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Faculty and Emotionally Struggling Students

When faculty are approached by campus mental 
health professionals to play any role in supporting 
students who are struggling, a common response is 
to pull away.   Usually, this includes some 
reference to the role of a faculty member.

• “I’m not a trained therapist.”

• “I’m afraid I’ll say the wrong thing and make 
things worse for the student.”

• “This is not what I was hired to do here!”  



Faculty and Confident and Thriving Students

What is less often discussed, at least regarding 
the emotional or psychological state of 
students, is what the role of faculty is 
regarding our confident and thriving students.

There is, typically, not the concern about 
qualifications needed to relate to the students, 
saying the right thing, and ensuring that the 
boundaries of faculty members’ roles are not 
blurred.  

With these students, faculty members tend to instinctively know to simply engage with them, 

doing what they do as teachers, mentors, advisors, or fellow members of the campus community.  



Faculty, Students, and Campus Mental Health

There are certainly some things that a faculty member can 
do that directly connects students to professional mental 
health services on campus, when they are needed.  
Learning to recognize when a referral is necessary is an 
important part of ensuring student safety and success. 

There is something that campus mental health professionals, 

sometimes, forget to incorporate when they approach faculty 

about student mental health:  the various ways in which the 

faculty simply doing what faculty are trained and hired to do, 

can also significantly contribute to positive student mental 

health…

…simply relating to the students --- doing so as teachers, mentors, advisors, and 

fellow members of the campus community.



Faculty Doing What Faculty Do

• Asking Intricate Questions

• Inviting discussion on campus or social norms, reflected in students’ approach to learning…and 
college. 

• Discussing Grades and other aspects of student performance in class.

• Relating subject matter to life applications

• Coursework

• Research Activities

• Providing Mentoring

• On life experiences related to any shared or intersecting identity dimensions of the 
faculty and student

• On professional and career trajectories or aspirations the student has….and that the 
faculty member has had, too.

• Discussing students’ academic interests.

• Serving as a formal or informal advisor

• On how coursework choices inform overall learning

• On how coursework selection can represent career options

• Having impromptu conversations about shared interests and life experiences.



• When discussing academic subject 
matter, faculty members employ 
their highly tuned skills at asking 
intricate questions.

• When relating to students, the 
same skills apply to the broader 
student academic experience---and 
the broader Life experience that 
their learning, in college, informs. 

ASKING INTRICATE QUESTIONS



• When discussing academic subject 
matter, faculty members employ 
their highly tuned skills at asking 
intricate questions.

• When relating to students, the 
same skills apply to the broader 
student academic experience---and 
the broader Life experience that 
their learning, in college, informs. 

ASKING INTRICATE QUESTIONS:Beyond How are you?



Questions Faculty Get To Ask

WHEN MEETING WITH STUDENTS INDIVIDUALLY OR SMALL GROUPS

How are you experiencing this class?

What made you decide to take this class?

Is it what you expected or not so much?

Do you ever notice that you have something to say or ask but 

decide not to for some reason?

How, if at all, do you see this class relating to other things that 

matter to you, including your goals?

Questions, such as these, may seem a bit intrusive coming from most 

people in the student’s life.  They are quite reasonable, if not also quite 

helpful and caring, coming from a faculty member…

…and the answers to such questions can often lead to rich and informative conversations that facilitate student 

motivation, confidence, and curiosity about what the faculty (and the college) has to offer. 



WHEN IN CLASS, WITH THE STUDENTS AS A SMALL COMMUNITY

How do you and other students tend to describe the purpose or 

value of college?

How much stress do you, as students, experience because of the 

challenges in learning from your classes, as opposed to the grade 

you will earn? 

What makes a class, including this one, more important or less 

important to you, as students?

Questions Faculty Get To Ask

This can lead to conversations among students about norms and pressures they feel, leading to more of a collaborative 

mindset in their approach to learning in the campus community.

Questions, such as these prompt the students to think about their learning, 

and the challenges that come with it, as located in a larger context.  



Relating subject matter to life applications

Subject matter can relate to students’ mental health 

and well-being in different ways.

• Via Direct application of the content to some issue 

or experience of the student

• Metaphorical, symbolic, or some other indirect 

application of the content to the student 

experience

• Pure passion and engagement with the subject 

matter serving as the vehicle for the student to 

experience confidence and worth.  



Relating subject matter to life applications

First, the subject matter itself, can have direct 

application to the experiences and issues that 

students discuss in counseling sessions.   This is 

particularly true for the Humanities, the Social 

Sciences, Fine and/or Performing Arts, or any subject 

that examines or reflects the world and the human 

experience.  



Relating subject matter to life applications

At times, even those subjects that seem to have less 

application, such as math and physical sciences, 

include constructs that students may connect to a 

particular insight or experience. A few examples 

include:

❑ Uncertainty and the relationship between velocity and position in 

a student obsessed with possible life trajectories.

❑ The Chemistry of one’s brain when struggling with anxiety or 

sadness.

❑ The mathematics of thoughts and feelings and behaviors that 

seem to repeat themselves in the cycles of student struggles. 

❑ The economics of motivation and reward in social endeavors, 

with cost analyses factoring the variables of fear and 

reassurance.



Relating subject matter to life applications

Finally, for those courses where it seems impossible 

to connect the content to student well-being, the 

students’ investment in the coursework can be a link 

to well-being. When they have passion for the subject 

matter—simply talking about the subject matter is 

therapeutic for the student

A student, in love with the intricacies of a subject 

matter has found a reason to study, to strive, and…in 

some cases, to live. 



Provide Mentoring

• Introducing a Professional Relationship that 
builds a segue for the student to move, 
gradually and with guidance, into their own 
sense of professionalism and confident 
adulthood.  
• Sharing Conversation

• On life experiences related to any shared or 
intersecting identity dimensions of the faculty and 
student

• On professional and career trajectories or aspirations 
the student has….and that the faculty member has 
had, too.

• Introducing resource for self-direction and 
exploration (books, films, articles, events, 
organizations), including accompanying the student 
in these, at times.



Provide Mentoring

• Discussing students’ academic interests, as they 
relate to earlier aspirations, current pragmatic 
realities, and still evolving goals.

• Inviting discussion on campus or social norms, 
reflected in students’ approach to learning…and 
college. 

• Exploring ways the student experiences a sense of 
belonging and agency

• Offering space for the student to voice struggles, 
marginalization, or difficulty dealing with conformity 
pressures



Asher, S.R. & Weeks, M.S. (2011). Social Relationships, Academic Engagement, and Well-Being in College: Findings from the Duke Social Relationships Project.

Well-Being and Academic Engagement

AN EXCERPT FROM RESEARCH ON STUDENT BELONGING AND LONELINESS

Next we examined how academic engagement (i.e., feeling excited and passionate about one’s studies) 
related to various indicators of students’ well-being. One of the most striking findings in our study is the 
degree to which academic engagement was related to positive wellbeing across multiple domains. 
Students who were more academically engaged reported having just as many friends as did other 
students, having higher quality friendships (including lower levels of friendship conflict), and being more 
involved in activities and leadership. Academic engagement was also associated with lower levels of 
alcohol misuse and less drinking to ease social anxiety (as well as less social anxiety in general), in 
addition to higher levels of self-esteem and social self-efficacy. Students who were highly academically 
engaged did just as much dating as did other students, but they also engaged in less hooking-up. As noted 
in the previous subsection, academic engagement was one of the strongest predictors of feelings of 
belonging at Duke. (Asher & Weeks, 2011, p. 23)

https://sites.duke.edu/dsrp/files/2012/10/Duke-Social-Relationships-Project-Report.pdf


A Shared Mission

• While there is an efficiency to simply viewing the counseling center 
as the place to send students who are struggling, that efficiency 
comes with a cost.

• Our campus counseling services are not simply a low-cost mental 
health clinic

• They are offered to support the academic mission of the 
institution, including helping students navigate the challenges 
that they face while enrolled

• They are offered to support the aspirations of the students, 
including being able to successfully meet their academic 
obligations toward their life and career aspirations. 

• Mental Health Services and Faculty Engagement have the most to 
offer when working with an intentionality in our partnerships toward 
shared goals. 



Thank you!

For helping make this a more supportive campus!
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