cases in which they are harmful to 

them. These in turn are essential processes in fostering psychological flexibility [22,23]. The aim 

of reflective reports is to deepen students learning and processing the themes which were dealt 

with during the course [76, 78]. Reflection is also practiced in small groups during this course. 

The group is essential because it helps students to comprehend someone else’s situation 

empathically through the shared experiences and find a connection with each other which is 

important to foster their well-being [70]. Finally, during this course students are encouraged to 

take action in line with what is important to them, which is a core process in psychological 

flexibility; to strengthen one’s value-based action [83,88]. 

Conclusion 

To sum up, our course aims to foster students’ well-being by enhancing their psychological 

flexibility as well as their study-skills during the intervention. Recently brief social-psychological 

interventions have been called for, as mechanisms to improve academic performance [51]. Our 

intervention tool is a good example of a holistic approach to support studying at the university. 

Supporting both student well-being and their learning and studying skills can be regarded as a 

good way to support university students [95,96].  Focusing on clarifying one’s values, to enhance 

one’s value-based actions, being mindfully present and learning a new perspective towards one’s 

thoughts are the most important processes which are practiced during the intervention.  
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