
Empowering students with mental health challenges
to become independent learners within the online environment

Aims:  This research proposal is a qualitative case study investigation within an emancipatory action research framework that explores how students with mental 
health challenges can be supported to complete and pass their online studies. Using a participatory voice-led approach, this research will use case study interviews to 
investigate the learning experiences of students with mental health challenges, alongside proactive motivational support which involves individually negotiated study 
support. It will be collaborative, encouraging participation in decision making whilst empowering participants to take control of their learning and influence pedagogy.
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Ontology:
Critical realism

Disability is not just a social 
construct but is an individual 
real lived experience of 
someone with an impairment.
“People are disabled by 
society and their bodies” 
(Shakespeare, 2014, p. 75).

Epistemology:
Interpretative and relativist

Lived experience is influenced 
by social context and 
subjective expression and 
interpretation. In order to 
understand the student 
experience it is necessary to 
explore their meaning making.

Methodology:
Emancipatory action research

This research study uses 
emancipatory action research 
with shared reflection and 
decision making that 
empowers participants to 
contribute to developing 
theory.

Method:
Case study research

Semi-structured interviews 
will be used within the action 
research cycle, alongside 
proactive motivational 
interventions, to explore the 
support needed for students 
to succeed in their studies.

Background:  Distance learning students with mental health challenges are less likely to complete and pass their modules 
than other students despite attaining just as good grades when they do pass (Richardson, 2015). 

What are the barriers faced by online learning 
students with mental health challenges to complete 
and pass their modules?

Identify 
barriers

How do online learning students with mental health 
challenges manage their mental health while 
studying?

Explore 
strengths

Is proactive motivational support beneficial in 
overcoming barriers to module completion for online 
learning students with mental health challenges?

Proactive 
support


