“It flipped my world upside down.”
Supporting students through the COVID-19 crisis

Although there is little research focusing on college students and pandemics, limited studies were conducted
during the 2009 swine flu pandemic. One study on mental health outcomes and behavioral factors related to
taking care of one’s physical health (e.g., washing hands) found that undergraduate students reported
increased stress and general anxiety as well as more vigilance in their physical care. However, during the swine
flu pandemic college students were not a high-risk group, and thus their thoughts and behaviors might not be
the same as those associated with COVID-19 today. One can assume that since COVID-19 poses a greater

risk for young adults, college students could face significant mental health consequences. In this brief we
address students’ responses to the COVID-19 pandemic and what research shows about how young people
process distress and what they need. Selected resources to inform responsive teaching are provided.

What students are saying

We asked students to share their concerns as they left campus and moved online for the semester.
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The United States now has more
COVID-19 cases than any country in
the world and we are supposed to
carry on our coursework as usual?

Although some students indicate they are coping well, for many there is a sense of sadness, shock, and
frustration. Students, not unlike faculty and staff members, are experiencing varying levels of self-reported
grief, decreased social connectedness, and loss of familiar daily routines, any of which can often prompt
various mental health conditions.


https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10608-011-9353-3
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/conditions-and-diseases/coronavirus/coronavirus-and-covid-19-younger-adults-are-at-risk-too

Disconnection in today’s generation

We assume that adolescents today are more socially connected than were previous generations, yet recent
research suggests that they are significantly less integrated.

In comparison to earlier studies showing that only 9% of Baby Boomers and 15% of Generation X
reported they had no friends, among today’s adolescents (ages 18-27),
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Brain development and skills in adolescence

Added to this is another layer of complexity for adolescents in terms of their ability to process a pandemic.
The frontal cortex region of the brain does not fully develop until roughly age 26. According to the
National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH), this area is responsible for skills for avoiding risky behaviors:
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Although we saw hundreds of students on beaches during spring break, it is important to understand that this
might not show blatant disregard for others, but rather that young people have a difficult time fundamentally
with understanding and managing the magnitude of the pandemic. Furthermore, NIMH cautions that because
their brains are still developing, adolescents may respond to stress differently than adults, which could lead to
stress-related mental disorders such as anxiety and depression.

What adolescents need

1 Support for managing stress 4 Help with problem-solving
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2 Ways to become socially connected <) Validation of their feelings
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3 Creative and expressive outlets 6 Involvement: make it a team effort


https://today.yougov.com/topics/lifestyle/articles-reports/2019/07/30/loneliness-friendship-new-friends-poll-survey
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/the-teen-brain-7-things-to-know/index.shtml
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/the-teen-brain-7-things-to-know/index.shtml

Resources to support adolescent students in response to COVID-19

Support in the classroom

Coping With Coronavirus: How Faculty Members Can Support Students in Traumatic Times
Free downloadable resource from The Chronicle of Higher Education

Trauma-Informed Practices for Postsecondary Education: A Guide
Free downloadable resource intended to help educators understand how trauma affects learning and provide
practical advice for how to work effectively with college students who have been exposed to trauma

Youth-led actions

Voices of Youth
A worldwide community of young people seeking to make a positive difference in their countries and communities;
an initiative of UNICEF (special section on COVID-19 and youths’ mental health)

Youth-led response to COVID-19
A story of youths in Bangladesh who are helping their communities respond to the crisis, reported in New Age; a
challenge for us to be creative about how we can help even in quarantine

Meaning-making

Online Learning During the COVID-19 Pandemic: What do We Gain and What do We Lose When

Classrooms go Virtual?
Blog post in Scientific American by a student in narrative medicine and fine arts

[COVID-19] One important recommendation you may not be hearing
Mission.org blog post on how to activate your “brain’s superpowers” and body’s immune system

Dr. Susan M. De Luca is an assistant professor at the University of Texas at Austin Steve Hicks School
of Social Work. Her NIMH and NIMHD funded research concentrates on suicide prevention spanning
young adolescence to emerging adulthood, with a focus on help seeking.

Dr. Yolanda C. Padilla is director of the CSWE Center for Diversity and Social & Economic Justice and
professor at the University of Texas at Austin Steve Hicks School of Social Work. She has conducted
research on how social determinants of health operate in adolescence.
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https://connect.chronicle.com/rs/931-EKA-218/images/CopingwithCoronavirus_Collection.pdf?mkt_tok=eyJpIjoiTUROa09UYzVNamN6WW1ZeSIsInQiOiI0NHRZVmNiMzNzdVJRbHJNY1wveVdZQmNMVUpuUElYRmx5WG9RV1luVzFVV1NZaWFxSlwvcjFVKzYwbTM3dlFkcW5BS1FydHMxM1wvNjZQZHNTb2k4TjFySXZFXC9cL1JQa2pGODJTd3FaSjdHRjBwSzZ0MFVzNXJvSzZjVnR2NjdyZk5cLyJ9
https://educationnorthwest.org/resources/trauma-informed-practices-postsecondary-education-guide
https://www.voicesofyouth.org/
https://www.voicesofyouth.org/
https://www.newagebd.net/article/103796/youth-led-response-to-covid-19
https://www.newagebd.net/article/103796/youth-led-response-to-covid-19
https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/observations/online-learning-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/observations/online-learning-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://medium.com/the-mission/why-coronavirus-should-be-the-least-of-your-worries-d6ed6abe75bc
https://socialwork.utexas.edu/directory/deluca_susan/
https://socialwork.utexas.edu/directory/padilla/
https://www.cswe.org/Centers-Initiatives/Centers/Center-for-Diversity.aspx

