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CROPSNet – Background & the 
Story to Date

Founded in September 2024 to connect 
colleagues in online PGT, improve evidence-
base, and increase the visibility of online 
PGT education

Over 150 members from 40+ institutions, 
mainly UK-based, but also from Africa, the 
Middle-East, & Australia

Host quarterly online PGT-focused 
seminars, produce a quarterly newsletter, & 
organise a yearly conference

Support and promote research & other 
projects in the online PGT space, focusing 
on collaboration



About the Author

Founder & Director of CROPSNet

Teaching Fellow, Institute of Global Health Innovation & the 
Fleming Initiative, Imperial College

Previously taught at the University of Glasgow

Taught on: MSc Global Mental Health (ODL), MSc Digital 
Health Interventions (ODL due to COVID) at the University of 
Glasgow, MSc Patient Safety, MSc Health Policy, and MSc in 
Digital Health Leadership at Imperial College

+ Impact of Trauma (Microcredential) and PTSD in the Global 
Context (MOOC)



CO N T E X T  A N D  
R AT I O N A L E



Mental Health & Wellbeing in Online PGT Students

Focus on Online PGT Wellbeing

Challenges Across Student Journey

Programme Design and Practice

Wellbeing as Educational Quality



Why This Matters

Challenges of Online PGT Students

Consequences of Mental Health Issues

Gap in Support for Online PGT

Importance of Holistic Wellbeing



Core Challenges

Role Conflict and Time Pressure

Isolation and Reduced Interaction

Stress Around Assessments

Additional International Student Pressures



The Guidance Document

• Commissioned by UKCGE in early 2025 
– builds on previous ‘Pinch Points’ 
guidance developed at Imperial but 
targeted at PGR Students

• Development involved staff and student 
workshops, literature review, and an 
internal review process by CROPSNet
members

• Guidance document published in late 
May, alongside a parallel self-
assessment tool



Key Insights

Role of Programme Design

Programme design and teaching practice shape student wellbeing daily 
beyond central support services.

Limitations of Support Services

Counselling and wellbeing services are reactive, unevenly accessed, and 
constrained for some students.

Impact on Student Experience

Clarity, predictability, and human presence influence cognitive load, 
belonging, and coping capacity.

Shift to Systemic Design

Focus on systemic design empowers programme teams to improve 
wellbeing within existing roles.



T H E  O N L I N E  P G T  
ST U D E N T  J O U R N E Y



Student Journey and Pinch Points

Stages in Student Journey

The student journey includes pre-application, programme
start, term time, assessments, dissertation, and difficulty 
periods.

Wellbeing Pinch Points

Wellbeing challenges intensify at specific pinch points like 
workload peaks and personal difficulties.

Proactive Intervention Opportunities

Recognizing patterns in wellbeing allows preventive 
interventions rather than reactive one-off efforts.



What Works Across All 
Stages

Clear Realistic Communication

Predictable Structures

Visible Staff Presence

Opportunities for Connection



Pre-Application Risks

Underestimating Workload

Fragmented Information

Decision Pressure and Anxiety

Misaligned Expectations



Pre-Application Good 
Practice

Transparent Information Sharing

Realistic Student Narratives

Wellbeing Support Visibility

Building Applicant Trust



Programme Start Challenges

Critical Transition Period

Participation Anxiety

Information Overload

Limited Peer Interaction



Programme Start Good Practice

Reducing Uncertainty and Building Confidence

Strong Induction and Guidance

Visible Support and Peer Interaction

Wellbeing and Help-Seeking Culture



D U R IN G  TH E 

PR O G R A M M E A N D  

D ISSERTA TIO N



Term -Tim e Pressures

O ngoing Pressure and W orkload

PGT students face accum ulating workload and increasing fatigue 

during term  tim e that challenge sustained engagem ent.

Fluctuating M otivation

M otivation levels can vary, im pacting academ ic progress and 

wellbeing in different ways over tim e.

W ellbeing as Dynam ic and Cum ulative

W ellbeing fluctuates and accum ulates, requiring early support to 

prevent decline despite academ ic progress.

Surface Participation Coping

Students m ay adopt surface participation strategies to cope, 

reducing depth of academ ic engagem ent.



Assessment Pressure

Sources of Student Stress

Clustering of deadlines and unclear expectations during 
assessment periods increase anxiety for online students.

Impact of Feedback Delays

Delays in feedback cause uncertainty and exacerbate 
stress about performance and grading criteria.

Role of Assessment Design

Well-coordinated assessments reduce pressure and 
enhance students’ control over their learning experience.



Sustaining Engagement

Teaching Presence Importance

Meaningful Learning Activities

Reducing Workload where Appropriate

Engagement and Wellbeing Link



Dissertation Risks

Increased Independence Challenges

Isolation and Reduced Interaction

Uncertainty and Stress

Need for Targeted Support



Dissertation Good Practice

Structured Supervision
Clear supervision agreements and defined milestones help students plan and track their 
dissertation progress effectively.

Peer Interaction
Writing groups and peer support reduce isolation and normalize challenges faced during 
the dissertation process.

Motivation and Wellbeing
Focusing on process over perfection and recognizing incremental progress supports 
motivation and emotional wellbeing.



S U P P O R T I N G  
S T U D E N T S  A N D  
M OV I N G  F O R WA R D



Support Strategies

M onitoring and Follow-Up

Tracking engagem ent indicators and participation changes 

helps identify students needing support prom ptly.

Staff Training and Boundaries

Training staff boosts confidence in handling disclosures and 

m aintaining professional boundaries.

Collaboration with Partners

W orking with institutional and external partners fills support 

gaps, especially for international students.

Com passionate Student Support

Consistent com passionate responses encourage student re-

engagem ent and academ ic progression.



Inclusivity and Accessibility

Flexible Learning Form ats

O ffering various learning form ats accom m odates different learning styles 

and schedules, enhancing accessibility for all students.

Inclusive Design Principles

Designing educational content without assum ptions about prior 

knowledge supports diverse learners effectively.

Supporting Hidden Struggles

Anticipatory, inclusive design helps students facing hidden challenges 

who m ay not seek help actively.

Benefits for Entire Cohort

Designing for diversity im proves learning experiences and wellbeing for 

all students in the program .



Continuous Improvement

Embedding Wellbeing Support

Feedback and Monitoring

Communication and Responsiveness

Regular Review for Visibility



Benefits of Alum ni Support

W hy Alum ni M atter

• Provide realistic insight into program m e dem ands and challenges

• O ffer reassurance and norm alisation (“you’re not alone”)

• Strengthen belonging and confidence am ong current students

W hat Alum ni Add

• Practical advice on m anaging work–study–life balance

• Honest perspectives on assessm ents and dissertation

• Role m odels of successful progression and com pletion

How to Integrate Alum ni

• G uest talks and Q &A sessions at key stages

• Peer m entoring or inform al support networks

• Alum ni contributions to teaching and discussion spaces

Alum ni support bridges the gap 
between expectations and reality, 

helping students navigate 
challenges with greater confidence 

and resilience



T H E  P R O G R A M M E S E L F -
A S S E S S M E N T  TO O L



T H E  S E LF -
A S S E S S M E N T  
TO O L

Aim s to help program m e 
team s evaluate and 
strengthen how wellbeing is 
em bedded within the 
design and delivery of 
online postgraduate 
program m es.







W e suggest using a scoring system  to facilitate the self-assessm ent, as well as 
for priority identification and action planning:

Established (Clearly em bedded and working well) 

Developing (In place but room  for im provem ent) 

Em erging (Planned or partially im plem ented) 

Not yet in place

Program m e team s are encouraged to develop their own scoring system s 
which will be m ore suited to their professional context. 



C O N C LU S I O N



Top Five Actions

Set Realistic 
Expectations

Establish clear 
and achievable 
goals early to 
guide student 
engagem ent and 
reduce anxiety.

Design for 
Clarity

Create structured 
and consistent 
program m e
designs to 
enhance 
understanding 
and ease 
navigation.

Build 
Connection 
Intentionally

Foster purposeful 
connections to 
support student 
wellbeing and 
engagem ent 
effectively.

M ake Support 
Visible

Provide proactive 
and accessible 
wellbeing 
resources to 
students 
throughout their 
program m es.

Coordinate 
W orkload and 
Assessm ent

M anage pressure 
by aligning 
workload and 
assessm ents to 
prom ote 
balanced student 
experiences.



Final Reflections & Key Action Points

 What are the three most important actions you can 
take in the next 6–12 months?

 What is realistic given current capacity and resources?

 Where would small changes have the greatest impact?



I’m  alw ays happy to help!

 Available to talk about the guidance and related topics to 
Programme Teams, Teaching Networks, Departments, etc…

 Happy to support programme teams in applying the guidance and 
undertaking the self-assessment (e.g. through workshops)

 Currently offered pro bono, although future arrangements may 
include cost-recovery mechanisms to support CROPSNet's
continued work.



Links & Events

The G uidance Docum ent and Program m e Self-Assessm ent Tool can be found here:

- M ental Health & W ellbeing of O nline PGT Students: Pinch Points & G ood Practice 

G uidance Docum ent

- M ental Health & W ellbeing of O nline PGT Students: Program m e Self-Assessm ent Tool

Subm it an abstract or register to attend the 2nd CRO PSNetConference (Friday 11th of 

Septem ber 09:30-17:00; Sir M ichael Uren Hub, W hite City Cam pus, & O nline) –it’s free!

- CRO PSCon 2026 -AsbtractSubm issions

- CRO PSCon 2026 -Attendee Registration Form

Becom e a CRO PSNetM em ber! It’s also free:

-CRO PSNet–Sign-Up Form


