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Long before the COVID-19 pandemic, mental health 

was already a challenge for a growing number of 

college students . According to a 2017 survey from 

the American College Health Association, in the previous 

12 months, 52% of students felt hopeless, 61% experienced 

overwhelming anxiety and nearly 40% were so depressed 

that it was difficult to even function .

Preface

52% hopeless

61% anxious

40% depressed

https://www.acha.org/documents/ncha/NCHA-II_FALL_2017_REFERENCE_GROUP_EXECUTIVE_SUMMARY.pdf
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NOW, AS COLLEGES and universities go virtual and limit on-campus interactions, 

students are grappling with uncertainties of all kinds—anxiety about their health and 

the health of their loved ones, worries about the loss of jobs or financial support 

to attend college and concerns about what the future will hold for them and their 

dreams .

According to a recent survey by Active Minds, a nonprofit that supports mental health 

awareness and education for young adults, 80% of college students said COVID-19 

has negatively impacted their mental health . Some 85% of students said they were 

struggling to focus on school or work . And 55% of students don’t know where to get 

support for mental health issues .

As the pandemic continues, mental health must be a focal point for everyone on 

college campuses, including global education leaders as they work with international 

students and study abroad travelers, who experience their own particular challenges .

“We know that our college students have significant issues with anxiety and 

depression,” said Lee Swain during a recent Terra Dotta webinar . Swain is Director 

of Program Development for The JED Foundation, a non-profit that focuses on 

the emotional health of teens and young adults . “We know it’s a significant time of 

transition and a significant challenge for our youth . This issue is incredibly important 

for us to tackle .”

Supporting students’ mental health requires careful planning and nuanced procedures 

that comply with confidentiality rules and are sensitive to each student’s unique 

needs . Here’s how study abroad and international student offices can shore up their 

support for students in need .

https://www.activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Student-Survey-Infographic.pdf
https://event.on24.com/eventRegistration/EventLobbyServlet?target=reg20.jsp&utm_source=website&utm_medium=home_page_banner&utm_campaign=mental_health_webinar&eventid=2406057&sessionid=1&key=5FD59C198B01FB82C0794FAD1A671682&regTag=&sourcepage=register
https://www.jedfoundation.org/
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OUTBOUND: 

How to Help Study 
Abroad Students
Study abroad students may be eager to spread their wings and spend a 

semester in France, Australia or South Africa, but while they’re there, they 

may have their own mental health concerns .

In some cases, the study abroad experience can worsen lingering issues . According to 

the NAFSA: Association of International Educators’ report, Addressing Mental Health 

Issues Affecting Education Abroad Participants, common triggers include: 

n Culture shock .

n Separation from family, friends and partners .

n Trouble managing the transition .

n Difficulty making new friends .

n Dating and sexual norms in the host country .

https://studyabroad.ucsd.edu/_files/mental-health-best-practices.pdf
https://studyabroad.ucsd.edu/_files/mental-health-best-practices.pdf


According to Kerry Geffert, international education expert and Terra Dotta 

Product Evangelist, the key is to make it easy for students to access help . 

Here are six ways to support study abroad students and their mental 

health.

1 Educate students about services
Whether it’s the campus counseling center or a third-party mental health provider, 

students need to know how they can access mental health services through their 

higher education institution . Any pre-departure orientation, of course, must include 

details about what students should do if they are experiencing any physical or 

mental health concern while abroad .

But global education leaders should also take a more proactive approach, 

highlighting what services are offered at times when students may be more prone 

to challenges . That might include the beginning of the trip when students are more 

likely to feel homesick or around holidays when they’re missing annual traditions 

and loved ones .

Around the time of those common trigger points, Geffert recommends a multi-

pronged strategy that might include:  

n Quick email outreach to students .

n Video conference call check-ins with students .

n Messaging and resources to parents to watch for signs that their child is 

struggling .

Global education leaders should remember that it can take more than one attempt 

to get important messages about mental health access through to students too . 

Said Geffert: “Students need to hear it at pre-departure . They need to hear it at 

orientation . And then again they need to hear it at those times when they may be 

more likely to need support .”
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Encourage early self-disclosure
Being “forewarned is forearmed,” said Geffert . While confidentiality rules likely 

prevent you from having direct conversations with a student’s therapist, there 

are ways to encourage students to open up about any mental health issues 

they may have .

To prompt those conversations before they leave, share broad information 

with all students about general issues they may face .

In addition to details about where they’ll take classes and what their living 

arrangements will be, let them know whether it may be difficult to obtain 

specific medications or mental health services in another country . But don’t 

just focus on the roadblocks, which may encourage students to keep their 

mental health challenges to themselves . Let them know that there are ways 

around those obstacles . Local American consulates and American medical 

centers, for example, are good places to start with on-site staff who speak 

English .

“It’s trying to give them solutions rather than saying this is a problem,” Geffert 

said . “You don’t want them putting it even more underground .” 

Another way to encourage self-disclosure, said Geffert, is asking open-ended 

questions about issues that seem to cause a student some anxiety . Be on 

alert, he said, for changes in their physical posture when you start talking 

about specific obstacles at their destination . Listen for statements that they’re 

not comfortable with something in particular, perhaps where they’ll live or 

what kind of food is common . General questions about their concerns could 

encourage them to open up .

2
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Work hand-in-hand with the counseling center
Every global education office should let campus counseling offices know 

which students plan to travel overseas, so therapists can offer support to 

any students they are treating .

That doesn’t mean counselors can alert the study abroad office to their 

patient list, but it does mean that those students who are planning a big trip 

can have a conversation with their therapist, who may encourage them to 

seek additional guidance from their study abroad advisor .

Build relationships overseas
When possible, cultivate relationships with onsite staff at the institutions 

where you’re sending your students . Consider them your eyes and ears 

in the field—somebody to notify you when a student is facing academic 

trouble or might seem sad or lonely, Geffert said . 

4

3
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Be mindful of underrepresented students
Some students may face particular challenges as they travel abroad 

because of their race, religion or sexual orientation . It’s critical, Geffert said, 

that home institutions provide a broad set of resources to all students . Pre-

departure documents should include, for example, hair salons catering to 

Black people, the location of the local LGBTQ+ center; public transportation 

stops that can accommodate wheelchairs; and places of worship for a 

variety of religions .

“That way students don’t have to ask and make themselves feel like the 

‘special one,’” Geffert said . “You don’t have to hit every possibility, but you 

should let students know where they can find that information .” 

5

Consider a third-party option
Especially during the pandemic, as students went home to continue their 

courses online, campus counseling offices have faced questions about whether 

therapists can continue to treat students who may be in a different state or 

country . College counselors typically have licenses to practice in the state 

where they are located, but not elsewhere .

Hiring a third-party provider such as Morneau Shepell, with broader licensure, 

may be the best option for schools seeking to maintain continuity for far-flung 

students even after the pandemic, Geffert said .  

If you do bring on a third party, however, Geffert said it’s important for 

institutions to collaborate with all of the appropriate offices, including 

counseling and student health . 

“There are a host of privacy issues that have to be addressed,” he said . Those 

questions include when students seek support from a third-party provider, 

what information is reported back to the university and to whom .

6
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Mental Health:  
By the Numbers
During the webinar, the JED Foundation, a nonprofit that’s dedicated to 

protecting the emotional health and preventing suicide for teens and young 

adults, noted that college students reported serious mental health issues . 

But often they aren’t seeking support on campus, according to the foundation .

On average, only 10% of students seek help from campus services .

Many of those at most “serious-risk” do not present on their own .

Just 20% of students who die by suicide were seen at campus counseling. The other 

80% had no contact with the counseling services on campus before their death .

3 out of 5 felt overwhelming anxiety

1 out of 3 felt too depressed to function

1 out of 3 binge drank regularly

1 out of 8 abused prescription drugs

2.2 million 
had serious thoughts  

of suicide

336,000 
attempted suicide

1.5 million 
cut or burned themselves

1,400 
died by suicide

https://event.on24.com/eventRegistration/EventLobbyServlet?target=reg20.jsp&utm_source=website&utm_medium=home_page_banner&utm_campaign=mental_health_webinar&eventid=2406057&sessionid=1&key=5FD59C198B01FB82C0794FAD1A671682&regTag=&sourcepage=register


MENTAL HEALTH    11

INBOUND: 

How to Support 
International Students
International students suffer from many of the same mental health 

challenges as their U .S . counterparts . One study published in 2010 in 

the Journal of American College Health found that 44% of international 

graduate students said they had an emotional or stress-related problem 

that had significantly affected their well-being or academic performance 

in the previous 12 months . The study highlighted the unmet mental 

health needs among international graduate students and that they were 

less likely to seek treatment from campus counseling services .

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.3200/JACH.56.2.109-118?needAccess=true&journalCode=vach20&
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.3200/JACH.56.2.109-118?needAccess=true&journalCode=vach20&
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Serving international students requires an understanding of not 

only their stressors, but why they are reluctant to get help . Here are 

five ways to support international students.

Be aware of cultural hesitation
International students may be wary of accessing mental health resources for a 

variety of reasons . For some, failure isn’t an option — and admitting they need 

help may feel like failure to them or make them fearful they’ll get sent home . For 

others, mental health access isn’t common in their home country or communities .

International students may be reluctant to even walk into a campus counseling 

center, and that makes anonymity critical, Geffert said . Robust third-party mental 

health platforms can help, allowing students to dial in to support through an 

app and access counselors who speak their own language and understand their 

culture .

Those cultural connections are critical . The lack of opportunities for students 

to get support from people who understand their culture is one of the biggest 

barriers to seeking therapy, Swain from The JED Foundation said during Terra 

Dotta’s webinar .

It’s not uncommon for a student to worry, said Swain, that a counselor “may 

not understand my exact situation or I just feel more comfortable talking about 

feelings in my native language .” 

1
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Know the triggers
Just like study abroad students, international students also can face higher levels 

of mental health challenges during specific times of year . Those include holidays 

in their home country, but also in the United States . Thanksgiving is one U .S . 

holiday that can be particularly rough for international students as campuses 

empty out . 

To help head off any loneliness or depression during those times, Geffert 

recommends reaching out to them and also providing an alternative . When 

he worked at a university in Oklahoma, Geffert’s office held banquet-style 

Thanksgiving meals, complete with about 20 turkeys, that introduced 

international students to the American holiday and kept them engaged and 

involved .

Build relationships
Any international student orientation should include a representative from the 

counseling center who can explain what they do . But you’re not one and done 

with that introduction .

“It’s going to require multiple touches,” Geffert said . 

Help the counseling center leaders get to know campus international student 

groups . If you’re attending a student group banquet, invite somebody from the 

counseling office or health services with you . Encourage the counseling office 

to help sponsor the group’s activities or speak at regular meetings about the 

services they offer . 

3

2
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“It helps build that connection,” Geffert said . “It helps students to feel like, ‘My 

international student advisor trusts this person, so I think I can trust them .’”

Swain said some college campuses even embed counselors in international 

student support offices . “It’s presented in a way that’s not potential therapy or 

ongoing mental health support, but a support person that happens to be in a 

space that I’m normally in and that might reduce a barrier to getting somebody 

to go to a counseling center,” he said .

Spark peer-to-peer conversations
The JED Foundation encourages counseling centers to recruit a diverse staff, so 

they can best meet the needs of all students . It can be difficult if not impossible 

to have your counseling staff reflect the exact makeup of your campus . 

If you have international students who have sought support through the 

counseling center or U .S . students from a culturally diverse background, 

encourage them, when appropriate, to share their experience with their peers .

“We’re big proponents of storytelling and thinking through success stories from 

culturally diverse students, who can share how counseling was helping for them 

in a way that their peers can relate to,” Swain said .

4
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Emphasize internationalization
As campus leaders look for ways to ensure international students get the 

support they need, Geffert said it’s another reminder of the importance of 

internationalization—building a campus community where all students of all 

cultures and backgrounds are considered from the start . 

“It’s not how we work with separate groups of individuals,” he said . “It’s 

something that has to permeate across the board in day-to-day life on the 

campus .”

In other words, it’s important to reach out to students, but it’s also vital to 

build systems and infrastructure on your campus where the unique needs of all 

students are considered .

“While it’s important to collaborate, there should also be the expectation set by 

leadership on a campus that all offices will be attuned to these issues,” Geffert 

said . “Not everybody has to know everything, but we need to raise the bar of 

expectations for everyone .” 

5
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W
hen it comes to growing rates of mental health 

challenges among college students, Michael LaFarr at 

the University of Denver blames changes in the way 

we communicate . It’s more difficult to build personal relationships 

with people through text and social media platforms . It’s much 

easier to “ghost” somebody after a date or misinterpret the tone of 

a text, said LaFarr, Denver’s Associate Vice Chancellor of Campus 

Life & Inclusive Excellence and Executive Director of its Health & 

Counseling Center .  

“I’m not seeing the anxiety and depression as the actual issues, but rather 

as a symptom of isolation,” said LaFarr, who also is a practicing clinical 

psychologist . “People are feeling unfulfilled and not connected .”

At the same time, public health campaigns in the last decade aimed at 

removing the stigma of mental health have worked, he said . And today’s 

generation of college students may be more likely to seek treatment when 

they’re suffering .

In response, campus counseling centers have been evolving to meet these 

new needs . Here’s how the University of Denver (DU) made changes for its 

students .

HOW THE UNIVERSITY OF DENVER  
IS ADDRESSING MENTAL HEALTH

ON CAMPUS
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Unlimited visits

Counseling centers are busy places, and many typically set limits for how 

many times a student can seek treatment there before they are referred to a 

therapist in the community . At one time, DU limited it to 10 sessions in a year .

But those limits could prevent students from seeking treatment, so DU has 

lifted it . Now, students can come in as many times as they need for help and 

no longer have to worry about getting shuttled to an off-campus counselor . It 

has allowed the campus counseling center to develop a more comprehensive 

plan for students with high needs . And it didn’t prompt a huge uptick in 

students seeking counseling .

“It didn’t change utilization at all,” LaFarr said . “It changed the way students 

viewed the center . We removed the barriers to access, and it worked . 

Perceptions improved, and over the last year and a half, counselors have felt 

better about treatment .” 

Care referral

DU has established a care referral program that makes it easy for faculty 

members, friends, resident advisors and others to alert the student affairs 

office to students who may need support . In the last few years, students have 

even written reports about themselves . Outreach staff then connect with the 

student to offer the appropriate assistance . DU also has added staff training to 

coach faculty members and others on what to say to a student who appears 

to be in distress . LaFarr noted that the training gives their faculty a talk track if 

they identify a student in distress .

I’m not seeing the anxiety and depression 
as the actual issues, but rather as a 
symptom of isolation . People are feeling 
unfulfilled and not connected .

—MICHAEL LAFARR
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Mental health questionnaire 

When students come to the campus medical clinic with a sore throat or 

stomach ache, they also fill out a mental health questionnaire that asks them 

about their sleep habits, substance use, diet and more . If anything is flagged, 

a social worker visits with them in the exam room even before the doctor 

arrives to find out if they need help . From there, the social worker can connect 

them to the counseling office, substance abuse team or other on-campus 

professional for help .

New platform 

In addition to campus-based counseling, DU has has deployed the “My 

Student Support Program” (My SSP), a student technology platform by 

Morneau Shepell that connects students with credentialed counselors . The 

solution offers 24/7 support and is especially helpful for DU’s study abroad 

and international students . It provides an anonymous platform that’s easily 

accessible via smartphones and laptops and includes counselors who speak a 

variety of languages and understand different cultures . 

As a clinical psychologist, LaFarr has seen the benefits of individual 

psychotherapy, and he wasn’t sure what the response would be to an online 

platform . He’s been shocked by the success . During the pandemic, close to 

80% of students on the platform were having single episodic outreaches and 

got relief through individual text support, not a face-to-face video call .

The popularity demonstrates that higher education leaders need to think 

creatively as they address the growing challenge of students’ mental health .

“It blew my mind,” LaFarr said . “As we move forward into this new normal, 

we are going to have to expand the ways we support all of our students—

international and domestic .” 

https://us.morneaushepell.com/student-support-programs
https://us.morneaushepell.com/student-support-programs
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Enterprise Solutions for Education Abroad, Travel Management, and International Student Services

2010

To better support your study abroad and international students,  

visit www.terradotta.com or email us today at info@terradotta.com to learn more .

https://www.terradotta.com/

