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ABSTRACT

BRENT ANDREW M EYER
FACULTY M EM B ER S’ EXPERIENCES AND UND ERSTA N DIN G OF ONLINE
STUDENTS WITH M EN TA L HEALTH ISSUES
Under the direction o f ELAINE M. ARTM AN, Ed.D.

W idespread mental health issues exist on college cam puses (Kraft, 2011; M.
W ood, 2012) and faculty m em bers are often the first to notice a student in their classes
w ith mental health issues (Phillips et al., 2012; Simpson, 2012). However, faculty are not
skilled at identifying and addressing students with mental health issues in an online
learning environm ent (Barr, 2014; Simpson, 2012). Literature in the area o f online
student mental health is limited (Barr, 2014). The purpose o f this study w as to identify
how online faculty m em bers’ experiences shape their understanding of, and reactions to,
students with mental health issues in online courses. The researcher approached this
faculty-student interaction using a social constructivist epistem ology and K o lb ’s (1984)
Experiential Learning Theory (ELT).

Interpretative phenom enological analysis (IPA)

guided the researcher’s data collection and analysis process.
Participants were solicited through purposeful criterion and snow ball sam pling
methods. Data collection was com pleted through telephone, W ebEx, or in-person
interviews. Data saturation was achieved after 12 com pleted participant interviews.
Lincoln and C u b a’s (1985) four areas o f improving data trustw orthiness w ere used: (a)
credibility, (b) transferability, (c) dependability, and (d) confirm ability. The researcher

xv

used Smith et al.’s (2009) six-step IPA data analysis process. Four superordinate themes
were identified: (a) focus on seeing, (b) focus on feeling, (c) focus on acting, and (d)
focus on reflecting.
The first superordinate theme, fo cu s on seeing, developed as faculty m em bers
described their initial experiences and ongoing observation o f online students who had
mental health issues. The second superordinate theme, fo cu s on fe e lin g , developed as
faculty members conceptualized their interactions with the students. The third
superordinate theme, fo c u s on acting, developed as faculty members perform ed an action
to address the concern with the student. The fourth superordinate them e, fo c u s on
reflecting, developed as faculty members re-experienced these student encounters for this
study. The four superordinate themes consisted o f multiple sub-superordinate themes,
each o f which was interpreted by the researcher. Findings were reported, discussed, and
conclusions were drawn. The researcher found consistencies between ELT and the four
superordinate themes aforem entioned. Future research recom m endations were given in
the areas o f online learning and student mental health.

xvi

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
Over the last two decades, faculty members, students, and institutions o f higher
education have faced many challenges due to a significant increase in online student
enrollment (Allen & Seaman, 2015; Atchley, W ingenbach, & Akers, 2013; Barr, 2014;
Castillo, Lee, Zahra, & Wagner, 2015; Dooley & M urphrey, 2000). Som e o f these
obstacles center specifically on the faculty m em bers’ abilities to properly identify,
provide for, and refer students who may have disabilities or special needs to the
appropriate services (Phillips et al., 2012; Russo-Gleicher, 2013). A significant portion
o f students with disabilities are individuals who have mental health concerns (M. Wood,
2012). The rising num ber o f students enrolled in online program m ing places faculty
members in situations where they are expected to address the needs o f students with
mental health issues (Barr, 2014). Students who need specific support— and who are not
able to use on-carnpus institutional services— pose problems for leaders who are in
pursuit o f offering or referring these students to the additional support services that are
appropriate for meeting the individual needs o f those enrolled (Russo-G leicher, 2013;
Simpson, 2012).
M ental health concerns on face-to-face college cam puses are not a new problem
(Kraft, 2011; M. Wood, 2012). However, one o f the prim ary differences between a faceto-face campus environm ent and an online cam pus environm ent is that online students do
not have the same accessibility to mental health services that are provided to traditional
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face-to-face students (Barr, 2014; Phillips et al., 2012). Identification o f mental health
issues in online students has posed a challenge to faculty members, though minimal
research exists in this growing area o f higher education (Barr, 2014). Students with
mental health issues favor online educational environm ents to the traditional face-to-face
environm ents, indicating that more information regarding the population o f online
students with mental health issues is necessary to prom ote student and faculty success
(Leonhard, 2010).
The growing population o f online enrollm ent— coupled with the already prevalent
mental health needs o f the general collegiate population— results in faculty m em bers
becoming the front line for identifying and handling the mental health concerns o f
students (Phillips et al., 2012; Simpson, 2012). The nature o f cam pus services in a faceto-face learning environm ent, in relation to instructor-student interactions, differs from
the online environm ents. Students participating in a face-to-face environm ent usually
have access to and exchanges with other campus entities, such as resident assistants,
coaches, fellow classmates, adm inistrators, student support service departm ents, and
other institutional representatives (Barr, 2014); by design, face-to-face students have
more opportunities than their online counterparts to interact with cam pus faculty and staff
(Barr, 2014). Therefore, faculty m em ber understanding o f mental health issues is crucial
to assisting the student (Barr, 2014; Simpson, 2012).
Online enrollments are continuing to increase (A llen & Seaman, 2015).
Therefore, increasing faculty acum en in areas o f mental health aw areness is beneficial to
student success (A tchley et al., 2013; Barr, 2014; D ooley & M urphrey, 2000; Gruttadaro
& Crudo, 2012; Russo-Gleicher, 2013). Various problem s arise when faculty members
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lack an understanding o f students who have mental health concerns, which include poor
student support, low course com pletion, and inappropriate accom m odations (Gruttadaro
& Crudo, 2012; M. Wood, 2012). Additional devastation resulting from student mental
health issues is an increasing student drop-out rate (Aversa & M acCall, 2013; Nichols,
2010; O ’Keeffe, 2013; Simpson, 2012). G ruttadaro and Crudo (2012) adm inistered a
survey o f current and recent college students diagnosed with mental illnesses; o f the
students who reported dropping out o f school, 64% o f them reported that dropping out
was due to a “mental health related reason” (p. 8).
Statement o f the Problem
W idespread mental health issues exist on college cam puses (Kraft, 2011; M.
W ood, 2012) and faculty members are often the first to notice a student in their classes
with mental health issues (Phillips et al., 2012; Simpson, 2012). However, faculty are not
skilled at identifying and addressing students with mental health issues in an online
learning environm ent (Barr, 2014; Simpson, 2012). The purpose o f this study w as to
identify how online faculty m em bers’ experiences shape their understanding of, and
reactions to, students with mental health issues in online courses.
Research Questions
The researcher used a qualitative approach to exam ine the lived experiences o f
online faculty members with students who have mental health needs. The researcher
addressed one central research question and four sub-questions. The central research
question was: “W hat are faculty m em bers’ experiences with students who have mental
health issues in the online environm ent?” The four aspects o f K olb’s (1984) experiential
learning theory (ELT) drive the four sub-questions o f this study, which are:
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(1) How do faculty m em bers initially experience a student with mental health
issues (concrete experience)?
(2) W hat do faculty members observe when they experience an online student
who has mental health issues (reflective-observation)?
(3) How do faculty m em bers conceptualize their experience o f w orking with an
online student with mental health issues (abstract conceptualization)?
(4) How do faculty m em bers react to online students with mental health issues
(active experim entation)?
Theoretical Framework
The researcher viewed the context o f the problem through K olb’s (1984)
Experiential Learning Theory (ELT). Kolb (1984) explained that individuals learn
through experience, w hether those experiences are individual in nature, or shared through
others. The basic tenets o f ELT consist o f four prim ary areas: (a) concrete experiences,
(b) reflective observations, (c) abstract conceptualization, and (d) active experim entation
(D. A. Kolb, 1984). ELT was used to look at the progression that faculty m em bers
undergo once they encounter an online student with mental health issues. Each step o f
ELT provided insight into how the faculty m em ber experienced, felt, thought, and
behaved with students who had mental health problems.
Significance o f the Study
The results o f this study provides valuable inform ation concerning faculty
experiences with online students who have mental health issues, therefore allow ing
faculty and institutional leaders to better identify online students who have mental health
concerns. W hen faculty m em bers are more skilled at identifying mental health issues in
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online students, m ore efficient method? o f linking those students to the appropriate
academic and mental health resources can take place (Barr, 2014). O nline student
populations continue to rise, causing universities to seek new and innovative ways to
educate (A tchley et al., 2013; Dooley & M urphrey, 2000). The findings o f this study
provide educational institutions with inform ative m ethods o f m ental health identification
in online students. Institutions benefit from obtaining a better understanding o f faculty
m em bers’ experiences with identifying online students who have mental health needs,
including know ledge o f additional services necessary for faculty m em bers to offer to
those students in need. Additionally, this study’s findings provide valuable firsthand
experiences o f faculty members that are useful for other online faculty m em bers. W hen
faculty members and institutions better understand and identify online student needs in
the area o f mental health issues, student retention is improved.
Procedures
The research questions are addressed through an interpretative phenom enological
analysis (IPA) m ethod (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). This study exam ined faculty
members w ho have encountered students with possible mental health issues who are
enrolled in the online environm ent. The researcher used a purposeful criterion sampling
m ethod (Patton, 2002). The two criteria identified for study inclusion w ere (a) a faculty
member who taught in the online environm ent and (b) a faculty m em ber who had at least
one interaction with an online student with mental health issues.
First, national and international organizations were prelim inarily contacted to
gauge interest in assisting with the recruitm ent process o f applicable participants.
Through email messages and w eb-based forms, the researcher contacted a total o f 11

organizations. O f these 11 contacts, individuals from five organizations reported an
interest in helping with the recruitm ent process (see Table 1). These five organizations
include: (a) the American Distance Education Consortium (ADEC), (b) the Association
for Educational Com m unications and Technologies (AECT), (c) the D istance Education
and Training Council (DETC), (d) the United States Distance Learning A ssociation
(USDLA), and (e) the W orld Association for Online Education (W AOE). Follow ing IRB
approval, this researcher officially contacted these five organizations.

Table 1
Organizations Contacted fo r Assistance in Participant Recruitm ent
Organization Name
American Distance Education Consortium (ADEC)
Association for the A dvancem ent o f Computing in Education (AACE)
Association for Distance Education and Independent Learning (A DEIL)
Association fo r Educational Communications and Technology (AECT)
D istance Education and Training Council (DETC)
eLearning Guild
Instructional Telecom m unications Council (ITC)
Sloan Consortium (Sloan-C)
Society for Applied Learning Technology (SALT)
United States D istance Learning Association (USDLA)
World Association fo r Online Education (WAOE)

Able to
Assist
Yes
No
No
Yes
Yes
No
No
No
No
Yes
Yes

The researcher provided organizational contacts with the criteria for study
participation, the IRB docum entation, and the researcher’s contact inform ation. The
researcher requested that the recruitment information be dissem inated to organization
constituents. AECT becam e the prim ary recruitment organization in this study. An
advertisem ent was sent by the organization to all members, which provided a w ebsite link
on how to becom e a participant. Additionally, open message boards and listservs were
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used, which have a prim ary focus on the field o f distance learning. The researcher posted
information on the study’s purpose, the recruitm ent process, the criteria for participation,
w hat was required o f potential participants, and contact inform ation. O nce potential
participants self-identified, they were instructed to make contact directly w ith the
researcher.
After initial contact was made through initial recruitm ent m ethods, the researcher
requested that self-identified study participants— including individuals exposed to the
recruitment advertisem ents— help the researcher connect with other potential
participants. This snowball sam pling m ethod assisted in increasing the likelihood of
reaching participant saturation (Patton, 2002). The researcher also utilized snowball
sampling strategies by posting recruitm ent inform ation on Facebook. R ecruitm ent was
discontinued once enough participants had self-identified.
Following recruitm ent, the researcher adm inistered the IRB-approved interview
protocol to 12 faculty m em bers. Information was docum ented through hand-w ritten
notes and audio/video recording methods. The interviews were conducted via telephone,
online streaming video (W ebEx), and in person. Follow ing each interview , the
conversations were transcribed in order to begin data analysis procedures. The researcher
made additional contact via email to m em ber check. Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006)
explained that a researcher can acquire 92% to 96% o f all possible codes betw een 12 and
18 interviews, respectively. Following the 12 interviews, the researcher achieved data
saturation; therefore, no additional interviews were completed.
The researcher used Lincoln & C u b a’s (1985) four methods for data
trustworthiness; (a) credibility, (b) transferability, (c) dependability, and (d)

B
confirmability. Credibility was achieved by prolonged engagem ent with the participants,
peer debriefing, bracketing, and m em ber checking. Transferability was accom plished by
providing thick, rich descriptions o f the interview transcripts in Chapter 4. Detailed
descriptions o f the methods used and how research actions were strategically handled in
the field helped increase dependability. An audit trail and the use o f a reflexivity journal
helped strengthen confirmability.
The researcher used Smith et al.’s (2009) six-step IPA m ethod for data analysis.
The researcher completed line-by-line analyses o f the interview transcripts to identify
themes, which were then grouped together to make sub-superordinate themes. The sub
superordinate themes were then grouped into superordinate themes. In C hapter 4,
participants are introduced, with all identifying inform ation rem oved to help m aintain
confidentiality. The superordinate them es are described in detail, using transcript
excerpts w ithin the narrative. Them atic tables help organize the findings in C hapter 4.
Chapter 5 provides a discussion o f the findings, conclusions drawn from the findings,
implications o f this study, and areas for future research.
Limitations and Delim itations
A limitation o f this study concerned faculty hesitation to disclose sensitive
information. Traditionally, mental health issues are not an easy topic for people to
discuss (Kraft, 2011; M. W ood, 2012). Therefore, this limitation was addressed by
explaining to all participants that all interview transcripts are de-identified.
Confidentiality was accom plished through the use o f pseudonym s and sum m ary data
rather than specific inform ation about the participant. A nother limitation concerned the
acumen o f faculty m em bers in the area o f mental illness. The researcher initially
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speculated that not all participants had the same level o f mental health know ledge, and
com pensated by reporting the participant perceptions and experiences that were crucial to
the study, rather than testing to m easure their know ledge o f psychology.
A delim itation o f this study included restricting the participants to only online
faculty. The researcher did not focus on faculty with experiences from the face-to-face
cam pus environment. A nother delimitation o f this study included narrow ing the
definition o f faculty experience to include only mental health problem s and not all
disabilities o f online students. Other disabilities such as learning disabilities,
com m unicative disorders, and physical impairments were not addressed in this study.
Definition o f Terms
The definitions below serve to normalize term s o f com mon know ledge pertaining
to online learning and mental health, presenting them as they relate to this study.
O nline Learning is defined as “a learner’s interaction with content and/or people
via the Internet for the purpose o f learning” (M eans, Bakia, & M urphy, 2014, p. 6).
Online learning can be done synchronously or asynchronously (definitions given below).
Face-to-face learning is learning that takes place in “traditional cam pus courses,”
which are provided on physical cam puses between student and instructor (Lundberg,
Castillo-M erino, & Dahmani, 2008, p. 37).
Learning M anagem ent System s (LMS) are defined as “a server-based or cloudbased software program that interfaces with a database containing inform ation from and
about users, courses, and content” (Pina, 2013, p. 2). Examples o f LM S program s
include Blackboard, Collaborate, Clix, M oodle, and Second Life (Piotrow ski, 2010).
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Online Faculty are defined as those “faculty m em bers who [teach courses]
online” (Baran, Correia, & Thom pson, 2011, p. 422). For the purpose o f this study,
online faculty members are those individuals w ho use an internet-based learning
m anagement system, as defined above, to deliver course materials, assignm ents, and
grades. Although many faculty who teach online, also teach face-to-face (Boettcher &
Conrad, 2010), the researcher focused exclusively on faculty who had experienced a
student with mental health issues while teaching online.
Online Student is any student who has “access to learning experiences via the use
o f some technology” is considered an online student (M oore, D ickson-D eane, & Galyen,
2011, p. 129). An online student is one who is enrolled in a class, or program where
“trav elin g ] to a fixed location several times a w eek” is not always required (Simpson,
2012, p. 4). The student can take all classes online, m ost classes online and some classes
on campus, m ost classes on campus and some classes online, or engage in hybrid classes
(Reed, 2014). Hybrid classes are face-to-face classes in which “some o f the regular class
meetings are held (or replaced by other activities) online” (Reed, 2014, para. 1). The
researcher focused on those students who have contact with their faculty m em bers only
through online technology. The student can be enrolled in face-to-face classes
concurrently, however, cannot be enrolled in a concurrent face-to-face course led by the
faculty m em ber participating in this study.
Synchronous Learning is defined as learning that happens “at the sam e tim e”
(Boettcher & Conrad, 2010, p. 7). Synchronous learning means that the online faculty
and online students are w orking through technology concurrently (Vai & Sosulski, 2016).
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Asynchronous Learning is defined as learning that happens “at different times”
(B oettcher & C onrad, 2010, p. 7). A synchronous learning “follows the daily personal
schedule o f learner and teacher” and establishes that a “class meets at no particular time
and is o f no specific length” to qualify as asynchronous (Vai & Sosulski, 2016, p. 16).
M ental Health Issues are defined by first looking at the meaning o f mental health.
M ental health is described as “a state o f w ell-being in which every individual realizes his
or her own potential, can cope with the normal stresses o f life, can work productively and
fruitfully, and is able to m ake a contribution to her or his com munity” (W orld Health
O rganization, 2014, para. 1). Therefore, mental health issues are dem onstrated when an
individual struggles w ith, or has problem s with, m aintaining the aforementioned.
Summary
As m ore students enter the online academic environment, issues concerning the
m ethods o f identifying and addressing the mental health needs o f online students will
increase alongside the grow ing online population. If faculty members are ill-equipped to
identify and understand mental health issues in online students, attrition can occur. The
purpose o f this study is to understand the experiences o f online faculty members tasked
w ith identifying online students w ho have mental health issues. K olb’s experiential
learning theory was the lens through which the faculty m em bers’ experiences o f students
w ith mental health issues in the online environm ent were examined.
The significance o f this study lies in its ability to provide faculty and institutions
w ith a greater understanding o f the mental health dynam ic o f the online student
population, and therefore, provides those faculty and institutions with the appropriate
know ledge to becom e more adept in addressing student needs. The researcher utilized an
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interpretative phenom enological analysis (IPA) to analyze the collected data. Potential
participants were solicited through online organizations, m essage boards, and social
media. Faculty members who met the sampling criteria— an experience w ith a student
presenting with mental health issues in the online learning environm ent— then
volunteered their participation in this study. A semi-structured, open-ended interview
was conducted with the selected participants. Although lim itations existed, such as the
sensitive nature o f m ental health issues and some faculty m em bers’ lim ited ability to
identify mental health issues, the researcher addressed those limitations by m aintaining
participant confidentiality and not relying on prior participant know ledgeabilitv in mental
health acumen. The researcher delimited the recruitment to include only faculty who
teach online and who have had experiences with online students with mental health
issues.
The next chapter presents a review o f literature related to the background,
com ponents, and epistem ology o f the study. Chapter 3 includes an explanation o f the
methodology used in this study. Chapter 4 includes the findings o f this study. Lastly,
Chapter 5 provides a discussion o f the findings and the im plications o f those findings.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF RELATED RESEARCH LITERATURE
The increasing enrollm ent in online education has made online learning an
integral part o f higher education institutions (Allen & Seaman, 2013, 2015; Dooley &
Murphrey, 2000; Heubeck, 2008; Kentnor, 2015; M illiron, 2010; Nash, 2015). The
marked increase in online student enrollment has forced higher education institutions
with identifying mental health issues and developing new approaches to address those
issues within the online learning environm ent (Anderson & Elloumi, 2004; Heubeck,
2008; Kentnor, 2015; Nash, 2015). One o f the largest issues that institutions face in all
learning environm ents is identifying mental health problems throughout the respective
student populations (Barr, 2014; Bolliger & Halupa, 2012; Eisenberg, Hunt, & Speer,
2012; Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010; Iarovici, 2014; Kraft, 2011; Lorenzetti, 2014; Scott &
Shankar, 2015; Simpson, 2012; M. Wood, 2012). Barr (2014) stated that “an area o f
student services that is lagging behind in online availability is Health and W ellness,
especially Mental Health Services” (para. 3). Additionally, limited literature is available
concerning student mental health within the online learning environm ent (Barr, 2014).
First, K olb’s (1984) experiential learning theory (ELT) is explained. Next, the
epistemological foundations related to interpretative phenom enological analysis (IPA)
are described. Then, mental health on college campuses, the effect on students, the effect
on institutions, and legal implications are explained, including inform ation on faculty
involvement and support services. Next, a review o f literature pertaining to online
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education, online students, and online faculty is presented. Lastly, the available literature
concerning faculty identification o f online student mental health issues is offered.
K olb’s Experiential Learning Theory
The experiential learning theory (ELT) developed by Kolb (1984) expanded on
other influential pre-existing models o f learning. Kolb believed that “the work[s] o f
Dewey, Lewin, and Piaget” was crucial to establishing the foundation o f his theory
(Kolb, 1984, p. 20). Through his research, Kolb (1984) asserted that learning is “the
process w hereby know ledge is created through the transform ation o f experience” (p. 38).
K olb’s theory has multiple applications and has been used throughout various educational
fields, including healthcare (Podgurski, 2016), nursing (Chmil, Turk, A dam son, &
Larew, 2015; Lisko & O ’Dell, 2010), library instruction (Ha & V erishagen, 2015),
agricultural education (Baker, Robinson, & Kolb, 2012), and leadership (Turesky &
Gallagher, 2011). Although K olb’s theory has wide applicability, Beard (2010)
explained that it is “relatively sim ple and [has] m emorable guiding principles” (p. 16).
Kolb (1984) explained that four main processes o f experiential learning exist.
First, Kolb asserted that the process o f learning and adaptation is m ore significant than
outcome and content, stating that the process o f learning was im portant to transform ation,
rather than em phasizing the im pact o f learning on an individual. Second, Kolb explained
that learning is a transform ational process, which exists in a constant state o f flux; a
person’s learning process is regularly changing, and therefore, cannot be seen as a
concrete process. Third, both subjective and objective experiences transform through the
learning process. Kolb explained that this transformational process means that both the
individual’s interpretation and factual information relevant to the individual’s situation
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are used to learn. Fourth, Kolb felt that through understanding the nature o f knowledge,
an individual truly understands learning. The historical underpinnings o f K olb’s (1984)
ELT model w ere influenced by three prominent theories o f learning: (a) L ew in’s M odel
o f Action Research and Laboratory Training (p. 21), (b) D ew ey’s M odel o f Learning (p.
22), and (c) Piaget’s M odel o f Learning and Cognitive Development (p. 23). Turesky and
Gallagher (2011) explained that these three theorists “all stressed that the heart o f
learning lies in the way we process experience, in particular, our critical reflections on
experiences and the meanings we draw from them ” (p. 7). Similarly, Kolb acknow ledged
that each o f these three theories had commonalities crucial to the developm ent o f his
theory o f experiential learning.
Kolb (1984) articulated that Lew in’s model contributed two prim ary areas o f
learning to the developm ent o f E L T : (a) the here-and-now and (b) feedback processes (p.
21). Lewin (1951) stated that the here and now experience forms an individual’s
concrete experience, which is informed by the individual’s observation o f what is
occurring and how the individual feels. The here-and-now framework was influenced by
Lew in’s exposure to gestalt psychology (Bum es & Cooke, 2013, p. 411). Once
observations occur, the individual develops an abstract understanding o f what the
experience personally means. These abstract conceptualizations are followed by the
individual form ing hypotheses on how to proceed and testing them in order to create a
new concrete experience; this becomes a repetitive cycle. Lewin described a feedback
and learning loop, which occurs in four-steps: (1) concrete experiences, (2) observations
and reflections, (3) formation o f abstract concepts and generalizations, and (4) testing
implications o f concepts in new situations (Kolb, 1984; Lewin, 1951). Kolb (1984)
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asserted that “this inform ation feedback provides the basis for a continuous process o f
goal-directed action and evaluation o f the consequences o f that action” (p. 22).
D ew ey’s model articulated that transformational learning contributes to a “higherorder purposeful action” (D. A. Kolb, 1984, p. 22). Dewey (1910) explained further:
“thoughts that result in belief have an im portance attached to them which leads to
reflective thought, to conscious inquiry in the nature, conditions, and bearings o f b e lie f’
(p. 5). D ew ey’s understanding o f learning stemmed from what an individual experiences
(Abell, 1999; Dewey, 1910; Kolb, 1984). Kolb (1984) simplified D ew ey’s model to
show four steps in the learning process: (1) impulse, (2) observation, (3) know ledge, and
(4) judgm ent. Dewey asserted that once judgem ent is achieved, the cycle repeats.
Dewey also suggested that by repeating the cycle, an individual eventually gets to his or
her end result, and therefore, an individual achieves purpose.
Lastly, Kolb (1984) em ployed the work o f Piaget as a foundational com ponent
w hen developing the ELT model. Piaget (1928) analyzed how children developed
m eaning through the interpretation o f causality. This concept o f causality is explained in
further detail:
The notion o f cause results from either external experience, which is from
associations im posed by things themselves; or from the feeling o f internal
experience arising from personal activity; or lastly from our perception o f a
relationship betw een things, or between things and oneself, and w hich then
sim ply results from our deductive capacity. (Piaget, 1928, p. 276)
Piaget developed “one o f the truly novel evolutionary theories o f the origins,
transform ations, and developm ent o f m entation” (Langer & Killen, 1998, p. 5). Piaget
centered his research on cognition (M cKinney, 1998) and the developm ent cycle o f
individuals from birth to adulthood (Ciccarelli & W hite, 2013). Piaget postulated that
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developm ent provides a foundation for individuals to use into, and through, adulthood
(Langer & Killen, 1998). Piaget also suggested that an individual’s experiences and
environm ent greatly influence individual developm ent (Kolb, 1984). Kolb explained that
those experiences contribute to an individual’s ability to learn and advance.
The Piaget (1972) M odel o f Learning and Cognitive D evelopm ent which
influenced Kolb (1984) includes four prim ary developm ental stages: (1) sensorim otor (02 years old), (2) preoperational (2-6 years old), (3) concrete operational (7-11 years old),
and (4) formal operational (12-years-old to adulthood). Each stage dem onstrates that
learning occurs in different ways, but specifically, is based on developm ent (Arnett,
2013; Ciccarelli & W hite, 2013; Inhelder & Piaget, 1958; Kolb, 1984; Piaget, 1970,
1972). Piaget asserted that in the sensorim otor stage, children connect prior sensory
experiences with m otor activities. In the preoperational stage, Piaget claim ed that
children begin to form and use symbolic gestures, such as language; these gestures are
rudim entary. Next, Piaget established the concrete operational stage, w herein children
begin to advance in their preoperational activities (i.e., language), but have difficulty
thinking critically or hypothetically. Lastly, Piaget claim ed that in the formal operational
stage, adolescents and young adults develop the ability to think m ore critically and
abstractly.
Kolb (1984) postulated that “learning is thus the process w hereby developm ent
occurs” (p. 132) and using the three models described above as his foundation, Kolb
asserted that experiential learning contributes to an individual’s developm ent. K olb’s
ELT model consists o f two levels: (a) a four-stage cycle, and (b) four different learning
styles. Figure 1 shows the four stages o f K olb’s learning cycle, w hich are (1) concrete
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experiences (CE), (2) reflective observation (RO), (3) abstract conceptualization (AC),
and (4) active experimentation (AE). Each o f the stages within the cycle are independent
o f one another (Beard, 2010), yet interact with one another throughout the experiential
process (Kolb & Kolb, 2005; Kolb, Boyatzis, & M ainemelis, 2001; Kolb, Lublin, Spoth,
& Baker, 1986; Kolb, Rubin, & M cIntyre, 1971; Kolb, 1981, 1984).

C o n c r e te
E xp erien ce

A ctive

R e flec tiv e
O b se r v a tio n

E x p e r im e n ta tio n

A b stract
C o n ce p tu a liz a tio n

Figure 1. K olb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Model. Adapted from “Experiential
Learning: Experience as the Source o f Learning and Developm ent,” by D. Kolb,
1984, Englewood Cliffs, NJ, Prentice-Hall.
In K olb’s (1984) concrete experience phase, an individual has an initial
experience that forms a basic understanding o f the environm ent and situation (p. 30).
This first stage is also identified by Kolb as the “feeling” stage (Kolb & Kolb, 2005, p.
197). An individual’s feelings are tied to the actual experience, providing an im m ediate
impression o f the event (Kolb, 1984). Following the first stage, the individual begins the
second stage o f reflective observation (Kolb, 1984, p. 30). This second stage allow s the
individual to exam ine and observe the experience (Turesky & Gallagher, 2011). As the
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individual continues to observe, questions and inquiries begin to develop (Fry & Kolb,
1979). Reflection and observation leads to the third stage o f abstract conceptualization
(Kolb, 1984, p. 30), which allows for “critical thinking” (Ha & Verishagen, 2015, p.
197). As an individual experiences this third phase o f the model, assim ilation o f the
individual’s feelings and observations occur, developing into a m ore com plex
understanding o f w hat the experience means (K olb et al., 2001). As a result,
conceptualization provides the individual with the ability to think outside o f w hat is
immediately in front o f him or her (Kolb, 1981, 1984).
Once the individual has successfully passed through the first three stages o f the
ELT model, he or she is ready to implement active experimentation (Kolb, 1984, p. 30).
This fourth stage allows individuals “to make decisions and solve problem s” (Kolb, 1984,
p. 30). During this stage, the individual tests hypotheses based on what he or she has
critically developed throughout the first three stages o f the process (Kolb & Kolb, 2005;
Lisko & O ’Dell, 2010). An individual uses his or her initial feelings, observations, and
thoughts to determine the best course o f action (Turesky & G allagher, 2011). Once
experim entation is complete, the individual gains a new concrete experience and the
cycle restarts (Kolb, 1981, 1984).
Kolb (1984) identified four learning styles that are associated with the four stage
ELT model. These four styles com bine two o f the aforem entioned stages, and include:
(1) diverging (CE/RO), (2) assimilating (AC/RO), (3) converging (AC/AE), and (4)
accommodating (CE/AE) (Fry & Kolb, 1979; Ha & Verishagen, 2015; Turesky &
Gallagher, 2011). Kolb suggested that although individuals can use m ultiple learning
styles, most will gravitate towards one specific style at a time. As individuals mature
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through adolescence and subsequently progress into adulthood, the different learning
styles mature along with them (Kolb & Kolb, 2005).
Epistemology
This section explains the four elements fram ework identified by C rotty (1998).
First, the social constructivist epistemology is explained, which then provides a
foundation for the theoretical perspective o f interpretivism. Next, the Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) m ethodology is explained. The fourth level o f
C rotty’s fram ework identified as m ethods is explained further in C hapter 3.
Crotty (1998) described constructivism as “the m eaning-m aking activity o f the
individual m ind” (p. 58). Furtherm ore, Crotty (1998) viewed constructivism as “the
individual hum an subject engaging with objects in the world and m aking sense o f them ”
(p. 79). Cresw ell (2012) confirm ed C rotty’s b elief, stating that social constructivism
“seek[s] understanding o f the w orld in which [individuals] live and w ork” (p. 24).
Therefore, in this context, social constructivism specifically describes the individual
m eaning-m aking process as a social aspect (M ishra, 2014).
The social constructivist epistem ology is grounded by interpretivism becaust
social constructivism concerns the understanding o f individual experiences. A rising as
an alternate view to positivism , the main focus o f interpretivism is “to attem pt to
understand and explain human and social reality” (Crotty, 1998, pp. 66-67). Therefore,
the interpretivist process is crucial to the developm ent o f understanding. Crotty (1998)
stated that interpretivists seek to identify “culturally derived and historically situated
interpretations o f the social life-world” (p.67). Creswell (2012) described interpretivist
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and social constructivist beliefs— as well as the philosophical foundations— sim ilar to
Crotty.
W eber (1981) introduced the concept o f Verstehen, which literally means
“understanding” (p. 151). W eber argued that in order to understand som ething or
someone, one must approach understanding from the perspective o f the person or group,
encountering the experience. This perspective must be achieved w ithout the observer’s
culture or beliefs affecting the interpretative process. Crotty (1998) explained that
W eber’s theory o f Verstehen in the field o f social sciences contrasts the theory o f
Erkldren found in the field o f natural sciences (p. 67). Crotty explained that Erklaren is
more focused on “explaining” a phenom enon, rather than “understanding” the
phenom enon (p.67). Erklaren is aligned with positivist approaches, w hereas V erstehen is
closely associated with interpretivist approaches (Crotty, 1998). G rbich (2012) explained
that this interpretation o f understanding implies that “reality is viewed as socially and
societally em bedded and existing within the m ind” (p. 5). Grbich asserted that reality is
fluid, and therefore, individual knowledge and understanding are fluid.
The theoretical framework o f interpretivism is related to the areas o f
phenom enology and hermeneutics; therefore, these concepts play an integral role to the
m ethodological foundation o f interpretative phenom enological analysis (IPA) (Sm ith et
al„ 2009). IPA, which is presented in Chapter 3, is bound by phenom enology and
herm eneutics (Crotty, 1998). Thus, phenom enology and herm eneutics are explained to
clarify their relationship to IPA.
Husserl (1956a, 1956b; 2011) defined the study o f phenom enology as the
subjective discovery o f experience and essence. That subjective discovery is developed
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from an exploration o f conscious individual experience (Creswell, 2012; Crotty, 1998;
Grbich, 2012; Smith et al., 2009). Seeking understanding is som ething that has a long
history in the fields o f sociology, psychology, and philosophy (Giorgi, 2012). Giorgi
(2012) described that these areas o f social sciences drive phenom enology. H usserl’s
roots were predom inantly forged in the field o f philosophy, but were less apparent in the
areas o f psychology; therefore, m any o f his ideas were conceptual (Sm ith et al., 2009).
H usserl’s concepts have provided a foundation for other phenom enological traditions
developed by Heidegger (1996), M erleau-Ponty (1962), Sartre (1956), and M oustakas
(1994).
Heidegger (1996), a student o f Husserl (1956a, 1956b), was an integral
contributor to the developm ent o f phenom enology (Smith et al., 2009). H eidegger
presented the concept o f Da-sein, which focuses more on the idea o f existence (p. 10).
H eidegger’s theory contrasted H usserl’s more philosophically psychological belief. Dasein articulated that existence is built upon multiple aspects, such as the relationships
people have, the way people view the world around them, and how these experiences are
meaningful to each individual (Sm ith et al., 2009). Da-sein also suggests that individuals
should em ploy a certain amount o f “reflexive aw areness,” m eaning that individuals
should understand their world through “person-in-context” lenses (Sm ith et al., 2009, p.
17). Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009) explained that this person-in-contact perspective
is seen throughout phenom enology, but specifically, within the concept o f
intersubjectivity. Intersubjectivity is defined as the “shared, overlapping and relational
nature o f our engagem ent in the w orld” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 17).
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Other influential contributors to phenom enology include M erleau-Ponty (1962)
and Sartre (1956). M erleau-Ponty asserted that his foundation o f phenom enology was
built from H usserl’s (1956a, 1956b) teachings. Taking what Husserl began and
Heidegger (1996) continued, M erleau-Ponty developed his own perspective o f
phenom enology. H eidegger’s approach considered an individual’s w orldly existence,
whereas M erleau-Ponty’s approach asserted that individuals have an “ em bodied nature o f
[their] relationship to [the] w orld” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 18). M erleau-Ponty stated that
an individual’s knowledge is dictated by individual and unique point-of-view . Sartre’s
view reinforces the existential views o f Heidegger, who believed that “existence comes
before essence” explaining that individuals are constantly developing who they are
(Sm ith et al., 2009, p. 19). Smith et al. explained that individuals are not static entities
that must be discovered; rather they are constantly evolving to be understood. All o f
these philosophers play crucial roles in phenom enology creating a pillar for the
developm ent o f IPA (Sm ith et al., 2009).
Hermeneutics is about the study o f interpretation (Gardner, 2010, p. 2). The
Greek word herm eneuein, m eaning “to interpret,” is rooted in the m yth o f the Olympic
m essenger god, Hermes (Crotty, 1998, p. 88). Hermes believed in “transm uting what
[was] beyond human understanding into a form that human intelligence [could] grasp”
(Gardner, 2010, p. 36). The term hermeneutics was not used until the 17th century, when
it was used in relationship to the study o f biblical writings (Crotty, 1998; Gardner, 2010;
Smith et al., 2009). Herm eneutics has been described as “the struggle to uncover
m eaning from docum entary and textual sources that [are] substantially hidden or
estranged from the perceptions or sensibilities o f the present” (Gardner, 2010, p. 36).
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Therefore, an individual is responsible for extracting the obscure, and developing
meaning and understanding to the experience (Crotty, 1998; G ardner, 2010; Giorgi,
2006).
Schleiermacher divided hermeneutics into two categories: the gram m atical and
the psychological (Smith et al., 2009). Grammatical interpretation analyzes the literal
and objective m eanings o f texts, whereas psychological interpretation is concerned with
the “ individuality o f the author or speaker” (Sm ith et al., 2009, p. 22). Schleierm acher
(1998) articulated that the role o f the individual who observes and interprets is to not get
distracted by mechanical guidelines, but to use his or her own intuition to understand
w hat is occurring (see also Smith et al., 2009). Schleierm acher described three areas o f
m odem hermeneutics: “(a) the art o f presenting o n e’s thoughts correctly, (b) the art o f
com m unicating someone else’s utterances to a third party, [and] (c) the art o f
understanding another person’s utterances correctly” (p. 5). H eidegger (1996) and
Gardner (2010) em phasized sim ilar aspects o f Schleierm acher’s herm eneutics, focused
on the intricate relationship between those that are interpreting and those w ho are being
interpreted.
The herm eneutic circle is the process o f understanding both the individual
contextual parts, as well as the sum o f those individual parts (Crotty, 1998, p. 92). Smith
et al. (2009) explained that to understand the parts, one must look at the whole; however,
in order to understand the whole, one must look at the parts. For exam ple, in order to
understand a culture, a researcher must look at the people, traditions, and environm ent
representing that culture; however, to understand each o f those parts, one must look at the
culture. The hermeneutic circle is im portant to the developm ent o f understanding,
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because it provides a cycle o f understanding (Grbich, 2012). According to Smith et al.,
herm eneutics provides the second pillar to the foundation o f IPA.
Smith et al. (2009) explained that phenom enology and hermeneutics help
researchers understand the foundation, design, and im plem entation o f the interpretative
phenom enological analysis (IPA) method. IPA explores how individuals understand
their social and personal environm ents (Larkin, W atts, & Clifton, 2006; Smith et al.,
2009; Smith & Osborn, 2015; Smith, 2004). IPA is a fairly recent research method
introduced to the qualitative w orld in the late 1990’s by Smith (Smith et al., 2009).
IPA is identified as a dynam ic method in which the researcher plays an active role
throughout the research process (Sm ith et al., 2009). IPA research strives to understand a
phenom enological experience, not ju st from the participant’s point o f view, but by asking
the researcher to try and “take their side” (Smith & Osborn, 2015, p. 53). IPA provides
the researcher with a m ore critical look at the m otivations o f the participants, and whether
or not those m otivations are intentional (Smith & Osborn, 2015). W hile there are various
approaches w ithin the study o f phenom enology (Giorgi, 2006), IPA is com patible with
healthcare fields and the study o f psychology (Palmer, Larkin, de Visser, & Fadden,
2010; Parys, Smith, & Rober, 2014; Smith et al., 2009; Smith & Osborn, 2015). IPA’s
connection w ith herm eneutics is crucial because it identifies that “the central role for the
analyst in m aking sense o f [a] personal experience” is “strongly connected to the
interpretative or herm eneutic tradition” (Smith, 2004, p. 40). Overall, IPA— bound by
the social constructivist epistem ology and interpretivist theoretical foundation— is an
effective w ay to critically interpret and understand phenom ena that occur within society
(Sm ith & O sborn, 2015).
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W hat is M ental Health?
Mental health and psychology have existed for all o f human history (M icale,
2008). In approxim ately 1900 BC, mental health issues were identified as “ curious
behavioral disturbances,” and were first recorded as occurrences in adult w om en (M icale,
2008, p. 8). M icale (2008) docum ented that further mention o f psychology increased, as
did the popularity o f these fields o f study; this increasing interest was evidenced in the
fifth and fourth centuries B.C. by the works o f Hippocrates and Plato. The concept o f
female mental health issues was continually studied, with very little mention, o f male
psychology (M icale, 2008; Robinson, 1995). The notion o f gynecological determ inism —
a bias towards females— drove popular thought well into m odem tim es (M icale, 2008, p.
10). Based on these archaic theories, males “were definitionally excluded from the
disease” (M icale, 2008, p. 10). The late Renaissance period o f the 16lh and 17th centuries
docum ented that “hysteria” began appearing in adult males (Micale, 2008, p. 11). These
mental health issues were also often referred to as “m adness” (Young, 2010, p. 8) and up
until 16th to 17th centuries, much o f mental health was considered a religious issue
(M icale, 2008). Popular b elief stereotyped that m entally ill individuals were possessed
by the devil; however, follow ing this renaissance period, there was a shift towards
interpreting mental health issues as a medical issue (M icale, 2008).
Mental health is identified as “a state o f well-being in which every individual
realizes his or her own potential, can cope with the normal stresses o f life, can work
productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to her or his com munity''’
(W orld Health Organization, 2014, para. 1). When an individual’s mental health
becomes problem atic, dysfunction in various facets o f life are experienced (A nxiety and
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Depression Association o f America, 2014). The presence o f psychosocial stress can
effect individuals by creating mental health problems; however, these problem s do not
necessarily mean that individuals are clinically diagnosable with a mental health disorder
(Sadock, Sadock, & Ruiz, 2015). Mental health issues have a significant influence on an
individual’s ability to cope and persevere through difficult experiences (Com pton, 2010).
An individual’s psychosocial environm ent— including, but not limited to, em ployment,
relationships, social life, and living situation— plays a significant role in affecting his or
her mental health problem s (Am erican Psychiatric Association, 2013; Com pton, 2010;
National Alliance on M ental Illness, 2015; Sadock et al., 2015; W orld Health
O rganization, 2014).
The subsequent sections discuss various mental health issues found within the
general college population. However, problems related to mental health expand beyond
the college dem ographic (Sands & Gellis, 2012). The leading cause o f worldw ide
disability issues are mental illnesses and substance abuse problem s (W orld Health
Organization, 2016). Anxiety and depression are two o f the m ost com m on m ental health
issues in America (Anxiety and Depression Association o f America, 2014; Center for
Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality, 2015; National Alliance on M ental Illness,
2015; National Institute o f Mental Health, 2016). These two issues have drastic effects
on an individual’s ability to perform in work, school, and social environm ents, as well as
within relationships and day-to-day living (National Alliance on M ental Illness, 2015). A
study was conducted providing that 18.1 % o f adult Americans— approxim ately 43.6
million individuals— have experienced at least one type o f mental health condition;
specifically, 21.8% o f females, and 14.1% o f males (Center for Behavioral Health
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Statistics and Quality, 2015). That same study showed that different age groups
experienced mental health issues, finding that 20.1% o f 18 to 25-year-olds, 20.4% o f 26
to 49-year-olds, and 15.4% o f those older than 50-years-old were affected.
Anxiety is considered the most common mental health issue in A m erica (National
Alliance on Mental Illness, 2015). The Diagnostic and Statistical M anual o f M enial
Disorders 5 (DSM 5) (2013) classifies various types o f anxiety disorders, including
generalized anxiety disorder, panic disorder, posttraum atic stress disorder, and obsessivecom pulsive disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). W ithin the United
States, 5.7% o f adults reported being diagnosed with generalized anxiety disorder (GAD)
at least once during their lifetime (Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality,
2015). Among the other com mon anxiety disorders, life-long presence o f panic disorder
was found in 4.7% o f the study’s population, posttraum atic stress disorder in 6.8% o f the
population, and obsessive-com pulsive disorder in 1.6% o f the population (C enter for
Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality, 2015).
For the purposes o f defining and understanding overall anxiety, generalized
anxiety symptom s and features will be described. The DSM 5 identifies the following
characteristics related to GAD: (a) excessive worry, (b) difficulty controlling w orrisom e
thoughts, (c) restlessness, (d) fatigue, (e) poor concentration, (f) irritability, (g) sleep
problems, and (h) muscle stiffness (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). The DSM
5 explains that not all o f these sym ptom s need to be present in order to be diagnosed with
GAD, though they are com m only evident. Overall, anxiety issues can negatively affect
an individual’s ability to function on a regular day-to-day basis (A m erican Psychiatric
Association, 2013; National A lliance on Mental Illness, 2015).
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A 2014 study on mental health issues found that persistent depressive disorder,
also known as depression, exists in 2.5% o f the American population (C enter for
Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality, 2015). The DSM 5 categorizes depression as an
overall feeling o f sadness that persists, and is accom panied by various behavioral and
emotional sym ptom s (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). The DSM identifies
depressive sym ptom s, such as underactive/overactive appetite, insom nia/hypersom nia,
fatigue, poor self-esteem, concentration difficulties, feelings o f hopelessness, and suicidal
thoughts or actions. Sim ilar to anxiety problems, depressive issues have a significant
effect on an individual's ability to function regularly (A nxiety and D epression
Association o f America, 2014). Although some individuals may only experience one
episode o f depression during their lifetime, many who experience depression have
multiple recurrences o f depressive episodes (National Alliance on M ental Illness, 2015).
These episodes can last for a few weeks, or months, but for some they can last for many
years (Am erican Psychiatric Association, 2013; Anxiety and D epression A ssociation o f
America, 2014).
Com m on forms o f mental health treatment include psychotherapy and
psychopharm acology (Anxiety and Depression A ssociation o f America, 2014; National
Alliance on M ental Illness, 2015; National institute o f M ental Health, 2016).
Psychotherapy is provided by a credentialed mental health professional and can consist o f
various therapeutic approaches (Compton, 2010). Each therapeutic approach has specific
knowledge and training that is im plem ented by a licensed clinician upon assessm ent o f
mental health problems presented by the individual seeking treatm ent (Sands & Gellis,
2012). Psychopharm acology and medication m anagem ent are provided by a medical
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professional, consisting o f individual evaluation in order to determ ine the appropriateness
o f psychotropic medication as a treatm ent for mental health problem s (Sadock et al.,
2015). In many cases, a dual approach consisting o f therapy and medications has been
shown to be the m ost effective treatm ent approach (Anxiety and Depression A ssociation
o f America, 2014; Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality, 2015; National
Alliance on Mental Illness, 2015; National Institute o f Mental Health, 2016)
Although there are various classifications o f mental health disorders, along with
different treatm ent options, individuals do not need to have a clinical diagnosis for mental
health to affect their lives (National Alliance on M ental Illness, 2015). Often, the
psychosocial stress o f daily life responsibilities, such as work, school, family, and
finances, are among those which can contribute to mental health distress (A nxiety and
Depression Association o f America, 2014). This distress can have a significant effect on
a person’s well-being; however, the person can retain daily function while never being
clinically diagnosed (National Alliance on Mental Illness, 2015).
M ental Health in the College Population
Mental health problems w ithin college student populations are not a new
challenge presented to higher education institutions (larovici, 2014; Kadison &
DiGeronimo, 2004; Kraft, 2011; M. Wood, 2012). Kraft (2 0 1 1) credited Princeton
University with developing the first collegiate mental health service departm ent in 1910,
nearly 50 years after the first student health departm ent was opened at Amherst College
in 1861. W ithin a few years o f Princeton’s initiatives, other schools around the country
began to establish sim ilar program s (American Coliege Health Association, 2016). Kraft
explained that the prim ary driving forces behind these program s were by psychiatrists
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working w ithin the university setting. Psychiatric therapists and counselors were not
abundant and would not be until the mid-20th century; therefore, many o f the services
provided in these early clinics were narrowly focused in regard to the m edical field
(Barreira & Snider, 2010; Kraft, 2011).
In 1920, the American Student Health A ssociation— the precursor to the
American College Health Association (ACHA)— held a conference to discuss the
im portance o f caring for students’ mental health needs (American College Health
Association, 2016). At this meeting, Kraft (2011) acknowledged that Frankwood
W illiams, M.D., had identified the foundational com ponents necessary for providing a
com prehensive mental health program. These com ponents would becom e the launching
ground for further mental health initiatives later established by the 53 institutional charter
members in attendance (American College Health Association, 2016). Throughout the
1930s and 1940s, more national meetings were held, encouraging schools to continue
developing available student health services (Barreira & Snider, 2010; Kraft, 2 0 1 1;
Prince, 2015). By 1950, the need for mental health services had m ultiplied, and
psychiatrists could no longer assist all students in need; therefore, proposals were m ade to
have psychiatrists serve as consultants to other qualified mental health care providers
(Kraft, 2011). By the 1960s, several higher education institutions had established mental
health departments that were interdisciplinary in nature, thus providing a more thorough
level o f care for the student population (Kraft, 2011; Prince, 2015).
In 1961, ACHA (2016) developed the first edition o f college mental health
standards, titled Recomm ended Standards and Practices fo r a College Health Program
(RSPCHP). The RSPCHP publication gave higher education institutions and institutional
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representatives a framework for developing college mental health provisions. Between
1961 and the m id-1970s, there continued to be a growth o f mental health services in
colleges and universities (Am erican College Health Association, 2016; Kraft, 2011).
ACHA provided a central location for the advocacy and expansion o f these services.
Collaboration between the health education and mental health sections o f A H CA paved
the way for new programs on college cam puses across the country (Kraft, 2011). Kraft
stated that one o f the biggest initiatives involved the use o f prevention strategies in areas
o f mental health and substance abuse. Health education advances have fueled the growth
o f the college m ental health field over the last 40 years (Barreira & Snider, 2010; Prince,
2015). Mental health problem s, treatment, and prevention are not new concepts that
college and university cam puses face, outlining the continuous need for the field to
evolve (Prince, 2015).
There is widespread prevalence and magnitude o f mental health issues found in
college and university students (Becker, M artin, W ajeeh, Ward, & Shem , 2002; Bledsoe
& Baskin, 2014; Eisenberg & Chung, 2012; Eisenberg, Hunt, et al., 2012; G oelitz &
Rees, 2011; Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010; King et al., 2015). Zivin, Eisenberg, Gollust, &
Golberstein (2009) conducted a quantitative study to research the persistence o f mental
health issues found in a general student population. Zivin et al. surveyed 763 students at
two periods o f time - once for baseline data in 2005, and then a follow-up survey in
2007. The research found that over half o f the students studied experienced at least one
mental health issue during the baseline or follow-up surveys. O f the students who had
reported experiencing a m ental health issue at baseline, 60% also reported a mental health
issue in the follow-up survey. The m ost prevalent mental health issues recorded during
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the initial baseline survey were depression (n=l 17, 15.36%), eating disorders (n=139,
18.27%), self-injury (n=73, 9.90%), and anxiety (n=35, 4.75%). Upon follow-up, three
o f these four areas o f mental health issues showed a slight increase, w hereas depression
had decreased: depression (n=100, 12.93%), eating disorders (n=148, 18.93%), selfinjury (n=103, 13.93%), and anxiety (n=52, 6.97%), to be precise (Zivin et al., 2009).
Gruttadaro and Crudo (2012) conducted a nationw ide study centering on the
snapshot o f student mental health in higher education institutions. The researchers
focused on students with mental health problems who were currently enrolled, or who
had been enrolled in the previous five years. O f the total participants (n=765), they found
that issues related to depression (27% ), bipolar disorder (24%), and anxiety (11% ) were
the m ost prevalent. These findings show a higher presence o f mental health issues than
what was found in the Zivin et al. (2009) study. G ruttadaro and Crudo also found that o f
those students who w ere no longer in school, 64% reported they w ere not attending due
to their mental health issue(s). The participants in the study stated that retention
strategies centered on providing students with accom m odations, services, inform ation,
and support could have helped decrease that number. Additionally, the researchers found
that students have a difficult time disclosing personal inform ation due to the stigma
associated with mental health issues (Gruttadaro & Crudo, 2012).
Hunt and Eisenberg (2010) completed a literary review which found that stigm a
was a contributing factor to the lack o f disclosure and lowered desire to seek mental
health services. Stigm atization o f students with mental health issues is a recurring
problem faced by higher education institutions (M. W ood, 2012). Becker et al. (2002)
agreed that stigm atization occurs among students and faculty in college and university
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settings. Feeg, Prager, M oylan, Smith, and Culiinan (2014) presented a m ore recent
study, dem onstrating the prevalence o f mental health stigma on campuses: their study
consisted o f 309 student participants, who were asked to com plete a survey after reading
a story about a young girl with mental illness. Feeg et al. found various dem ographic
factors that were statistically significant to the stigm atization o f mental health. Students
who had never been m arried were more likely to distance them selves from people who
had mental health issues, to the extent o f being unw illing to assist them (t(277)= -2.11,
p=0.036). This same dem ographic population was found to be more likely to force
treatm ent on those presenting with mental health issues (t(277)=3.44, /?=0.042).
Additionally, the researcher also found that students who were under the age o f 25, were
more likely to force treatm ent on (?(272)=3.32, p=0.001) and have negative em otions
towards (f(270)=2.06, Jo=::0.041) m entally ill individuals than those individuals who were
over 25 years o f age. Overall, the findings o f the Feeg et al. study dem onstrated that
stigm a remains persistent among college students (Feeg et al., 2014).
Conversely, one study’s findings suggested that stigma w ithin the college and
university student population m ay not be as problem atic as what other researchers have
found. Eisenberg, Speer, and Hunt (2012) analyzed the Health M inds dataset o f 2007
and 2009. In a sample o f 2,350, a majority o f students (65% ) reported m inim al stigma
and positivity regarding the effectiveness o f mental health treatment. Eisenberg et al.
(2012) stated that “these data suggested that for many young people in recent cohorts,
help seeking and service use for mental health may be analogous in some ways to
pursuing a nutritious diet and exercise” (p.712). Eisenberg et a l.’s findings on stigm a is a
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different from what w as found in other literature (Becker et al., 2002; Feeg et a!., 2014;
M. Wood, 2012)
M ental health problem s and stigma are not isolated to Am erican college and
university populations (Ahmadi & Shahmohammadi, 2015; Am arasuriya, Jorm, Reavley,
& M ackinnon, 2015; Amarasuriya, Jorm, & Reavley, 2015; Sohrabi, K arim i, M alih, &
Keramatinia, 2015). A smdy o f medical students (n=4Q4) in Tehran showed that various
m ental health issues occurred w ithin the sample population. Some o f these issues
included obsessive-com pulsive tendencies (24.5% ), depression (16.8% ), and anxiety
(18.8%). Mental health severity scores were significantly lower in those students who
had no children, minimal econom ic strain, lived on campus, and had an overall
satisfaction with their personal life (Sohrabi et al., 2015). A study o f Sri Lankan students
showed that stigma surrounding mental illness existed in college students; however, those
students who had fam ily members, or friends, with mental health problem s, w ere less
likely to stigm atize fellow students inflicted with mental illness (A m arasuriya, Jorm,
Reavley, et al., 2015). Looking at global issues and trends are im portant when assessing
the online student population, because students are not located in a single shared region
(Kentnor, 2015).
Regarding the treatment o f various mental health issues, Eisenberg and Chung
(2012) used the Healthy Minds dataset to assess the adequacy o f treatm ent in students
presenting with depression. The researchers found that only 22% o f students received
treatm ent at a m inim ally adequate level. The researchers identified treatm ent in this
study as students who received counseling, prescribed an anti-depressant medication, or
given both. One o f the hardships for many college counseling centers is the lack o f
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resources that they are provided. W ood (2012) stated that financial issues, stigma, and
inability to adequately deliver counseling services are major barriers to college
counseling centers. One area developed by institutions across the country has been “the
creation o f threat m anagem ent com mittees and students-of-concem com m ittees” (Prince,
2015, p. 7). Prince stated that the formation o f com mittees could be im portant in helping
to assess, identify, and accom m odate students’ m ental health needs. These com m ittees
could help provide “support to students in distress” (Prince, 2015, p. 7).
The JED Foundation (2008) published an extensive docum ent explaining various
areas o f mental health service delivery. D eveloped as a resource manual for higher
education institutions, this publication provides inform ation on various areas beneficial to
students: (a) referrals outside o f the college/university setting, (b) past m edical record
retrieval, (c) appropriate follow-up following term ination, (d) w eb-based services, (e)
peer counseling initiatives, (f) transportation o f high-risk students to hospital settings, and
(g) providing counseling services to minors. The JED Foundation stated these various
areas can give campus representatives, along with students and their fam ilies, valuable
information to promote positive and healthy student outcomes. Along with the JED
Foundation, the Suicide Prevention Resources Center (SPRC) w ebsite has included
various resources to help institutions with providing mental health provisions, especially
in the areas o f depression and suicide prevention (Suicide Prevention Resource Center,
2015). M oreover, the SPRC is in agreement with many o f the JED Foundation’s
identified resources for college students.
The Healthy M inds Netw ork (HM N) is “dedicated to improving the mental and
emotional w ell-being o f young people through innovative, m ultidisciplinary scholarship”
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(The Healthy M inds Network, 2016, para. 1). The HMN organization has published
seven research briefs that assist institutions on various topics. Each b rief has been
formatted as a newsletter, containing inform ation that is succinct and visually easy to
read (The Healthy M inds Network, 2016). M uch o f the data used for these briefs
originated from the Healthy M inds studies com pleted in 2007 and 2009 (The H ealthy
M inds Network, 2013e). As presented throughout this section, this same data has been
extensively studied and reported on throughout the literature (Eisenberg & Chung, 2012;
Eisenberg, Hunt, et al., 2012; Eisenberg, Speer, et al., 2012; Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010;
King et al., 2015; Zivin et al., 2009)
The inaugural brief provided the econom ic effect o f mental health program m ing
and services within institutions o f higher education (The Healthy M inds Network,
2013e). G ulliver et al. (2015) stated that the “econom ic burden on the university restrict
the num ber o f students who can access face-to-face care” (p. 2). The second brief
explained how to use research in the im plem entation o f best practices in institutions (The
Healthy M inds Network, 2013b). A dditionally, the second HMN b rief described som e o f
the national resources available in the area o f college mental health. Providing support to
the student mental health population is crucial in cam pus success, and therefore, it is
important to address (Hixenbaugh, Dewart, & Towel!, 2012). The third b rief addressed
the benefits o f mental health gatekeepers in the com m unity and their ability to assist
students in need (The Healthy M inds N etwork, 2013a). The fourth brief docum ented the
prevalence o f eating disorders in the general college student population. This b rief cited
research that shows that 8-17% o f all students encounter issues related to eating disorders
(The Healthy M inds Network, 2013c). Eating disorders on college cam pus are
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problem atic for both males (M ayo & George, 2014) and female students (Stephens &
Wilke, 2016).
The fifth b rief concerned the use o f technology and social m edia in the field o f
mental health intervention (The Healthy Minds N etwork, 2013d). Horgan, M cCarthy,
and Sweeney (2013) stated that the rapid proliferation o f technology throughout the
college-aged population, has created new issues to consider when trying to help students.
M ore specifically, the acceptance and use o f technology to reach students “m ay improve
retention” (Horgan et al., 2013, p. 88). The sixth brief showed the prev,% nce o f
com orbid mental health and substance use problem s am ong the college and university
student population (The H ealthy M inds Network, 2014a). The report cited research that
showed 10% o f undergraduate students had experienced depression w ithin the last two
weeks, and o f that group, 50% o f those students reported heavily drinking.
Furthermore, Samuolis, Barceltos, LaFlarn, Belson, and Berard (2015) found that
students w ho were diagnosed with anxiety, depression, or substance addiction were
significantly predisposed to experiencing an identity distress problem as well (anxiety t( 166) = -2.96, p = .004; depression - 1( 166) = -3.78, p = .000; substance addiction t( 166) = -2.23, p = .027). Therefore, com orbid mental health and substance use issues are
important to study (Samuolis et al., 2015).
Lastly, the seventh b rief showed how social m edia has a significant positive and
negative effect on the mental health o f students. The positive effects include increased
effective com m unication, stronger connections with others, and at times, a better selfconcept. The negative effects include higher psychosocial distress, decreased self
esteem, internet addictions, an overload o f information, and a bad peer-m odeling effect
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(The Healthy M inds N etw ork, 2014b). Melton, Bigham, Bland, Bird, and Fairman
(2014) found that students’ social networking usage had a significant effect on health and
m ental-related areas, such as body mass index scores (p = .039) and sleep problems (p .005). N otably, sleep is an im portant com ponent to maintaining good mental health
(Sadock et al., 2015). M elton et al. (2014) found a significant variation in sleep patterns
when looking at students’ Tw itter usage (p = .002), video game usage {p = .000), and
total technology usage (p = .052). Overall, the Healthy M inds briefs provide higher
education personnel w ith valuable information related to the mental health aspects of
students.
A nother contributing factor to many students’ mental health pertains to past
bullying experiences (H olt et al., 2014). A study conducted with 413 first-year students
showed that past bullying experiences contributed to a lower mental health functioning
level; how ever, these students also reported having hope that it would not continue once
com ing to college. However, a regression analysis showed that past experiences o f being
bullied did not contribute to how students perceived their social life, or academic,
perform ance (Holt et al., 2014). Additionally, bullying experiences do not stop once
students reach the college, or university, level. Fee (2005) suggests that roommate
relationships are an unavoidable aspect o f social life in college. Various techniques were
proposed to establish how to deal with problem atic roommates. Fee (2005) postulated
that it is im portant to set boundaries with roomm ates in order to decrease the potential for
conflicts. Fee also explains that bullying behavior experienced in the college setting
contributed to a higher stress and anxiety level, which affects various areas o f college
life.
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Retention issues have aiso been linked with the mental health crisis on college
and university cam puses (Gruttadaro & Crudo, 2012; Rodgers & Tennison, 2009;
Theriot, 2013; M. W ood, 2012). Research has shown that approxim ately 5 million
students drop out o f higher education institutions each year (O ’Keeffe, 2013). O ’Keeffe
(2013) stated that students with disabilities are at a higher risk o f non-com pletion when
compared to those who do not have disabilities. Faculty relationships with students that
are presented in m ore detail later in this chapter contribute to an increase in overall
student well-being. O ’Keeffe (2013) asserted that the w ell-being o f students can be
contributed to the support, trust, and empathy provided by faculty m embers. A djusting to
college life is difficult for some students, which could affect retention and success
(Cohen, 2015; G oelitz & Rees, 2011; Gruttadaro & Crudo, 2012; Rodgers & Tennison,
2009). Gruttadaro and Crudo (2012) found that 73% o f their sample had “experienced a
mental health crisis while in college,” one o f the reasons given was that the students had
“difficulty adjusting to a new routine and environm ent” (G ruttadaro & Crudo, 2012, p.
17). Rodgers and Tennison (2009) found that students “dem onstrate negative em otional,
physical, [and] behavioral stress symptoms related to adjusting to college, and these
difficulties could negatively students’ success and retention” (p. 227).
Students mental health issues have also been found to contribute to problem s
within the classroom setting (O ’Keeffe, 2013). Faculty must be prepared to deal with
these concerns through m aintaining an effective faculty-student relationship (Kucirka,
2013). Counseling centers, peer support programs, online resources, and disability
services are just some o f the resources that colleges and universities use to help
accommodate students with mental health problems (Eisenberg & Chung, 2012; Hintz,
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Frazier, & Meredith, 2015; Horgan et al., 2013; O ’Keeffe, 2013; Phillips et al., 2012;
Sancrant, 2015; Tokatlidis, Kinna, Rousseau, Lulla, & W ilson, 201 i). School
representatives, such as faculty members, must be prepared to make referrals to these
resources in order to ensure student success (Gruttadaro & Crudo, 2012). Gruttadaro and
Crudo (2012) found that some students feel there is “a poor referral system for mental
health services and supports” (p. 15). These supports are presented in m ore detail in a
later section.
Legal C onsiderations o f M ental Health in College Environm ents
The Rehabilitation Act o f 1973 (2010) more specifically, Section 504 o f the Act
provides protection to individuals who experience any physical, em otional, or
psychological disability. This protection is not limited to face-to-face cam pus settings,
but all areas o f higher education, including the online cam pus environm ent. This
legislation was the first civil rights act specifically designed for persons with disabilities.
An amendment was made to Sections 504 and 508 during the Reauthorized
Rehabilitation Act o f 1998, which specifically addressed areas related to w eb-based
accessibility and disability services. The original Act also provided the foundation for
the Americans with Disabilities Act o f 1990 (ADA) and the Americans with Disabilities
Act Amendments Act o f 2008 (ADAAA) (W eb A ccessibility in M ind, 2013). As
previously presented, mental health issues are classified as a disability, and the federal
governm ent must consider the issue o f disabilities within the general college student
population (M egivem , Pellerito, & M owbray, 2003). These various legislative endeavors
have given rights to all A m ericans by providing education to all who have disabilities
(The Jed Foundation, 2008).
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The Office o f Civil Rights (OCR) is tasked with providing oversight,
enforcem ent, and im plem entation o f the Rehabilitation Act o f 1973 and the subsequent
legislative actions therein (Office o f Civil Rights, 2016). The OCR has regularly
distributed Dear Colleague letters, which inform the public o f initiatives, changes, and
contacts for the various com ponents o f civil rights enforcement. A num ber o f these
letters specifically target higher education institutions. In a D ear C olleague letter—
which had an accom panying D ear Parent letter— Monroe (2007) explained the transition
o f students with disabilities from secondary schools to post-secondary institutions. This
is im portant because adjusting to college life can be difficult for m any students
(Gruttadaro & Crudo, 2012; Rodgers & Tennison, 2009). The D ear Colleague letter
explained that approxim ately 2 m illion students had a docum ented disability during the
2003-2004 academic year. W hile secondary schools must adhere to the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), higher education institutions do not fall under ID EA ’s
mandates (M onroe, 2007). The letter provided ten suggestions for w hat students can do
to protect themselves, and offered an additional letter to parents in order to assist with the
transition (M onroe, 2007).
The following year, M onroe (2008) released another D ear C olleague letter that
targeted students with disabilities on the 18th anniversary o f the approval o f the ADA.
M onroe addressed the importance o f colleges and universities adoption o f program s that
use universal design (M onroe, 2008, p. 2). Use o f universal design helps accom m odate
m ost students’ educational needs (Frey, 2011; Lorenzetti, 2010; D. W ood, 2010).
M onroe (2008) stated that ‘“ universal design’ in web m aterials enhances the flexibility
and cross platform usability o f instructional sites for all students across different
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operating systems, browsers, personal digital assistants (PDAs), and m ultim edia” (p. 2).
Being able to adequately provide a platform accessible to all students w ith disabilities
helps minimize deficits in learning (Lorenzetti, 2010). M onroe explained that these
changes do not benefit only those with disabilities, but benefit all college students
enrolled in higher education institutions. In many ways, “changes originally intended to
benefit students with disabilities often improve the college experience for everyone”
(M onroe, 2008, p. 2). W ood (2010) also stated that “by providing a Universal Design
approach to learning all students will benefit, not just students with disabilities” (p. 6).
Since 2008, other D ear Colleague letters have been published targeting the
provision o f services and accommodations for higher education students with disabilities
(Ali, 2012; Galanter, 2013; Lhamon, 2014). Ali (2012) articulated a need for institutions
to pay attention to available access and appropriate accom m odations for all students,
regardless o f the type o f student being educated. Additionally, G alanter (2013) explained
specific provisions o f how the AD A/ADA AA applied to student athletes and those
students involved in extracurricular activities. The letter called out institutions that use
stereotypes and generalizations in on campus programming, im plying that the practice o f
generalizing was unethical and illegal. G alanter (2013) encouraged all institutions to
provide different opportunities in athletic and extracurricular programs for students with
disabilities. Similarly to G alanter’s (2013) letter on how athletes with disabilities were
treated on cam puses, Lhamon (2014) addressed how schools and higher education
institutions handle bullying. Although Lham on’s letter addressed prim arily secondary
school environm ents, the relevance to higher education institutions can be made.
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Bullying is not isolated to secondary school settings, and students with disabilities often
find themselves the victims o f such behavior (H olt et al., 2014).
Outside o f the governm ent’s involvement with disabled students through the
OCR, questions arise regarding legal responsibility o f students w hile attending an
institution (The Jed Foundation, 2008). Various court cases within and outside o f the
higher education arena have centered on individuals with disabilities, and more
specifically mental health problems. The responsibility lies on the institution to address
and assist students with mental health issues (Liebert, 2003; The Jed Foundation, 2008).
If a student becomes dangerous, or performs self-harm ful acts, after the institution was
made aware o f existing mental health issues, significant ram ifications could occur for the
school (Garrett Lee Smith M emorial Act, 2013; Schieszler v. Ferrum College, 2002; Shin
v. M assachusetts Institute o f Technology, 2002; T arasoff v. Regents o f the University o f
California, 1976; Wallace v. Broyles, 1998).
Precedential cases outside o f the higher education field have provided a
foundation concerning the responsibility o f addressing the needs o f individuals with
mental health issues. In Orcutt v. Spokane County (1961), the p la in tiffs adm inistrator
brought suit against Spokane County after a medication overdose resulted in suicide. The
adm inistrator argued that the county had been negligent regarding a road that had becom e
“washed out,” resulting in the plaintiff getting into a car accident (O rcutt v. Spokane
County, 1961, p. 1). The adm inistrator stated that the p laintiff was seriously injured,
therefore causing the plaintiff to becom e severely depressed. The low er courts ruled in
favor o f the county due to insufficient evidence; however, an appeal was filed and the
Supreme Court o f W ashington remanded the case back to the low er court due to an err in
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judgem ent. This court ruling dem onstrated that responsibility rests upon governing
bodies to protect and maintain a safe environm ent for all citizens, and therefore, is
applicable to students in the context o f higher education institutions (see also Cauverien
v. De Metz, 1959; M ullins v. Pine M anor College, 1983; Nelson v. M assachusetts Port
Authority, 2002).
If school officials, or representatives, know o f mental health issues that affect
others in the environment, the representatives are responsible for responding and w arning
others about the threat. In T arasoff v. The Regents o f the University o f California (1976),
graduate student, Prosenjit Poddar, became significantly depressed after he
m isinterpreted a relationship between him self and female student, Tatiana Tarasoff.
Poddar sought services from a psychologist at the school, disclosing that he had
dangerous and harmful thoughts towards Tarasoff. Poddar was hospitalized, but upon his
release, he killed Tarasoff. Tarasoff, nor her parents or family, were given w arning o f
Poddar’s intentions. The courts ruled that the institutional representatives were
responsible for notifying the other student o f the potential for harm. There is a
responsibility placed upon the institution, or the institution’s representatives, to address
mental health concerns o f students, especially when these concerns affect others within
the university or college environm ent ( T arasoff v. Regents o f the University o f California,
1976; The led Foundation, 2008).
High levels o f im portance are placed on organizations and institutions to provide
appropriate care for those individuals who experience a disability (Rehabilitation A ct o f
1973). In Wallace v. Broyles (1998), a football player was injured during a universitysanctioned game. Following the injury, team representatives gave the player a
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m edication to address the pain. Later, an investigation found that the school did not have
the authority to adm inister the medication, nor did they provide the player with
inform ation about potential side effects. W hile taking the medication, the player ingested
large amounts o f alcohol that contributed to the player killing him self via a self-inflicted
gunshot w ound to the head. The university was found responsible, and therefore
dem onstrated the im portance o f higher education institutions’ ability to provide adequate
and responsible care to all students ( Wallace v. Broyles, 1998). A lthough students are
ultim ately responsible for disclosing their disability (Phillips et al., 2012), institutions
must be prepared to have appropriate support available to address the concerns (The Jed
Foundation, 2008). Therefore, institutions o f higher education “[have] a responsibility to
provide some level o f care to prevent suicide or to mitigate suicide risk” (The Jed
Foundation, 2008, p. 25).
M ore specifically to the mental health needs o f students, Schieszler v. Ferrum
College (2002) showed that responsibility rests upon the institution in certain situations.
The p la in tiff s adm inistrator filed a wrongful death suit against the college because the
plaintiff experienced mental health issues and sought assistance from the university to
address those problems. However, the plaintiff later com mitted suicide in his residence
hall. The p la in tiffs adm inistrator stated that the college, residence life staff, and the
institution’s adm inistrators were responsible for the suicide because they w ere aw are o f
the student’s mental health issues and did not provide him with adequate care o r respond
appropriately to ensure his safety. The courts ruled in favor o f the p laintiff (see also
Wallace v. Broyles, 1998). This court ruling reinforces that institutions have an
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obligatory responsibility for students while they are on the face-to-face cam pus (The Jed
Foundation, 2008).
In Shin v. M assachusetts Institute o f Technology (2002), the question o f
institutional responsibility cam e into question. Shin, a student living on cam pus, died as
result o f a fire in her residence hail. The p la in tiffs adm inistrators filed a w rongful death
suit against the school, stating that the institution was negligent and Shin’s death could
have been prevented. The student was later determ ined to have a history o f mental health
issues and had taken an overdose o f medications prior to the fire. The student’s overdose
m ay have led the student to be unable to respond to the fire. The school argued that they
were not at fault because the p la in tiffs mental health issues began prior to her enrollm ent
at the school. This court case exem plified the high num ber o f successful suicides that
had taken place at the school. Even though institutions are responsible for providing safe
environm ents for their students and attempt to prevent student suicides (The Jed
Foundation, 2008), this court case dem onstrated that not all suicide cases are viewed the
same. The p la in tiff s adm inistrators and the school reached an undisclosed agreem ent
outside o f court; therefore, no final court judgem ent was officially made. The p la in tiffs
administrators later adm itted that due to the p la in tiffs overdose o f m edications, the death
was an accident. No disclosure was given on how much the school knew about the
student’s mental health issues (Shin v. M assachusetts Institute o f Technology, 2002). A
school does have a responsibility to all students (OeM aine, 2014) and m ust make
adequate attempts at offering the appropriate services to those students (The Jed
Foundation, 2008).
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In 2003, Garrett Lee Smith a college student in Utah com m itted suicide w hile at
school. The Garrett Lee Smith Act (2013) is dedicated to providing valuable resources to
students across the country by providing a variety o f services and program s to schools in
35 states and 16 tribal com m unities. The Act also provides funding to 38 colleges and
universities to help with suicide prevention initiatives. This Act provides the funding
necessary to support the Suicide Prevention Resources C enter (SPRC). The SPRC grants
m oney to programs that strive to intervene with students harboring suicidal tendencies
(Suicide Prevention Resource Center, 2015). The 2013 reauthorization also provides
funding for substance use disorder services and outreach on cam puses. This
reauthorization is im portant due to the prevalent nature o f m ental health and substance
related issues on college campuses (Samuolis et al., 2015; The H ealthy M inds Network,
2014a).
Attention must be given to the relationship between disabilities and discrim ination
w ithin the higher education environm ent (OeM aine, 2014). In Doe v. N ew York
University (1981), a student was admitted to the medical school program. After the
student was admitted and enrolled, the school discovered that she had not disclosed a
history o f psychiatric disabilities in the medical history section o f her application. Upon
New York U niversity’s discovery, the school asked that the student resign from the
program. The plaintiff filed suit after she was denied readm ission to the school, citing a
discrim inatory violation under Section 504. The courts determ ined that neither the
defendant, nor the plaintiff, could be awarded w hat they were seeking, and rem anded the
case to a jury trial. This court case is important to the field o f higher education, because
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it dem onstrates that both a school and a student have rights under Section 504 (see also
School Board o f Nassau County v. Arline, 1987).
Institutions do have the ability to restrict students and applicant abilities to
participate in som ething if they follow protocol set forth by the ADA and A DAAA (The
Jed Foundation, 2008; W eb A ccessibility in M ind, 2013). In Southeastern Com munity
College v. D avis (1979), a student was accepted and enrolled at Southeastern C om m unity
College. The student was interested in admittance to the institution’s nursing program,
but upon discovery o f the student’s hearing disability, was denied adm ission to the
program. The student filed a discrim ination suit against the school, stating that her
hearing disability was used as justification for denied admission. The courts ruled in
favor o f the school. Upon appeal from the student, the case was rem anded back to the
lower court, who sided with the student. The school filed for review and the courts
determined that the appeal be reversed. The court docum ented that the school was within
their rights under Section 504 to deny readmission. This court case dem onstrated the
ability o f higher education institutions to make decisions based on disability, as long as
the decision was not “based on unfounded fear, prejudice, or stereotypes” (The Jed
Foundation, 2008, p. 14).
If students are requesting accom m odations based on disability, the organization or
institution m ust adhere to disability laws as necessary (DeM aine, 2014; Phillips et al.,
2012). In Bartlett v. New York Board o f Law Examiners (1997), the p laintiff requested
extra time to take the bar exam due to a disability. The plaintiff filed suit, because the
Bar did not grant accom m odations. The courts determ ined that the Bar was incorrect in
their decision and the plaintiff was granted accom m odations from that point forward.
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However, in Price v. N ational Board o f M edical Examiners (1997), the courts ruled in
favor o f the defendant. The plaintiffs requested to have additional tim e to take their
medical board exam s due to their relative disabilities. The defendant did not award extra
time; therefore, the plaintiffs proceeded with a suit. The courts determ ined that the
students did not meet criteria for ADA designation, and therefore, the defendants were
not required to provide additional time. As has been presented in Jed Foundation (2008)
and DeMaine (2014), it is im portant for institutions to follow disability law and act
within specific disability law parameters.
This section explained how mental health law and statutes, such as Section 504,
the ADA, and the ADAAA, affect higher education institutions. M any times faculty
members discover the need for accom m odation much sooner than the institution does
(Phillips et al., 2012). Therefore, an understanding o f disability and mental health laws
and regulations help faculty and institutions to accurately and appropriately perform their
duties for students (The Jed Foundation, 2008).
Faculty Involvem ent with Mental Health in College Population
Faculty members are often the first line o f interaction with college and university
students experiencing mental health issues (B ecker et al., 2002; Phillips et al., 2012;
Schwartz, 2010; Ward, 2009); however, prior research has found that som e faculty have a
difficult tim e accepting students who present with these problem s (B ecker et al., 2002).
To some faculty members, the thought o f trying to help students who experience
emotional and behavioral problem s is overw helm ing (Bledsoe & Baskin, 2014). There is
a high level o f responsibility placed upon faculty to understand and intervene in
situations that involve students who have mental health issues (Phillips et al., 2012). The
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responsibility o f understanding and intervening has legal and ethical im plications, not
only for faculty members, but for institutions as a whole (Brockelm an & Scheyett, 2015).
A study o f 315 faculty members at a large, southern, public university surveyed
their understanding o f student mental illness (Becker et a l , 2002). The researchers
focused their attention on a num ber o f factors when considering the study’s participant
group. Personal dem ographics, faculty exposure and know ledge o f mental illness, ability
to refer, and an aptitude for coping with these issues were studied. The researchers found
that 96% o f all faculty participants perceived mental illness to be a serious condition in
need o f treatm ent by a m ental health specialist. The researcher also found that 33% o f
faculty respondents could not distinguish between students who had mental illness and
students w ho were tem porarily upset. Some faculty members struggle to understand and
address issues with students who have signs o f mental health problem s, such as feeling
overwhelm ed or anxious (Bledsoe & Baskin, 2014).

Becker, Martin, W ajeeh, Ward,

and Shem (2002) reported that 32.8% o f faculty respondents rarely or never discussed
these concerns with distressed students. The researchers also found that 53.1% o f the
faculty participants did not feel “com fortable when dealing with a student who has
sym ptom s o f a m ental illness” (Becker et al., 2002, p. 364). However, Sancrant (2015)
found that most faculty actually do feel com fortable addressing mental health concerns
with students.
Additionally, Becker et al. (2002) found that 42.1% o f faculty respondents
answered “rarely” or “never” to the statement: “student[s] with mental illness [are]
considered disabled and eligible for ADA benefits” (p. 363). Being able to provide, or
refer, students to on-cam pus mental health support services is one o f the m ost effective
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ways to increase student success (Eisenberg, Hunt, et al., 2012). However, Becker et al.
(2002) noted that o f the faculty respondents, 64.9% had made a referral to the university
counseling center, and 32.1% had made a referral to the disability services office.
Andrews, M cCabe, and W idem an-Johnston (2014) reported that these findings are
sim ilar in secondary school settings. In Andrews et al., 62.7% o f participants reported
answering “strongly agree” or “agree” that they are responsible for addressing and
m aking referrals for students who have mental health issues (p. 267).
Brockelman and Scheyett (2015) com pleted a mixed methods study with 168
faculty members at a large, southern, public university. The researchers focused on the
ethical and legal implications o f working with students experiencing mental health
problems. The ethical and legal com ponents o f mental health in the college environm ent
are important to understand because it can help drive inform ed institutional decision
making (The Jed Foundation, 2008). Brockelman and Scheyett found that m ost faculty
members were supportive o f students who had mental health issues. Faculty m em bers
that provided support— extra time on assignments and tests, extended deadlines, referrals
to campus support services, am ong others— saw that the additional support positively
affected the student and increased the student’s effectiveness in the classroom setting.
Extended deadlines for students were used by 117 (69.6%) o f the faculty respondents, o f
which 86 (73.5% ) reported that this strategy had shown to be effective (Brockelm an &
Scheyett, 2015). Brockelman and Scheyett (2015) found that 63.7% o f faculty
members— sim ilar to Becker et al.’s (2002) finding o f 64.9%-— made a referral to the
university counseling center if a student presented with mental health issues. O f those
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faculty m em bers, 41.1% found that referrals are an effective strategy for increasing
student success.
Several recent dissertation studies have assessed faculty understanding o f and
response to students with mental health issues (Kucirka, 2013; Sancrant, 2015; Schwartz,
2010; Thom as, 2015; Ward, 2009). Kucirka (2013) conducted a grounded theory study
focusing on the experiences o f 13 nursing school faculty members and their interactions
w ith students experiencing mental health issues. A four-step model was established on
how these faculty m em bers interfaced with the students: (1) noticing, (2) responding, (3)
experiencing, and (4) reflecting. Kucirka suggested that this four-step cycle appears to be
m ost effective w hen w orking with students who have mental health concerns (Kucirka,
2013). This cycle has som e sim ilarities with some other learning and experiential
theories found w ithin the realm o f education (D. A. Kolb, 1984; Mezirow, 1997). Kolb’s
(1984) Experiential Learning Theory states that learning is com prised o f feeling,
w atching, thinking, and doing. Similarly, M ezirow ’s (1990, 1997) Transform ative
Learning T heory identifies five stages: (1) the event, (2) assumptions, (3) encouraging
reflection, (4) encouraging discourse, and (5) testing learned perspective.
Sancrant (2015) looked at how faculty and staff members at higher education
institutions help support students with mental health issues. Sancrant’s
phenom enological study consisted o f 12 interviews with faculty m em bers and 12
interview s w ith staff m embers. Some o f the com m on themes found throughout the
participant responses were the boundaries with students and the connection between
student and faculty/staff. Song, Kim, and Luo (2016) explained that the student-teacher
relationship is im portant for successful student outcomes, which corresponds with
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Sancrant’s findings. Sancrant also found another theme, which centered on faculty
m em bers’ awareness to make referrals for support services. Mitchell et al. (2012)
reported that “faculty [have an] involvement in mental health prom otion,” which includes
“receiving training regarding college student mental health issues, referring students for
counseling services, and requesting educational programs on mental health issues for
students” (p. 24). Lastly, Sancrant found that faculty should follow-up with students who
have mental health issues. If faculty and staff can strengthen their skills in each o f these
identified themes, it is possible to increase student success (Sancrant, 2015).
Schwartz (2010) conducted a qualitative study concerning the role o f faculty
members when responding to students who are acutely distressed. One aspect o f the
findings showed that early on in their career, a faculty m em ber is more apt in taking on
the student’s distress; however, faculty members who had been in academ ia longer were
more apt to rely on cam pus support services, such as counseling centers (Schwartz,
2010). Sancrant (2015) found that active faculty presence is im portant w hen referring
students who have mental health issues to support services. Becker et al. (2002) found
that a high percentage (80%) o f faculty members address mental health concerns with
their students; however, the study did not specify the faculty participant’s length o f time
in academia. Schwartz also found that campus-wide training in the area o f mental health
m ight not be as effective as previously thought within the literature; therefore, the author
suggested alternative strategies m ust be used. These strategies include: (a) identifying
specific faculty members to serve as liaisons to the students in distress, (b) focus training
initiatives to individual departments as opposed to the whole campus, and (c) promote a
higher level o f mental health awareness among the faculty body (Schwartz, 2010).
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W ard (2009) com pleted a single-site phenom enological study looking at the
perceptions o f faculty m em bers when interacting with students experiencing mental
health problems. W ard’s study consisted o f interviews and docum ent analyses. The
interviews were conducted with faculty at one higher education institution. After
recruitment, the researchers had 51 faculty m ember participants (27 males and 24
females). W ard’s study identified three m ajor themes: (a) most faculty felt that their
responsibility as a teacher was m ore important than other institutional roles, (b) most
faculty felt that their role was to engage with students regarding their m ental health
concerns, and (c) most faculty were interested in being trained within the appropriate
limits o f their abilities. These themes are consistent with the findings in Sancrant (2015)
and Schwartz (2010), em phasizing the importance o f rem aining engaged w ith students
and acquiring training in the area o f mental health. W ard’s findings showed that faculty,
when provided appropriate training and support, feel com fortable w orking with students
w ho present with mental health issues (Ward, 2009). Becker et al. (2002) explained that
faculty need to be com fortable when working with students who have m ental health
issues in order to promote increased student success. Becker et al. concurred with
W ard’s identified theme that training should be provided to faculty members. Becker et
al. (2002) explained that “new supported education program s” must be provided to help
faculty better engage and address students who have mental health issues (p. 367).
Thomas (2015) studied faculty m em bers’ attitudes towards student mental health
issues in tw o-year college settings. Thom as’ quantitative study involved 82 faculty
participants who reported how confident they felt in the areas o f mental health
identification and intervention in the general college student population. A limited
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num ber o f faculty felt that they could identify a student who had m ental health problems:
32.1% reported “som etim es,” 11.5% reported “often,” and 0.0% reported “alw ays”
(Thomas, 2015, p. 79). A faculty m em ber’s ability to identify student mental health is
important, because “the prim ary advantage o f identifying mental health conditions is the
opportunity to intervene and hopefully influence a more positive outcom e than m ight
otherwise be the case” (Cleary, Horsfall, Baines, & Happell, 2012, p. 954).
Thomas (2015) also reported that 72.5% o f faculty felt that they w ere able to
“ convince” a student to seek university counseling center services, if mental health issues
were identified (at either the “som etim es,” “often,” or “alw ays” levels) (p. 79). Thom as
asserted that a student would benefit from faculty ability to direct the student to support
services. As G ruttadaro and Crudo (2012) found, 61% o f students w ho had mental health
issues found counseling to be “critical to [their] success” (p. 16). Regarding mental
health services on campus, Thomas found that 53.8% o f faculty were either “fam iliar,” or
“ very fam iliar,” with services provided (p. 82). Additionally, Thom as found that 31.5%
o f respondents were not com fortable dealing with a student who has mental health issues.
W ard (2009) and Becker et al. (2002) both agreed that getting faculty m ore com fortable
with the mental health needs o f students could be beneficial. Faculty discom fort o f
working with students who have mental health issues translated into some fear and
anxiety within the classroom setting (Thomas, 2015).
Student fear and anxiety can affect the classroom setting and many times faculty
members find themselves confronting these mental health problem s (Bledsoe & Baskin,
2014). Bledsoe and Baskin (2014) evaluated the literature, offering eight strategies for
educators when interacting with students who are fearful, or anxious. First, Bledsoe and
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Baskin stated that teachers must take initiative to educate themselves on student fear and
the effect fear has on students. Bledsoe and Baskin (2014) stated that fear is a “ com plex
emotion and can take different shapes and forms in a classroom setting” (p. 36). Theriot
(2013) found that students experience fear when interacting with som eone who has
mental health issues; however, it was found that the use o f popular m edia (film,
television, and other media) helped to decrease fears associated with mental illness and
stigma. Second, Bledsoe and Baskin explained that teachers need to understand that
outside factors m ight contribute to a student’s fear inside the classroom. Some o f the
outside stressors included em ployment while in school, family problem s, and com m uting
because these stressors exacerbate an already stressful school environm ent. Byrd and
M cKinney (2012) concurred that many individual and interpersonal factors can increase
mental health concerns within the general college student population; therefore, the
researchers explained that understanding those factors can help both faculty and students.
Third, Bledsoe and Baskin stated that teachers must be skillful in educating their
students about anxiety, which includes providing “guidance in learning how to m anage”
the anxiety (Bledsoe & Baskin, 2014, p. 36). One reason this could be a challenge is that
faculty are not as skilled at interacting with underclassm en, especially freshmen.
Gruttadaro and Crudo (2012) found that students who have mental issues have higher
rates o f attrition. Russo-G leicher (2013) explained that attrition could be reduced if
faculty had better training and responses to distressed students. Fourth, Bledsoe and
Baskin explained that teachers m ust create an environm ent that nurtures students. This
environm ent provides students with an increased ability to trust, which translates into a
more positive experience for the students. W ard (2009) explained that “ students [with
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inappropriate or alarming behavior] could benefit from [a] faculty m em bers’ engagem ent
with them ” (p. 72). Gruttadaro and Crudo (2012) stated that “ survey respondents felt that
faculty and staff are in positions o f influence” when com ing into contact with students
with mental health issues, making faculty engagem ent important to understand (p. 21).
Fifth, Bledsoe and Baskin (2014) suggested that teachers m ust be active in
com m unicating with their students outside o f the classroom setting. Extending
com m unication helps to enhance a student’s confidence. Faculty often have extended
office hours outside o f class; however, “many students may feel intim idated or
confused.. .and or too em barrassed.. .to take up the offer” (Bledsoe & Baskin, 2014, p.
38). The use o f social media has been a method o f com m unication that has helped
students with mental health issues; however, uncertainty surrounds w hether or not
benefits exist when faculty m em bers engage w ith students through social m edia (The
Healthy M inds Network, 2014b). Song, Kim, and Luo (2016) stated that faculty m em ber
self-disclosure towards students can be an effective m ethod o f engaging in “interpersonal
com munication practices” (p. 441). Sixth, Bledsoe and Baskin reported that teachers
could conduct activities such as icebreakers in order to reduce anxiety w ithin the
classroom setting. The researchers explained that these activities seek to make the
environm ent less intimidating, and thus more enjoyable. Sancrant (2015) found that
when faculty can connect with students, increased student success is achieved.
Sever.m, Bledsoe and Baskin (2014) suggested “incorporat[ing] active learning
strategies into [their] normal teaching routine” (p. 39). Bledsoe and Basking asserted that
classroom settings are more stress-free when faculty m em bers use active learning
techniques. Lastly, Bledsoe and Baskin stated that teachers must understand what
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resources are available on cam pus to help students in distress. Having and using the
know ledge o f available support services will help to increase student success on most
cam puses (Becker et al., 2002; Bledsoe & Baskin, 2014; Brockelm an & Scheyett, 2015;
Sancrant, 2015; Schwartz, 2010; Ward, 2009).
Faculty m em bers play a vital role in helping college students achieve success on
campus (Bledsoe & Baskin, 2014). A faculty m em ber’s roles is im portant because many
times he or she is the first institutional representative to notice a students w ho has mental
health issues (Phillips et al., 2012). Therefore, this role considers how well faculty
members understand the mental health issues o f college students (B ecker et al., 2002), as
well as how they respond to those students (Sancrant, 2015). O verall, faculty m em bers
m ust understand, engage, and support students who present with mental health issues
(Becker et al., 2002; Brockelman & Scheyett, 2015; Sancrant, 2015; Schwartz, 2010).
Support Services Available to College Students
In order to address problem atic issues, prom ote educational success, and increase
student retention, support services are available to students in college cam pus
environm ents (Eisenberg & Chung, 2012; Hintz et al., 2015; Morgan et al., 2013; Hunt &
Eisenberg, 2010; Nichols, 2010; Tokatlidis et al., 2011). This section prim arily focuses
on mental health services found on college and university cam puses; however, disability
services available to college and university students needs brief additional attention.
Institutional attentiveness o f disabilities is especially required within the online
environment, where additional difficulties arise due to the technological nature o f
instruction (DeM aine, 2014; Frey, 2011; Lorenzetti, 2010; Phillips et al., 2012; D. Wood,
2 010 ).
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The Office o f Civil Rights (OCR) (2 0 1 1) published a docum ent to serve as a
guide for students with disabilities who were transitioning into the post-secondary school
setting. The docum ent stated that in order for a student to receive accom m odations due
to a disability, docum entation is required in order for the school to substantiate that claim.
Accommodations provided can include, but are not limited to, extra time on tests,
extended deadlines on assignments, alternative testing environm ents, tutors, note-takers,
technology provisions, and an adjusted schedule (Ali, 2012; OeM aine, 2014; Office o f
Civil Rights, 2011; Pearson, 2014; Phillips et al., 2012). Much o f the literature pertaining
to accommodations in the online environm ent has focused prim arily on physical
disabilities, rather than mental and em otional disabilities (Frey, 2011; Lorenzetti, 2010;
D. Wood, 2010).

W ith regard to physical disability, these authors stated the im portance

o f providing an environm ent conducive to effective learning.
W ithin the online environm ent, accessibility and accom m odations are important
when working with physical lim itations (D. W ood, 2010). Those with different abilities
may require various adjustm ents m ade to their environm ent in order to increase success
(Lorenzetti, 2010). Some o f these accom m odations include readability, increasing size o f
fonts and text, creating transcripts for video files, and providing specific tem plates to help
with uniform ity (Frey, 2011). Other literature states that instructors m ust be careful with
file attachments and w ebsite viewing ability, with consideration o f the technological
limitation that every com puter projects visual displays differently (Lorenzetti, 2010).
W ood (2010) stated that em otional disturbances could pose accessibility
challenges in the future. W ood speculated that the increase in veterans returning from
com bat who had acquired posttraum atic stress disorder would increase the dem and for
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accommodations concerning mental health issues. Students presenting w ith mental
health problems on cam pus have access to counseling support services (Eisenberg &
Chung, 2012). Although some colleges and universities may not have on-cam pus
counseling services, students are still able to access services provided w ithin the local
com m unity (Becker et al., 2002).
Eisenberg and Chung (2012) conducted research that focused on the adequacy o f
depression treatment am ong colleges and universities students. The 8,488 sample
respondents answered survey questions on depression treatm ent options, accessibility,
and follow-through. O f the 1,607 (19%) respondents who stated they had experienced
depression over the last 12 months, 34.5% reported that they had sought counseling
services. O f those students who stated they had “severe depression” (n=622, 7% ), 43.7%
reported that they had sought counseling services (Eisenberg & Chung, 2012, p. 216).
Counseling service requests increased when depression and suicidal ideations were
present. The researchers discovered that o f the 310 (4% ) students who had experienced
depression and suicidal thoughts. 46.8% sought counseling services (Eisenberg & Chung,
2012). Gruttadaro and C rude (2012) found that colleges and universities m ust have
suicide prevention activities in place in order to increase m ental health awareness.
Campus awareness includes m aking students “aware o f resources available to them on
cam pus,” such as counseling services (Gruttadaro & Crude, 2012, p. 10).
Eisenberg and Chung (2012) also found that students who attended at least seven
sessions with a counselor found the treatment to be adequate. O f those students w ho had
reported depression over the last 12 months, 56.3% found treatm ent to be adequate.
Another 59.3% o f students identified as having severe depression and found treatm ent to
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be adequate. O f students who had reported both depression and suicidal ideations, 62.8%
found treatm ent to be adequate. The counseling services that these students used w ere
not isolated to on-cam pus services, but were also provided by outside resources
(Eisenberg & Chung, 2012). Becker et al. (2002) stated that faculty felt com fortable
when referring students to on-cam pus counseling services (62.7% ), as well as off-cam pus
counseling resources (50.9% ). Eisenberg and C hung’s findings dem onstrated that
treatm ent services for depression can be effective for students and if support services are
not available on cam pus, “referrals.. .and coordination with off-cam pus services” should
be attempted (Gruttadaro & Crudo, 2012, p. 16).
Outside o f campus and com m unity counseling resources, other support services
for students emerged. Tokatlidis, Kinna, Rousseau, Lulla, and W ilson (2011) conducted
research on a program called “A sk Counselling” (AC) at a university in M elbourne,
Australia (p. 33). The AC program was a question and answ er service available through
an online format. Students subm itted questions to counselors through the online form
and counselors publicly posted online responses for others to see. Q uestions involved
school issues, relationship concerns, psychosocial stressors, problem s w ith family
members, and mental health concerns. The researchers found that 59% (n=163) o f the
questions were subm itted by students who had no prior contact with the university
counseling center (Tokatlidis et al., 2011). Similarly, the Healthy M inds Network
explained that social m edia could also be used to support students in an online format
(2014b). Morgan, M cCarthy, and Sweeney (2013) also found that online support option
for students were beneficial.
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Morgan, M cCarthy, and Sweeney (2013) studied the efficacy o f a peer-supported
online forum for students with depressive issues. The m ixed methods design consisted o f
117 students, enrolled in post-secondary schooling, who had self-reported depressive
symptoms. The w ebsite offered services to students between the ages o f 18-24 years old
(male=76, female=42). The quantitative results provided no statistically significant
findings; however, the qualitative thematic analysis yielded valuable inform ation. The
primary themes included: (a) depressive symptom s and loneliness, (b) website beneficial
in building com munity and support from others (c) reciprocal advice giving by
participants, and (d) pressure o f “ academic cris[es]” (Morgan et al., 2013, p. 87). Online
interventions “will have a grow ing and pervasive effect on human interaction,” which
could be beneficial to all students (The Healthy M inds Network, 2014b, p. 2).
Considering the differences found in com paring face-to-face and online environm ents,
online interventions could be used to “ gain access to hard-to-reach populations” (The
Healthy M inds Network, 2014b, p. 2). Online interventions can also be extended to
assessing risk for student mental health problems, such as suicide (K ing et al., 2015).
King et al. (2015) com pleted a randomized pilot control study on the efficacy o f
suicide risk screening and intervention, which was completed online by college students.
The online program developed was called eBridge and 76 students w ere selected to
participate based on screening positive for suicidal risk (King et al., 2015, p. 631).
Suicidal risk was achieved if students said “yes” to at least two o f the following: (a)
suicidal ideations, (b) suicide attem pt history, (c) depression, and (d) alcohol abuse (King
et al., 2015, p. 630). The eBridge program showed a significantly higher willingness to
seek help. King et al. com pleted an adjusted-means regression analysis, showing that
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significance was found w hen talking to family members (p=.007), friends {p=.010), or a
mental health specialist (p -.O O l). O ther findings by King et al. showed that stigm a was
lower in the at-risk mental health student population (p=.040). G ruttadaro and Crudo
(2012) found that stigma is im portant to consider when im plem enting a program
incorporated into a general college population prim arily because o f the “perceived stigma
and em barrassm ent associated with help-seeking behavior” (The Healthy M inds
Network, 2013d, p. 1). Students who used the eBridge resource felt that the service was
beneficial (King et al., 2015).
Hintz, Frazier, and M eredith (2015) also studied the efficacy o f a w eb-based
stress m anagem ent tool for post-secondary students. After conducting two pilot studies
to ensure that the intervention could help to secure control, participants w ere split into
three groups. The three groups included: (a) those in the control intervention, (b) those in
the control intervention including feedback, and (c) those who received inform ation on
stress only. The two control groups had students who had lower levels o f anxiety,
depression, and stress post-intervention when com pared to the stress-inform ation only
group at posttest and follow-up three weeks later (Hintz et al., 2015). These findings are
congruent with other online interventions targeted at supporting college students (Horgan
et a!., 2013; King et al., 2015; Tokatlidis et al., 2011).
Overall, mental health support services for students on college cam puses and
within the com m unity can prove to be effective (Eisenberg & Chung, 2012; Eisenberg,
Hunt, et al., 2012). Mental health problems are considered a disability (O ffice o f Civil
Rights, 2011); therefore, on campus support services, such as counseling centers and
disability services, can be beneficial to students in need (Eisenberg & Chung, 2012;
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Eisenberg, Speer, et al., 2012). Recent literature has shown efficacy in the areas o f online
support and interventions (H intz et al., 2015; Morgan et a l , 2013; K ing et a l , 2015;
Tokatlidis et al., 2 0 1 1). Therefore, online students— who many tim es do not come to a
physical cam pus— may benefit from counseling services (Barr, 2014).
Online Education
Online education in the United States has been rapidly increasing over the last
few decades (Allen & Seaman, 2013, 2015; Barr, 2014; Dooley & M urphrey, 2000;
Kentnor, 2015; L. D. M itchell, Parlamis, & Claiborne, 2015; Nash, 2015). Research has
been conducted to com pare the online environm ent with face-to-face environm ents
(Allen & Seaman, 2013, 2015; M illiron, 2010). Online student enrollm ent during a fiveyear span (2007-2012) rose from 21.4% (3.9 million students) to 32.5% (6.7 million
students) (Kentnor, 2015). Increased enrollm ent has been attributed to many factors
including, but not limited to, advancem ents in technology, the flexibility o f online
learning, the changing student dem ographic, and the num ber o f online course offerings
(Ally, 2008). This section explains the effects that technology, students, and
institutionally lead initiatives have on advancing online and distance learning.
Although online learning is an educational advancem ent that has gained
mom entum over the last 30 years, the course o f distance education can be traced back as
far as the 18th century (Kentnor, 2015). K entnor (2015) stated that the developm ent o f
distance learning over the last 300 years mirrors the advancements in com m unication
technologies. In 1728, the first known reference to distance education appeared in the
Boston Gazette by Caleb Phillips, who offered correspondence education through post
office delivery. K entnor (2015) explained that correspondence learning continued to
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grow through parcel post over the next 150 years. The invention o f the telegraph in 1861,
and the telephone in 1876 provided the precursors to m ethods o f mass com m unication
transm ission (Harasim, 2000). A ccording to H arasim (2000), these com m unication
methods aided the advancem ent o f distance learning. After the invention o f the radio in
1894 by M arconi, educators attempted to find ways to expand the educational footprint
using transm itter com m unication (Kentnor, 2015). K entnor stated that the University o f
W isconsin was the first to use radio as a medium for distance learning in 1919. By 1922,
the author reported that 73 other institutions had acquired radio broadcast licenses.
Approximately one decade later, the University o f Iowa began using television as
a medium for distance education (Kentnor, 2015). K entnor cited that Iow a’s original use
o f televisions was experimental, but it laid the foundation for w hat was to come.
Between 1948 and 1952, the Federal Com m unications Com m ission (FCC) evaluated the
network airwaves to minimize interference from com peting broadcasts (K entnor, 2015).
Kentnor explained that by 1966, the FCC had reserved 632 broadcast channels. O f those
channels, approxim ately two-thirds o f them w ere reserved by educational institutions,
one-third by state and local educational bodies, and one-third by colleges and
universities. The early to mid-1970s dem onstrated a dramatic shift in the field o f
distance learning because “human com munication [could occur] over distributed
com puter netw orks” (Harasim, 1996, p. 203). The first fully integrated online course was
developed in 1981, and by 1982, the first online program was initiated (H arasim , 2000).
Distance learning continued to grow rapidly, and by the 1990s new heights were achieved
with the developm ent and expansion o f the internet (Harasim, 1996, 2000; Kentnor,
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2015). These historical factors laid the foundation for the development o f contemporary
online education (K entnor, 2015).
The Babson Survey Research Group (BSRG)— along with other collaborative
partners throughout the country— publishes an ongoing report centering on the state of
the online education m ovem ent. Allen and Seaman (2015) surveyed over 2,800 higher
education institutions, along with data from the National Center for Education Statistics’
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). Allen and Seaman (2015)
m ost recently explained findings that considered various aspects o f online learning.
Allen and Seam an are regularly cited as authorities in the field o f online education
research (A lly, 2008; A nderson, 2008a; Atchley et al., 2013; Bolliger & Halupa, 2012;
Kentnor, 2015; L. D. M itchell et al., 2015; Nash, 2015; Stoessel, Ihme, Barbarino,
Fisseler, & Sturmer, 2015).
The data showed that the larger the institution, the more likely it is that they offer
online program m ing (A llen & Seam an, 2015). The IPEDS data stated that 47.5% o f
institutions with few er than 1,000 students offer online courses. For institutions that have
between 1,000 and 4,999 students, the percentage considerably increased (83.6%).
Institutions with over 5,000 students offer approxim ately a 95% online course-offering
rate. The BSRG data reflected sim ilar numbers for institutions over 1,000 students;
how ever, for those institutions with fewer than 1,000 students, the BSRG num ber is
slightly over 80%. The authors hypothesized that this variance is due to the definition o f
an online program in both o f the studies (Allen & Seaman, 2015). Institutional size is
also im portant when considering which programs are offered in the online environment
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(Heubeck, 2008). Heubeck (2008) stated that larger “public universities paid for by state
dollars can handle obscure programs online schools can ’t” (p. 31).
Additionally, Allen and Seam an’s (2015) report considered the enrollm ent
changes between 2012 and 2013 for public, private not-for-profit, and private for-profit
institutions. Public institutions saw the largest increase at a rate o f 4.6% (approxim ately
160,000 students). Private not-for-profit institutions saw a more significant increase at
12.6% (approxim ately 86,000 students). The private for-profit sector was the only o f the
three to decline in enrollm ent at a rate o f -7.9% (approxim ately 63,000 students). Allen
and Seaman considered w hether or not the individuals felt their institution’s online
initiatives had a strategic mindset. In 2014, 70.8% o f respondents reported that they
agreed, and felt that their institutions had a long-term online learning strategic plan (Allen
& Seaman, 2015). As K entnor (2015) reported, there was a significant increase in online
enrollment between 2007 and 2012, brought on by the high num ber o f institutions that
offered online program m ing (Simpson, 2012). Simpson asserted that distance learning is
more widely accessible, which has contributed to the increase in online enrollm ent. W ith
the expansion o f online learning, “a student no longer [has] to travel to a fixed location
several times a w eek” (Simpson, 2012, p. 4).
Allen and Seaman (2015) then assessed the learning outcom es o f students in the
online environm ent and in the face-to-face environment. Between 2003 and 2014, there
was a trend illustrating that the perceptions o f both environm ents are grow ing more
similar. In 2014, 57.9% o f ch ief academic officers reported that the two environm ents
were the same. Allen and Seaman (2015) reported that “a consistent finding over the
twelve years o f these reports is the strong positive relationship o f academic leaders at
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institutions with online offerings also holding a more favorable opinion o f the learning
outcomes o f online education” (p. 19); therefore, positive learning outcom es contribute to
student retention (Prosser & Sze, 2014). Aversa and M acCall (2013) found that various
initiatives from faculty, staff, and adm inistrative aid increased retention in the online
environment. These initiatives include providing adm inistrative support, student support,
better delivery methods, appropriate preparation o f faculty, and the adequate use o f
effective technology (A versa & M acCall, 2013).
Faculty acceptance and rejection o f online education is found throughout the
literature (Allen & Seaman, 2013, 2015; Heubeck, 2008; L. D. M itchell et al., 2015;
Nash, 2015; Phillips et al., 2012; Simpson, 2012). Allen and Seam an (2015) reported
that faculty members continue to be resistant to online learning environm ents. In 2003,
27.6% o f ch ief academic officers reported that their faculty m em bers were receptive to
online instruction increasing to 33.5% as o f 2007. By 2014, that num ber had reverted to
similar numbers found in 2003 (28.0%). These numbers dem onstrated that faculty
members struggle with the adjustment; however, research has found a strategy to engage
faculty in the acceptance process o f online education (L. D. Mitchell et al., 2015).
Simpson (2012) explained that the professional developm ent o f institutional staff,
at all levels is crucial to the level o f acceptance o f online programming. M itchell,
Parlamis, and Claiborne (2015) studied faculty readiness and acceptance o f online
education in higher education. Mitchell et al. reported that research in faculty readiness
and acceptance is important to study because o f factors, such as: (a) the increase in
com puter ownership, (b) internet ease o f access, (c) availability and im provem ents found
in technology, and (d) the dem and in online course offerings has increased. Mitchell et
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al. used the Theoretical Model o f Change to assess how to gain faculty support o f online
learning environm ents, identifying six recommendations. First, institutional leaders need
to engage faculty in consciousness raising activities. Nash (2015) recom m ended that
importance be placed on faculty “ receiv in g ] professional developm ent,” which would
help to increase faculty acumen (p. 85). Second, M itchell et al. (2015) explained that
institutional leaders should allow faculty to freely express their opinions about the shift
toward online learning. Heubeck (2008) stated that faculty members, as well as
adm inistrators and students, have varying opinions about online learning; therefore,
“ institutions [need to] show an interest in the faculty[’s]” opinions (Nash, 2015, p. 85).
Third, Mitchell et al. (2015) reported that institutional leaders must provide
faculty with data to substantiate “that change is both necessary and possible” (p. 363).
Nash (2015) explained that faculty were “worried” about the switch to online learning,
maintaining a preference for face-to-face courses involving a “social and interactive
elem ent” (p. 83). Nash suggested that social interaction could still occur in the online
environment. As Milliron (2010) advocated: “we should be innovating with all our m ight
and using any resource at our disposal to help all students succeed” (para. 1). Fourth,
Mitchell et al. (2015) explained that institutional leaders must help faculty with self
reevaluation activities in order to promote growth. Nash (2015) explained that
assessm ent o f the online environm ent is im perative for success. Fifth, M itchell et al.
(2015) stated that institutional leaders must enroll faculty in online courses, in order to
gain the perspective o f the student. Pushing the boundaries o f students and faculty
members is key to promoting understanding and acceptance (H eubeck, 2008). Lastly,
Mitchell et al. (2015) explained that institutional leaders must prom ote faculty m em bers’
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autonomy in the online environm ent, based on what they have learned throughout the
process. Similarly, Anderson (2008a) stated that “autonomy and control” are “ im portant”
and that “teachers are no longer confined to the construction o f m onolithic packages”
available in traditional classroom settings (p.346). Mitchell et al. (2015) asserted that
these six steps promote faculty acceptance o f the shift from traditional learning
environm ents to online educational milieus.
Allen and Seaman (2015) stated that students need m ore discipline in the online
environm ent in contrast to face-to-face campuses. In 2013, 68.3% o f academ ic leaders
believed that online students needed more discipline to succeed, than that o f their face-toface counterparts. Allen and Seaman reported that this finding had slightly increased
from when leaders were asked about the rigor and discipline o f online students in 2005
(64.7%). Allen and Seaman also asserted that a rising trend existed for retaining students
enrolled in the online environm ent. In 2004, 27.2% o f academic leaders felt that student
retention in online programs was more difficult than student retention in traditional
cam pus environm ents (A llen & Seaman, 2015). By 2014, the researchers reported an
increase in that number, spiking to 44.6%. W hen considering campus settings, 51.3% o f
leaders at private for-profit campuses reported retention issues as being greater for online
students than for their face-to-face students (Allen & Seaman, 2015). The private-forprofit retention finding is highest o f all campus types studied (43.6% for public
institutions, and 42.1% for private non-profit settings). Nash (2015) concurred with this
retention dynamic, stating that “what is really lost in online courses com pared to face to
face courses is the built in discipline o f having to put aside a certain time for the course
eacii w eek” (p. 83). Heubeck (2008) explained that “ it takes a certain degree o f m aturity
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and discipline to regularly log onto a computer, listen to a lecture, participate in online
group discussions and take required tests in a tim ely m anner” (p. 3 1). The differences
between online and traditional cam pus environm ents continue to create a dynam ic which
makes online success more challenging (Allen & Seaman, 2015).
Academic leaders reported that they felt there w ere barriers to the expansion o f
online educational program m ing (Allen & Seaman, 2015). Faculty m em ber requirements
to devote more time to implement online course offerings when com pared to face-to-face
settings was a prim ary barrier faced (Allen & Seaman, 2015; Heubeck, 2008). Various
attempts to normalize online learning have been ineffective, including the attem pted use
o f new technologies, giving faculty members m ore experience in the online environment,
and increased institutional support (Allen & Seaman, 2015). Allen and Seam an (2015)
cited that in 2014, 78.0% o f academic leaders reported that these issues create barriers to
online adoption and growth at an “ important” or “very im portant” level (p. 26). Among
the different campus types, little differentiation was noted (private for-profit = 77.6%;
private non-profit = 77.3%; public = 78.3%). A nother barrier noted by academic leaders
was the hesitancy o f potential em ployers to accept online learning as an adequate forms
o f education (Allen & Seaman, 2015). Fahy (2008) explains there is a “continuing (but
declining) skepticism o f some employers about graduates o f distance program s” (p. 169).
Thus, technology has revolutionized traditional views on education and post-graduate
success (Allen & Seaman, 2015; Fahy, 2008).
W ith the advent o f the internet, various resources and educational options have
become available and remain open to the public (Allen & Seaman, 2015; Castillo et al.,
2015). M assive Open Online Courses (M OOCs) have expanded the educational offerings
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o f institutions and students (L. D. M itchell et al., 2015). Allen and Seaman (2015)
reported that the research showed that the mom entum o f M OOCs had slowed down, and
in some cases, decreased. In 2012, approxim ately 12% o f reporting institutions had a
M OOC, or were planning to have a MQQC. In 2013, that number rose slightly to just
greater than 14%; however, in 2014, that num ber declined to approxim ately 13.5%.
A cademic leaders have cited various reasons w hy they are attem pting to incorporate
M OOCs into the academic structure o f institutions (Allen & Seaman, 2015; L. D.
M itchell et al., 2015; Nash, 2015). Allen and Seaman (2015) reported reasons that
include: (a) grows the visibility o f the institution, (b) encourages student recruitm ent, (c)
pioneers pedagogy, (d) flexibility o f learning options, and (e) an ability to appeal to new
types o f students (Allen & Seaman, 2015).
Allen and Seaman (2015) also stated that the num ber o f institutions w ho felt that
M OOCs were a sustainable form o f educational offerings had decreased. In 2012, 28.3%
o f institutions reported that M OOCs were sustainable, but that num ber decreased to
23.2% in 2013 and to 16.3% in 2014. A downward trend has occurred within institutions
w hen viewing M OOCs as a driving force to understand online pedagogy (A llen &
Seaman, 2015). In 2012, 49.8% o f institutions agreed that M OOCs could help
institutions learn more about pedagogy; however, that number had decreased to 27.9% in
2014. A benefit o f M OOCs has included “collaborations across national borders”
(Castillo et al., 2015, p. 36) w hich has carried a significant international presence
(Turner, 2015). Turner (2015) stated that a MOOC developed at the U niversity o f
Florida had positive outcomes concerning international appeal and enrollment. The
course attracted many people and registered “ 19,529 students from 172 countries”
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(Turner, 2015, p. 12). O f those w ho had registered, Turner reported that 2,215 o f the
registrants com pleted at least one assignment. Evans, Baker, and Dee (2016) found that
the longer the class was in session the more likely it became that persistence rates were
lower. Issues such as barriers, M OOC availability and advances, cost, student retention
initiatives, and faculty buy-in continue to affect the future o f online learning (A llen &
Seaman, 2015).
General Role o f Faculty with Online Students
The basic function o f teaching in the online environm ent is very sim ilar to that o f
the face-to-face environment: “ learners’ needs are assessed, content is negotiated or
prescribed, learning activities are orchestrated, and learning is assessed” (A nderson,
2008a, pp. 343-344). Anderson (2008a) reported four areas that m ake online
environm ents unique for faculty members: (a) that there is an ability to change the time
and place o f interaction, (b) that there is an ability to use various formats o f interaction
and instruction (platforms, multim edia, text, etc.), (c) that there is an ability to use the
internet as a resource for course content, and (d) that there is an ability to support
synchronous and asynchronous interaction between human and machines. These fours
aspect created some flexibility for faculty, but also posed challenges (A nderson, 2008a).
Some o f these challenges included incorporating various formats, getting technology to
cooperate with class needs, and not having all students in one central location (Sim pson,
2012). Conclusively, Anderson (2008a) stated that online faculty m em bers m ust “ [get]
the mix right” concerning building the most effective online learning environm ent (p.
348).
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Anderson (2008a) suggested that once online faculty members “ [get] the mix
right,” facilitating discourse can be achieved (p. 348). Students m ust feel com fortable
and supported in the learning environm ent (Phillips et a l , 2012), w hich encourages
online students to “develop their own thought processes, through the necessity o f
articulating their ideas to others” (Anderson, 2008a, p. 350). However, offering support
is difficult for faculty who transition from the face-to-face classroom environm ent to the
online milieu (L. D. M itchell et al., 2015). M itchell et al. (2015) explained that faculty
“fear the loss o f their comfortable, stable, and well-crafted in-classroom teaching model
and fear that their teaching strategies may fail in the new online environm ent” (p. 358).
Therefore, it would benefit faculty and students to w ork in coordination (A nderson,
2008a).
A ssessm ent is a vital part o f the online interaction between faculty and student
(Simpson, 2012), because assessm ent assists both the faculty m em ber and the student
(Anderson, 2008a). A nderson (2008a) suggested that a faculty m em ber w ho develops an
environm ent based on “flexibility, concern, and em pathy,” will m irror those qualities in
the assessm ent process (p. 352). W hile assessing the work o f online students, faculty
members must grade consistently within their structured grading fram ew ork (Lom bardi &
Murray, 2011). Lombardi and M urray (2011) found that “students report feeling m ost
successful when faculty were approachable and available [and] were consistent in
com munication o f course material and expectations” (p. 44). A nderson (2008a) also
stated that online faculty needed to build a “teaching presence” (p. 359), explaining that
this presence can be accom plished by how faculty members build relationships with their
students.
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Song, Kim, and Luo (2016) assessed the role o f faculty in building significant
relationships with students through the use o f self-disclosure. The research sample
consisted o f 534 undergraduate students enrolled at a larger public higher education
institution. The first survey was adm inistered to 268 students using an online format,
which focused on their experiences in face-to-face classroom settings. The second
survey was given a sem ester later to 266 students regarding their experiences in online
classes. Their research found that the use o f self-disclosure by faculty m em bers had a
m ore significant effect on building a relationship with online students when com pared to
relationship in a face-to-face environment. However, even with the know ledge that self
disclosure is beneficial in the online environment, the researchers indicated that faculty
members do not typically engage in those relationship practices. M itchell et al. (2015)
explained that the face-to-face learning environm ent is easier for traditional faculty
because o f the familiarity; however, successful online faculty adapted to the change o f
environments. Anderson (2008b) stated that the online learning environm ent has the
ability to be “particularly rich and allow for the learning o f social skills, collaboration,
and the developm ent o f personal relationships” (p. 61). Song et al. explained that faculty
members could have stronger relationships with their online students, if self-disclosure is
used.
Sim ilar to the face-to-face classroom environm ent, online faculty m em bers
require certain qualities in order to be effective mentors for their students (Anderson,
2008a; Song et al., 2016). A nderson (2008a) suggested that various qualities o f effective
online teachers exist. First, an effective online teacher is generally considered an
effective educator in m ost facets o f teaching. These qualities include, but are not limited
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to: enjoy the teaching position and interacting with students, possessing a sufficient
am ount o f knowledge, understanding the subject area for which they are teaching,
em itting enthusiasm, and having “ a pedagogical (or andragogical) understanding o f the
learning process” (Anderson, 2008a, p. 360). As Song et al. (2016) explained, the teacher
must be able to use strong interpersonal com m unication skills in order to be effective in
the online environm ent. Second, Anderson stated that an online instructor must have an
adequate am ount o f technological understanding and acumen. The literature shows that
understanding technology is important for success in the online environm ent (DeM aine,
2014; Lorenzetti, 2010; D. W ood, 2010). Lastly, online faculty m em bers “m ust have the
type o f resilience, innovativeness, and perseverance typical o f all pioneers in unfam iliar
terrain” to be successful with students (Anderson, 2008a, p. 360). Supporting students is
vital for a successful online faculty-student relationship (Barr, 2014; Phillips et al., 2012;
Russo-Gleicher, 2013; Simpson, 2012).
Students, Faculty, and Mental Health in the Online Environment
Throughout the literature, information about the mental health needs o f online
students, from the perspective o f faculty members, is limited (Barr, 2014). Some
literature focuses on disabilities as a whole, but delim its inform ation on student mental
health concerns (Phillips et al., 2012). Other literature focuses on general tactics o f
providing the students with a safe environm ent in which they are able to share issues with
faculty (Anderson, 2008a). Barr et al. (2014) explained how interacting with students
experiencing mental health issues in a face-to-face campus setting provided strategies
that could be applied to an online environment. One online education text provides brief
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observations and case vignettes regarding how to handle some o f the online issues that
follow students with mental health problems (Simpson, 2012).
Anderson (2008a) stated that “the first task for the e-leam ing teacher is to develop
a sense o f trust and safety within the electronic com m unity” (p. 350). Barr (2014)
similarly explained that building a relationship with the student is important.
Constructing faculty-student relationship is not only im portant in providing students the
com fortability o f posting their responses in forums and message boards (Anderson,
2008a), but also serve as a support to provide guidance for students in need (Simpson,
2012). Academ ic support which was briefly presented in the last section is only one part
o f the student support model. W ithin the academic support category, effective faculty
members possess qualities such as an ability to define the course, explain the different
ideas, assess growth, develop students, explore the class, m otivate participants, and
enrich student outcom es (Simpson, 2012). The other side o f Sim pson’s (2012) online
student support model involves non-academic support, which runs concurrently with the
academic support provided by faculty. Non-academ ic support involves qualities such as
an ability to advise, assess, advocate, take action, m otivate organize and prom ote
institutional change (see Figure 2)
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Academ ic Support

Non-academ ic Support
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Defining
Explaining
Assessing
Chasing Progress
Developing Skills
Exploring
Enriching

Advising
Assessing
Advocating
Agitating
Acting
Adm inistering
M otivating

® Via different m edia
• Reactively and proactively
® From different sources
® For different students
Figure 2. Sim pson’s (2012) model o f the online student support structure. Adapted from
“ Supporting Students for Success in Online and Distance Education,” by O. Simpson,
2012, New York, NY, Routledge.

Phillips et al. (2012) looked at online faculty m em bers and their use o f disability
accom m odations for their students. Phillips et al.’s m ixed-m ethods study consisted o f 83
faculty members who were teaching online courses (Phillips et al., 2012). The
researchers focused on a num ber o f different disabilities: (a) learning, (b) health-related,
(c) physical impairment, (d) mental health, (e) visual impairment, (f) neurological
im pairm ent, (g) com m unication-related impairment, (h) hearing im pairm ent, and (i)
developm ental impairment. The faculty members were asked if they had ever made
accom m odations for students with disabilities, to which 63 (77.8% ) o f the faculty
members reported “no” and 19 (23.5% ) o f the faculty members reported “yes” (Phillips et
al., 2012, p. 333). O f the faculty who reported they had made referrals, approxim ately
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one-third said they had offered accom m odations for mental health reasons. W ood
(2010), Lorenzetti (2010), and Frey (2011) all explained that making accom m odations is
vital to student success in the online environment. Phillips et al. reported that
accom m odations given to those students with mental health issues included: (a)
extending deadlines, (b) alternate testing environm ent, (c) longer test tim es, (d) note
assistance, (e) alternate form at reading materials, (f) assistive technology, and (g)
captioning.
Phillips et al. (2012) also reported that o f the 12 faculty m em bers who made
referrals to support resources, three (25%) made those referrals to the college counseling
center. However, faculty identification and understanding o f online student mental health
problem s remains limited (Barr, 2014). Providing referrals for mental health issues is
important for students, regardless o f w hether those services are on cam pus or o ff cam pus
(Gruttadaro & Crudo, 2012). Phillips et al. (2012) reported that identifying, or verifying,
appropriate accommodations for students with disabilities was important. Faculty
members were then asked about com parisons between the online and face-to-face
environm ents. One theme that em erged was that “instructors felt that
identifying/verifying necessary accom m odations is (or might be) harder in an online
environm ent” (Phillips et al., 2012, p. 338). The authors also reported that one o f the
study’s participants stated that “on campus it is relatively easy to identify the students
who struggle with test anxiety, physical disabilities, etc. Much harder to identify online”
(Phillips et al., 2012, p. 338).

Providing instructors and faculty with training on how to

“[reach] out to students, [and offer] and [manage] accom m odations,” could prove to be
beneficial for both parties (Phillips et al., 2012, p. 342). Faculty training in all areas o f
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online education has shown efficacy in increasing teaching abilities (Andrews et al.,
2014; L. D. M itchell et al., 2015; Nash, 2015).
Sim pson (2012) stated that students have a difficult time disclosing mental heT:rh
issues to online faculty m em bers due to stigma. There is an emphasis made on faculty
m em bers having a basic understanding o f symptom s related to “schizophrenia,
depression, anxiety, and autism ” (Simpson, 2012, p. 214) while college students continue
to struggle w ith the stigm atization o f having mental health issues (Amarasuriya, Jorm,
Reavley, et al., 2015; Eisenberg, Speer, et al., 2012; Feeg et al., 2014; Theriot, 2013).
Simpson suggested that faculty members must know the available resources and the
extent to w hich those resources can help. Sim pson also provided readers with five case
studies to help online faculty understand situations what m ight occur in the online
environm ent. These case studies consider students with anxiety, depression,
schizophrenia, and autism. Although the case studies provide some examples o f students
with mental health issues, Sim pson provided little information on identification,
approach, or intervention with students experiencing mental health issues. Barr (2014)
reported that these areas are vital for intervening with online students experiencing
mental health issues.
Sim pson (2012) ended the section on mental health with the im plications towards
the mental health issues o f the online student population. First, Simpson suggested that
the staff m em bers m ust be protected from finding themselves in situations with students
with mental health issues they are unable to handle. Simpson explained that the primary
m ethod o f protecting staff is by m aking sure that clear boundaries exist between the
faculty m em bers and students. As an educator, boundaries are important especially when
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mental health concerns are involved (Schwartz, 2010; Song et al., 2016; W ard, 2009).
Second, Simpson explained that faculty and staff should not let personal prejudices affect
their interactions with students with mental health issues. If staff m em bers approached
students with mental health with sensitivity towards their issues, students w ould likely
have more success within the school environm ent (Simpson, 2012). Faculty bias and
attitude towards students with mental health issues can have a potentially negative effect
on student success (Thomas, 2015).
Barr (2014) explained that limited research exists in areas o f identification and
intervention o f online students with mental health issues. Barr stated that this limited
research has becom e even more pertinent to address due to the increase in online
enrollment from 10% in 2002 to 32% in 2011. Barr also reported that the increase in
online student enrollm ent reinstated the im perative need for mental health understanding.
Support services for online students are limited (Sim pson, 2012); how ever (as explained
in a previous section), various online formats o f mental health support have been
developed in the face-to-face college environm ent (H intz et al., 2015; Morgan et al.,
2013; King et al., 2015; Tokatlidis et al., 2011). Barr (2014) stated that the services that
are available in the face-to-face environm ents have the potential to be adapted to the
online learning environm ent as well.
Barr (2014) suggested that intervening with students experiencing m ental health
issues has a huge effect on retaining student enrollment. Barr explained that the
identification and understanding o f mental health issues could have positive benefits for
higher education institutions in retaining students. The literature has docum ented the
need for retention strategies in the area o f students experiencing mental health issues
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(M egivem et al., 2003; Nichols, 2010; O ’Keeffe, 2013; Rodgers & Tennison, 2009; The
Healthy M inds Network, 2013b, 2013e). Barr focused her work on the online student
mental health population com pared to the face-to-face population, displaying an interest
in helping faculty who teach in the online environments, and ultim ately helping to
improve student success.
One lim itation o f B arr’s (2014) research was that she collected no qualitative or
quantitative data pertaining to the online student mental health population. B arr’s article
provided inform ation from conventional knowledge on mental health, which was then
adapted to include the online student population. Barr (2014) suggested that previous
research focusing on problem identification in students with mental health issues can be
adapted to the online environm ent. There is an extensive am ount o f literature in the area
o f college mental health (Barreira & Snider, 2010; Best, Still, & Cam eron, 2008;
Buchanan, 2012; Byrd & M cKinney, 2012; Eisenberg & Chung, 2012; Feeg et al., 2014;
G oelitz & Rees, 2011; Gruttadaro & Crudo, 2012; Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010; King et al.,
2015; Prince, 2015; Samuolis et al., 2015; Stephens & W ilke, 2016; Suicide Prevention
Resource Center, 2015); however, even Barr acknow ledged that a focus on the online
learning environm ent is void from much o f that literature. Barr (2014) suggested that—
in online classroom settings— faculty members cannot observe “changes in habits o f
hygiene, dress, or physical behaviors;” however, faculty can observe “changes in a
student’s online behavior, quality o f work, or content o f discussion posts” (para. 9).
M uch like the face-to-face classroom setting, if students are disruptive, disrespectful, or
doing poorly on the class assignments within the online environm ent, faculty members
m ust intervene with the student (Barr, 2014).
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Barr (2014) then explained three areas that faculty members should be aware o f
when interacting with a potential online student who is experiencing m ental health issues:
(a) atypical behaviors, (b) unusual behaviors, and (c) academ ic problem s. Barr suggested
that atypical behaviors presented by students m ight include, being irritable, have a
decline in w ork quality, struggle with turning assignments in on time, showing disrespect
on forum posts, stops replying to email communications, and negative them es found with
the students’ work. Mental health identification in college settings is im portant, because
“unprecedented numbers o f students are arriving at school with com plicated and serious
mental health issues that affect them both inside and outside the classroom ” (Curriculum
Review, 2013, p. 10).
Barr (2014) described unusual behaviors that students m ight exhibit, such as
sending threatening or inappropriate emails, posting bizarre or fantastical responses in
forums, or being out o f touch w ith reality. In these cases, faculty “m ust be prepared to
take action w here necessary to protect the interests o f other students w ho may become
involved” (Simpson, 2012, p. 214). Lastly, Barr explained that the academ ic problem s
include late assignm ent submission, poor quality o f work, poor com m unication with
other students and faculty, and persistent anxiety about class assignm ents. These students
with mental health disabilities are in need o f accom m odations (Barr, 2014; RussoGleicher, 2013; Simpson, 2012). Phillips et al. (2012) found that “few [faculty] in [the]
study had made accom m odations in their online course” (p. 341). A dditionally, Phillips
et al. found that faculty members felt students handled these issues individually. Barr
explained that faculty needed to become know ledgeable in these three areas, in order to
be successful and promote student support.
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Barr (2014) stated that the W estern Interstate Com m ission for H igher Education
(W ICHE) and the W estern Consortium for Educational Telecom m unications-Learning
Anywhere A nytim e Partnership (W CET-LAAP) suggest that the sam e resources
available to face-to-face students be made available to online students. B arr recognized
that resources made available to online students have also been used, and appreciated, by
face-to-face students. Online student support resources identified by K ing et al. (2015),
Hintz et al. (2015), and Tokatlidis et al. (2011) have the ability to be used in both face-toface and online learning environm ents, because the services are provided online for both
populations. Some o f the B arr’s recom m endations regarding resources included pre
enrollment resources, education o f mental health issues, crisis intervention services, selfhelp supports, disability services referrals, and counseling services. Faculty m ust
maintain their own safety and the safety o f fellow students, while sim ultaneously
examining student mental health as a serious health concern and attem pting to alleviate
the situation (Curriculum Review, 2015). Barr (2014) stated that if faculty and higher
education leaders remain active and attentive in inform ing online students about available
resources, those students will be more successful. Barr explained that changes must be
im plem ented through institutional policies that benefit students with mental health issues,
carrying positive residual effects on student outcom es and rate o f student retention.
Summary
Mental health issues have been a persistent problem on college cam puses
throughout history. Often, the first line o f interaction is faculty members; however,
faculty members are generally ill-equipped to identify and address these mental health
issues in students. After providing an investigation o f K olb’s ELT model and social
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constructivism , this chapter synthesized a detailed review o f literature in the areas o f
mental health and online students.
First, the definition o f mental health issues was presented. N ext, a historical and
current analysis o f mental health issues on college cam puses was completed. Then, a
review o f the legal im plications o f mental health on college and university cam puses was
presented. Next, faculty involvem ent with students experiencing mental health issues
was addressed, followed by the support services available on college cam puses. The
current state o f online education was analyzed, followed by faculty m em bers’ interactions
with students in the online environm ent. Lastly, faculty involvement w ith online students
experiencing mental health issues was reviewed.
The next chapter contains an overview o f the methodological approach used for
this study. Throughout Chapter 3, readers are provided a detailed account o f the research
questions, design, the participants chosen for this study, and the m ethod used to collect
and analyze data. Chapter 4 includes a sum m ary o f the collected data, as well as an
analysis o f that data. Lastly, Chapter 5 discusses the results and how those findings
affect higher education institutions.

CHAPTER 3
M ETHODOLOGY
The significant increase in online student enrollm ent has led to various challenges
for higher education institutions (Atchley et al., 2013; Barr, 2014; Dooley & M urphrey,
2000; Simpson, 2012). O f those challenges, the faculty m em bers who teach in the online
programs face significant hardships when delivering content (Allen & Seam an, 2013,
2015; Simpson, 2012). Specific challenges that faculty members face w hen w orking with
online students involves identifying student needs, addressing student disabilities, and
understanding the resources that are available to online students (Barr, 2014; RussoGleicher, 2013).
Traditionally, mental health issues in the college population have had a significant
effect on students (Gruttadaro & Crudo, 2012; Kraft, 2011; Richardson, 2014; The Jed
Foundation, 2008; M. W ood, 2012). W idespread mental health issues exist on college
campuses (Kraft, 2011; M. W ood, 2012) and faculty members are often the first to notice
a student in their classes with mental health issues (Phillips et al., 2012; Simpson, 2012).
However, faculty are not skilled at identifying and addressing students with mental health
issues in an online learning environm ent (Barr, 2014; Simpson, 2012). The purpose o f
this study was to identify how online faculty m em bers’ experiences shape their
understanding of, and reactions to, students with mental health issues in online courses.
This chapter includes the core research questions that this researcher aims to
address. By looking at the central research question, and subsequent sub-questions, an
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appropriate research design is proposed and a detailed description o f that design is
proposed. This chapter shows how the research design informs readers on how the
sample was identified. Lastly, the data collection process, methods to analyze data, and
result reporting are described.
Research Questions
The researcher used a qualitative m ethod to investigate the lived experiences o f
online faculty members when interacting with students who have m ental health needs.
The researcher addressed one central research question and four sub-questions. The
central research question is: “W hat are faculty m em bers’ experiences w ith students who
have mental health issues in the online environm ent?” The four aspects o f K olb’s (1984)
Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) drove the four sub-questions o f this study, which
are:
(1) H ow do faculty m em bers initially experience a student with mental health
issues (concrete experience)?
(2) W hat do faculty m em bers observe when they experience an online student
who has mental health issues (reflective-observation)?
(3) How do faculty m em bers conceptualize their experience o f working w ith an
online student with mental health issues (abstract conceptualization)?
(4) How do faculty m em bers react to online students with m ental health issues
(iactive experimentation)?
Research Design
C rotty’s (1998) fo u r elem ents framework provided the foundation for the
research design o f this study. As presented in Chapter 2, the epistem ological foundation
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used is social constructivism , which Crotty (1998) described as “the m eaning-m aking
activity o f the individual m ind” (p. 58). This m eaning-m aking is accom plished by
individuals engaging themselves within their natural environm ents so that understanding
is achieved. Crotty (1998) explained that social constructivist beliefs center on the
concepts o f subjects and objects. Through the social constructivist belief, individual
subjects make sense o f environm ental objects, allowing increased insight which leads to
better understanding within an individual (Crotty, 1998; M ishra, 2014). In the context o f
this study’s problem, faculty members (subjects) have experiences and perceptions
regarding online students with mental health issues (objects), and analyzing that dynamic
will assist in answering the aforem entioned research questions.
Social constructivism provided the foundation for the theory o f interpretivism ,
which arose as an opposing view to the positivist approach. Crotty (1998) explained that
the foundational w ork com pleted by W eber (1981) in the area o f understanding— or
Verstehen— shaped this interpretivist view (p. 151). This interpretivist view point
“attem p ts] to understand and explain human and social reality” (Crotty, 1998, pp. 6 6 67). The context o f this study’s problem required interpretation, and therefore, blended
well with the theory o f interpretivism.
The social constructivist epistemology— built upon interpretivist theory—
contributed to the foundation o f the interpretative phenom enological analysis (1PA)
approach. This IPA approach is comprised o f two w ell-known and w ell-used qualitative
approaches: (a) phenom enology, and (b) hermeneutics (Palm er et al., 2010; Smith et al.,
2009; Smith & Osborn, 2015; Smith, 2004). Phenom enology is defined as the subjective
understanding o f an individual’s experience, as well as the essence o f w hat is
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experienced (Husserl & Lauer, 1956a, p. 236, 1956b, p. 327; Husserl, 2011, p. 281).
Phenomenology— initially developed by Husserl (1956a, 1956b), and furthered by
individuals like Heidegger (1996), M erleau-Ponty (1962), and Sartre (1956)— provides
researchers with the ability to capture an individual’s lived experience and report on that
experience (Creswell, 2012; Crotty, 1998; Smith et al., 2009; Smith & Osborn, 2015).
Phenom enology provides one o f the two pillars that support the understanding and use o f
IPA, with herm eneutics being the other (Smith et al., 2009).
Hermeneutics is prim arily about the study o f interpretation (Gardner, 2010, p. 2).
Initially rooted in the study o f biblical texts, hermeneutics provides researchers with a
m ethod o f studying the meaning o f textual sources (Crotty, 1998; G ardner, 2010).
Schleierm acher (1998) described that herm eneutics were divided into both gram m atical
and psychological components. Smith (2007) explained that Schleierm acher’s two areas
o f herm eneutics provide a solid foundation for understanding. Furtherm ore, Smith
asserted that when analyzing both the grammatical and psychological aspects o f
som eone’s experience, herm eneutics compliments phenom enology when it concerns IPA
research. The individual parts o f this study include the faculty m em bers, the online
students, mental health, and the institutions. These parts com prise the whole, and
together represent a culture that includes stigma, attrition, and a general lack o f
understanding.
Using the strengths o f both phenom enology and herm eneutics, IPA allows a
researcher to truly understand the participant and attempts to “take their side” (Smith &
Osborn, 2015, p. 53). Studies done within the IPA model allow for researchers to take an
active role throughout the process (Smith et al., 2009). This active role provides the
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researcher w ith in depth inform ation that can ultim ately be used to understand the
participant’s experiences and m otivations (Sm ith & Osborn, 2015).
This researcher used an IPA approach to answ er the identified research questions.
An interview protocol that consisted o f various open-ended questions, directed at online
faculty who have had experiences with online students who have mental health issues
were used to answ er this study’s research questions. Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009)
identified interviews as “ a conversation with a purpose” (p. 57). This researcher
discovered the essence o f the phenomenon through the lens o f IPA, thereby interpreting
and better understanding the experiences o f online faculty members. This understanding
was accom plished by using sem i-structured, open-ended interview questions w ith each
participant. M ore detail on the structure o f data collection and analysis is provided later
in this chapter.
Participants
Purposeful sampling was used to acquire participants for this study. Patton
(2002) described a variety o f purposeful sam pling m ethods, and for the purposes o f this
study, a criterion sam pling approach was prim arily used. Patton (2002) defined criterion
sam pling as “picking all cases that meet some criterion” (p. 243). The two criteria used
for inclusion to this study were: (a) a faculty m em ber who has taught in the online
environment, and (b) a faculty m em ber who has had at least one interaction with an
online student experiencing mental health issues.
First, to solicit participants, the researcher prelim inarily contacted 11 national and
international organizations in the field o f online education in order to gauge interest in
assisting with the recruitment. No specific participants were initially recruited due to
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M ercer University Institutional Review Board (IRB) having given final approval as o f the
contact. The researcher contacted representatives o f these organizations through email
messages and w eb-based forms. Five organizations reported an initial interest in helping
with the recruitm ent process (see Table 2). These five organizations include: (a) the
American D istance Education Consortium (ADEC), (b) the A ssociation for Educational
Com m unications and Technologies (AECT), (c) the D istance Education and Training
Council (DETC), (d) the United States Distance Learning Association (U SDLA), and (e)
the W orld A ssociation for Online Education (W AOE). The researcher did not proceed
further until IRB approval was awarded.

Table 2
Organizations Contacted fo r Assistance in Participant Recruitment
Organization Name
American Distance Education Consortium (ADEC)
Association for the Advancem ent o f C om puting in Education (AACE)
Association for Distance Education and Independent Learning (A DEIL)
Association f o r Educational Communications and Technology (AECT)
D istance Education Accrediting Commission (DEAC)
Distance Education and Training Council (DETC)
eLearning Guild
Instructional Telecom m unications Council (ITC)
Sloan Consortium (Sloan-C)
Society for Applied Learning Technology (SALT)
United States Distance Learning Association (USDLA)
World Association fo r Online Education (WAOE)

Able to
Assist
Yes
No
No
Yes
Yes
No
No
No
No
No
Yes
Yes

M ercer U niversity’s IRB granted approval on July 12, 2016. Once approval was
granted, the researcher initially contacted two o f the five organizations listed above in
order to begin actively recruiting (AECT and DEAC). Information on participation
criteria, IRB forms, contact information, and tim elines were provided to each point o f
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contact. The researcher also posted advertising information on public listservs and social
media websites as a means to acquire additional volunteers through snowball sam pling
methods. The researcher had an increased likelihood o f reaching data saturation by
opening up to m ore than one sam pling and recruitm ent approach (Patton, 2002).
Through all recruitm ent methods, participants self-identified based on the two criterion
used in the sam pling approach: (a) participant m ust be a faculty m em ber w ho was taught
in the online environment, and (b) the participant m ust have had an experience w ith at
least one online student w ith mental health issues. Once individuals self-identified, they
made contact directly with the researcher.
T' ^ researcher was contacted by 30 individuals who were interested in
participa,.

i the study. The researcher dissem inated recruitm ent inform ation to the

volunteers, w hich included detailed inform ation on participant responsibilities and the
official IRB letter. The first 12 volunteers who responded were invited to participate in
this study. The researcher then discussed coordination o f interviews with each o f the 12
participants. Specific data collection techniques are described later in this chapter.
The goal was to achieve data saturation. Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006)
reported that 73% o f initial codes are identified within the first six interviews, with that
percentage increasing to 92% if six additional interviews are conducted. Therefore, the
researcher initially interviewed 12 online faculty members who had experienced students
presenting w ith mental health issues in the online education environm ent. This
researcher kept in contact with additional volunteers in case data saturation was not
achieved. G uest et al. (2006) reported that an additional six interviews can increase
likelihood o f identifying approxim ately 96% o f codes; however, additional interview s
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were not needed for this study. D ata saturation had been achieved upon com pleting the
initial 12 interviews. General inform ation describing the participant sam ple population is
found in Chapter 4.
Data Trustw orthiness
The researcher used Lincoln and C u b a’s (1985) four areas o f ensuring data
trustworthiness: (a) credibility, (b) transferability, (c) dependability, and (d)
confirm ability. Credibility, also considered internal validity, is how the researcher
“ensure[s] that [a] study measures or tests what is actually intended” (Shenton, 2004, p.
64). To accom plish this, the researcher first conducted the interviews w ith prolonged
engagem ent w ith each participant, and contacted each participant by email follow ing the
interviews. Second, the researcher utilized a peer review er to read the transcripts and
m ake notes on initial them es and superordinate themes found. The peer review er and the
researcher discussed the findings through com paring notes. Lastly, the researcher
em ployed the use o f m em ber checking. The researcher verified various aspects o f
inform ation found throughout the transcripts by contacting the participants. These
techniques helped to ensure that the information had been understood correctly (Cope,
2014; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Transferability, or external validity, assists the study’s
findings in showing that applicability exists in other situations. The researcher provided
thick, rich descriptions in Chapters 4 and 5, so that readers understand the com plete
context in which the phenom enon exists (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 2004).
Dependability, or reliability, illustrates that the study’s findings can be replicated
and are consistent (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Shenton (2004) stated that dependability can
be achieved by thoroughly describing the research design and how to “ [execute] on a
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strategic level” (p. 71). Shenton (2004) also stated that it is important to describe the
detailed process that was used by the researcher to collect data, as well as how the
“m inutiae” was addressed in the field is important

72). These aspects o f dependability

are discussed throughout this chapter, so that others can replicate these methods, if
desired. Lastly, confirm ability, or objectivity, is the m ethod o f removing researcher bias
and providing neutrality throughout the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Two methods
w ere used by the researcher to help strengthen confirmability: (a) the use o f an audit trail
and (b) com pleting a reflexivity journal (Cope, 2014; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton,
2004). Both o f these m ethods allow outsiders an opportunity to fully understand what
occurred throughout the research process, thus m inim izing biases as much as possible.
Together, these four areas helped to strengthen the trustworthiness o f the study.
Subjectivity Statement
This researcher encountered areas that were recalled throughout the study due to
the possible im pact they could have on the collection and interpretation o f the data. First,
the researcher’s professional experience and training in the psychological and mental
health fields had the potential to affect the process. Many o f the participants did not have
a w orking know ledge o f clinical mental health, and therefore, it was important for the
researcher not to im pose his understanding o f mental health issues on the participants.
A dditionally, the researcher’s history o f mental health consum er advocacy was not a
factor in this study; therefore, this was not an opportunity for the researcher to advocate
for mental health consumers. This researcher did not let that interest affect the collection
or analysis o f the data.
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Lastly, the researcher has participated in classes in the online environm ent;
therefore, he is som ew hat understanding o f the struggles that occur in that setting. The
researcher bracketed him self in order to minim ize any carryover effect from transcript to
transcript. Bracketing is described as the ability to reflect on one’s own experiences, thus
lowering the effect those experiences have on the collection, or analysis, o f data and
therefore m inim izing bias in the study (Creswell, 2012, p. 83).
Data Collection
Once the participants were identified, the researcher performed interview s to
collect the data. The interviews consisted o f semi-structured open-ended questions. For
the purposes o f IPA, Smith et al. (2009) recom mended a blend o f questions that have
various components, but not all types o f questions are required to be considered an
effective interview. The questions could be descriptive, which w ould allow participants
to describe their position and w ho they are (Smith et al., 2009, p. 60). Sm ith et al. (2009)
asserted that narrative questions would allow participants to tell their story to the
researcher (p. 60). Structural questions could provide detail to the learning process in
what participants do (Sm ith et al., 2009, p. 60). A contrasting question style could
provide information when com paring the positive and negative experiences o f interacting
with online students who have mental health issues (Sm ith et al., 2009, p. 60).
Smith et al. (2009) stated that evaluative questions could assist in understanding
how participants view their own reaction to the experience (p. 60). A circular question
style could be asked to see how the faculty members perceive the experience from the
online student’s perspective (Smith et al., 2009, p. 60). Next, a com parative question
style could be beneficial because the question can be utilized in order to have the faculty
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m em ber consider how he or she would handle the situation if it had been different (Smith
et al., 2009, p. 60). Lastly, Smith et al. (2009) asserted that a question that prom pts
and/or probes is effective at retrieving additional inform ation that the participant m ay not
have initially offered (p. 60). Smith et al. provided exam ples o f each o f these types o f
questioning and suggested avoiding questions that are manipulative, leading, closedended, or over-em pathic.
The researcher used the recom mendations that Smith et al. (2009) provided to
develop the interview protocol. The interview protocol— which consisted o f ten
questions consistent with the research questions o f this study— was shown to peers for
readability and flow approval prior to participant interviews. The researcher used faceto-face, telephone, and online video conferencing to perform the interviews. Face-toface, telephone, and video conferencing interviews have shown to be effective in
gathering rich-thick inform ation (Kvale, 1996; Reid, Flowers, & Larkin, 2005). The
researcher asked follow-up questions during the interview if and when clarification was
needed.
Each interview was structured roughly the same. The researcher and participant
found a mutually beneficial time to meet. Each participant had to com plete an inform ed
consent before the scheduled interview time. O f the 12 interviews, 50.0% (n = 6) were
com pleted via W ebEx, 41.7% (n = 5) were com pleted via the telephone, and 8.3% (n = 1)
was completed in person. An introduction o f the researcher and explanation o f the study
was given at the beginning o f each interview. Each participant was then asked ten
questions, with appropriate sub-questions and follow-up probing questions. The
researcher wrote m em o notes throughout the interview for points o f reference.
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The interviews were recorded using an online audio recorder or voice recording
app on a cell phone. Audio files were divided up and transcribed betw een the researcher
and a certified transcriptionist to maintain confidentiality. The written files were then
stripped o f identifying inform ation and saved using num bers A 101 - A 112. Transcribed
files were then uploaded into NVivo software, which is described in m ore detail later in
this chapter.
The researcher also com m unicated with the participants after the interview via
email w hen further inform ation was required. Hamilton and Bowers (2006) explained
that the internet can play a large role in assisting with data collection. W hether they are
com pleted synchronously or asynchronously, internet interviews offer researchers with a
method that reduces time and cost o f conducting interviews (Salmons, 2010, 2015).
Internet interviews that are conducted by email or an online reporting system can reduce
the need for later transcriptions (Hamilton & Bowers, 2006). Hamilton and Bowers
explained that internet interviews allow for less opportunity for error, because the actual
participants write all the transcripts. Although internet interview ing was not the primary
method o f data collection, email correspondence with participants was used to complete
m ember checking after the initial interview.
Institutional Review Board Approval
All necessary Institutional Review Board (IRB) forms were subm itted to M ercer
U niversity’s Office o f Research and Compliance. The IRB paperw ork consisted o f the
application, the informed consent (see Appendix A), the recruitm ent inform ation (see
Appendix B), and the interview protocol (see Appendix C). The application was approved
on July 12, 2016 (see Appendix D). Throughout the study, the researcher maintained
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confidentiality by removing all identifying inform ation from each o f the interview
transcripts. A small incentive was given for participation in this study, w hich consisted
o f a $15 Amazon.com gift card. The researcher followed appropriate and ethical research
protocols throughout the research process. During the study, an IRB m odification
application was filed by the researcher to incorporate email correspondences that
occurred after the interview (see Appendix E). Previously, this had not been specified on
the original application. Email com munication was used for m em ber checking and
follow-up questions where necessary.
Data Analysis
The literature available on Interpretative Phenomenological A nalysis (IPA)
suggests that no single method is identified or prescribed for the analysis o f collected data
(Palm er et al., 2010; Reid et al., 2005; Smith et al., 2009; Smith & Osborn, 2015; Smith,
2004); however, throughout the same literature, com mon themes have been identified
revealing the overarching principles o f IPA investigation. Smith, Flowers, & Larkin
(2009) stated that IPA research is less focused on the intricacies o f the specific m ethods
and more on the essence o f those methods. The com mon principles and processes that
are included in IPA research are “described as an iterative and inductive cycle,” and
includes the use o f various strategies (Smith et al., 2009, p. 79).
Due to these differences in structure, various authors have designed different
analytic frameworks for use in IPA. For example, Storey (2007) has developed a fourstage model, whereas Palmer, Larkin, de Visser, and Fadden (2010) have designed an
eight-step model. For the purposes o f this study, the six-step model designed by Smith et
al. (2009) was used to analyze the collected data. Their six-step model is built upon the
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following foundational strategies: (a) line-by-line analyses, (b) identification o f
developing themes, (c) the use o f peer debriefing, (d) the identification o f relationships
which occur between themes, (e) an organized presentation o f the data analysis process,
(f) the use o f collaboration am ong interpreters (if more than one is used), (g) a narrative
which shows readers the developm ent o f themes and how they flow throughout the
participant com mentaries, and (h) a reflection on behalf o f the researcher show ing his or
her own practices and perceptions throughout the process (Reid et al., 2005; Sm ith et al.,
2009; Smith & Osborn, 2015).
Using the aforem entioned eight foundational com ponents, Smith et al. (2009)
established a six-step model to com pleting IPA data analysis:
(1) Reading the initial transcript multiple times.
(2) M aking initial notes.
(3) D eveloping em ergent themes.
(4) Recognizing the relationships am ong the identified themes.
(5) Transitioning to the next participant’s case.
(6) Identifying the patterns across all o f the participants.
The following shows how these six steps were incorporated into this study’s data
analysis. First, the transcript from the initial interview was read m ultiple tim es to
immerse the researcher in the reported experience o f the participant. The researcher
listened to the audio recordings while reading the transcript, which Smith et al. stated is
beneficial to the research process.
Second, the researcher made notes on the initial transcript (Sm ith et al., 2009).
Smith et al. (2009) asserted that taking notes is the m ost tedious and tim e-consum ing
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process throughout analysis, but often it provides the most insight into the participant’s
experience. Smith et al. also suggested that the researcher focus on the sem antic content
o f the transcript, w hich is heavily influenced by hermeneutics. Smith et al. proposed
there are no limits to what can be com mented on by the researcher; therefore, the
researcher identified various com ponents o f language, sentiment, and experience.
Descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual understandings o f the transcripts allowed the
researcher to com prehend the participants’ specific experiences. These understandings
allowed analyses to occur at a m ore interpretative level.
Third, the researcher identified em ergent themes. Smith et al. (2009) suggested
that as the researcher identifies emergent themes, “the task o f m anaging the data changes
as the analyst sim ultaneously attem pts to reduce the volume o f detail (the transcript and
the initial notes) w hilst maintaining complexity, in terms o f m apping the
interrelationships, connections, and patterns between exploratory notes” (p. 91). Them es
not only represent w hat the participant reported, but also what is interpreted by the
researcher (Smith et al., 2009). The researcher took the inform ation found in the second
step and identified com monalities. This was completed in NVivo softw are to assist
organization and flow, as well as promote recollection during the w riting o f Chapters 4
and 5.
Fourth, the identified themes were grouped into clusters. Smith et al. (2009)
suggested that the initial themes should be written in chronological order, then organized,
then goes on to say that the clusters should be printed and cut out. The analyst should
then lay them across the floor to “explore spatial representations o f how em ergent themes
relate to each other” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 96). The researcher found that the floor was
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not large enough for this activity; therefore, a wall was used where all cut out them es
were taped up and placed in groups based on their spatial relationship to one another.
During the cluster phase, Smith et al. (2009) addressed the concepts o f
abstraction, subsum ption, polarization, contextualization, numeration, and function o f the
them es as m ethods o f grouping these clusters. These methods help the researcher to
develop super-ordinate themes, which “ emerge at a higher level as a result o f putting the
themes together” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 96). The researcher found that the most
beneficial techniques for this study were abstraction, subsum ption, and polarization.
Smith et al. described abstraction as the method o f grouping themes and then assigning a
new name or phrase for that cluster o f ideas. Subsum ption “is sim ilar to abstraction, but
it operates w here an em ergent them e itself acquires a super-ordinate status, as it helps
bring together a series o f related them es” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 97). Lastly, polarization
looks to identify oppositional relationships am ong the identified themes.
Fifth, the researcher m oved to the next transcript and repeated steps one through
four with the new transcript. The researcher w orked on bracketing him self from the first
analysis while w orking on the next case. Bracketing continued throughout the process
with all cases and helped to limit any bias that could be present from case to case. Smith
et al. (2009) suggested that bracketing keeps “with IPA ’s idiographic com m itm ent” (p.
100). Lastly, the researcher looked for patterns across all cases. O nce patterns w ere
identified, tables were developed describing the similarities am ong the participants
(Sm ith et al., 2009; Smith & Osborn, 2015). W hile these six steps were being com pleted,
peer review and member checking w as being done to strengthen credibility.

103
Reporting Results
The results o f this study are presented in detail in Chapter 4. That chapter is
divided by the four research sub-questions, and each is answ ered using the available data.
The questions are answered by reporting the applicable similarities and differences
between all participants. Excerpts from participants are used to support each o f the
identified patterns. Tables are used to dem onstrate the connection o f them es or
overarching ideas that are developed from the data analysis. Overall, readers are given an
opportunity to better understand the outcome o f the interviews and how those outcom es
are related to the research problem.
Summary
Throughout this chapter, readers have been given the m ethodological design o f
this study. The context o f the problem was first presented. The central research question,
and four subsequent sub-questions, were then identified. The researcher approached the
contextual problem by assessing faculty m em bers’ experiences when w orking with online
students who have mental health issues. The researcher used a social constructivist
epistemology, providing the foundation for the interpretative phenom enological analysis
(IPA), which has deep roots within the phenom enological and herm eneutical fields o f
study. The criteria for participant recruitment were then given, followed by recruitm ent
strategies. The researcher interviewed 12 participants for this study, w hich achieved data
saturation. The interviews consisted o f semi-structured, open-ended questions through
face-to-face meetings, telephone calls, online video conferencing, and email.
Data trustw orthiness was strengthened by utilizing Lincoln and C u b a ’s four areas
o f credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirm ability. The researcher presented
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a subjectivity statem ent to give readers any bias that could be present. Institutional
review processes were reported, followed by how the data was analyzed. The form at
used was Smith et al.’s six-step IPA method. Finally, the structure o f how the results are
reported in Chapter 4 was described. These reports include the identification o f themes
and patterns using tables and direct quotations. Chapter 5 provides a discussion o f the
results, as well as im plications o f this study findings and areas for future research.

CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
The online learning environm ent has faced many challenges as online education
has continued to expand (Atchley et al., 2013; Barr, 2014; Dooley & M urphrey, 2000;
Simpson, 2012). O f those challenges, faculty members encounter students who present
with hardships (Allen & Seaman, 2013, 2015; Simpson, 2012). These hardships involve
the technicalities o f an online environment, identifying student needs, addressing student
difficulties, and understanding the resources available for both faculty and students (Barr,
2014; Russo-Gleicher, 2013).
Traditionally, the face-to-face college population has encountered problem s
concerning mental health issues (Gruttadaro & Crudo, 2012; Kraft, 2011; Richardson,
2014; The Jed Foundation, 2008; M. Wood, 2012); however, mental health issues are
also found within the online education environm ent (Barr, 2014; Leonhard, 2010; Phillips
et al., 2012; Russo-Gleicher, 2013). W idespread mental health issues exist on college
cam puses (Kraft, 2011; M. W ood, 2012) and faculty m em bers are often the first to notice
a student in their classes with mental health issues (Phillips et al., 2012; Sim pson, 2012).
However, faculty are not skilled at identifying and addressing students with mental health
issues in an online learning environm ent (Barr, 2014; Simpson, 2012). The purpose o f
this study was to identify how online faculty m em bers’ experiences shape their
understanding of, and reactions to, students with mental health issues in online courses.
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A social constructivist epistem ology provided the central construct w hich this
study is addressed. W ithin this constructivist understanding, an interpretative
phenom enological analysis (IPA) approach provided the researcher with a fram ework to
collect, react to, interpret, and report findings on the faculty experience that was being
studied. First, the central research question and four sub-questions are presented in this
Chapter. Next, an explanation o f the 12 participants is given, including basic inform ation
and demographics. Next, findings are presented w ithin the fram ework presented by
Smith et al. (2009). These findings include inform ation on the collected data that focus
on the identified patterns found across all participants’ interviews.
Research Questions
The researcher used a qualitative method to investigate the lived experiences o f
online faculty members when interacting with students who have mental health needs.
The researcher addresses one central research question and four sub-questions in this
Chapter. The central research question is: “W hat are faculty m em bers’ experiences with
students who have mental health issues in the online environm ent?” The four aspects o f
K olb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) drove the four sub-questions o f this
study, which are:
(1) How do faculty members initially experience a student with mental health
issues (concrete experience)?
(2) W hat do faculty members observe when they experience an online student
who has mental health issues (:reflective-observation)?
(3) How do faculty members conceptualize their experience o f w orking with an
online student with mental health issues (abstract conceptualization)?
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(4)

How do faculty m em bers react to online students with mental health issues

(iactive experim entation)?
Respondents
Participants were solicited through a purposeful sampling method. The researcher
sent the solicitation requests through national organizations, email listservs, public
message forums, and social m edia websites. Participants were also found through
snowball sampling methods. The researcher found and interviewed 12 respondents.
Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006) reported that approxim ately 92% o f codes can be
identified within 12 interviews. The researcher found that after 12 interview s were
com pleted, data saturation had occurred; therefore, no further interviews w ere com pleted.
The participants displayed a wide range o f background, experience, and expertise
in the field o f higher education (see Table J). The sample consisted o f 75% female (n =
9) and 25% male (n = 3) participants. O f the 12 participants, 58.3% (n = 7) were adjunct
professors, 33.3% (n - 4) were assistant professors, and 8.3% (n = 1) was a full professor.
Considering the highest level o f education com pleted by the participants, 41.7% (n ~ 5)
reported having a m aster’s degree and 58.3% (n = 7) reported having a doctoral-level
degree. Those professors who had taught exclusively in four-year program s were
represented by 41.7% (n = 5) o f the participants, exclusively graduate-level program s
were represented by 41.7% (n = 5), and a com bination o f undergraduate and graduate
programs were represented by 16.7% (n = 2) o f participants.
The average higher education teaching experience— measured in num ber o f
years— was 12.8 years (min = 2.0 years, m ax = 34.0 years). The average num ber o f years
teaching specifically within the online environm ent was 6.6 years (min - 1.0 years, m ax =
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16.0 years). Additionally, the participants were asked for institutional dem ographics. O f
the 12 participants, 41.7% (n = 5) identified their institutions as public not-for-profit,
50.0% (n = 6) identified their institutions as private not-for-profit, and 8.3% (n = 1)
identified the institution as private for-profit. The participants reported that an average o f
46.7% o f their institutional course offerings w ere available online (min = 20.0% , m ax =
100%).

Table 3
Participant Information and D em ographics
Participant
Pseudonym
Prof. Avery

G ender

Education

Rank

Female

M asters

Prof. Ball

Female

M asters

Prof. Cooper

Female

M asters

Prof. Daniels

Female

Doctorate

Prof. Flowers

Female

Doctorate

Prof. Gilbert

Male

M asters

Prof. Lynch

Female

Doctorate

Prof. Moore

Female

Doctorate

Prof. Potts

Female

Doctorate

Prof. Robbins

Female

Doctorate

P ro f Vaughn

Male

M asters

P ro f Smith

Male

Doctorate

Assistant
Professor
Adjunct
Professor
Adjunct
Professor
Assistant
Professor
Assistant
Professor
Adjunct
Professor
Adjunct
Professor
Adjunct
Professor
Adjunct
Professor
Full
Professor
Adjunct
Professor
Assistant
Professor

Total
Online Exp.
10 years
3 years
4 years
5 years
2 years
7 years
14 years
1 year
4 years
5 years
16 years
8 years

Institutional
Type
Private
Non-Profit
Private
N on-Profit
Public
N on-Profit
Private
N on-Profit
Public
N on-Profit
Private
N on-Profit
Private
For-Profit
Private
Non-Profit
Public
Non-Profit
Public
N on-Profit
Private
Non-Profit
Public
Non-Profit

%
Online
60%
20%
40%
25%
30%
100%
80%
25%
50%
20%
35%
75%

109
Findings
Follow ing Sm ith et al.’s (2009) six-step interpretative phenom enological analysis
(IP A ) m odel, the researcher found a num ber o f com m onalities between the 12
participants’ experiences. From that process, the researcher identified four superordinate
themes: (a) fo cu s on seeing, (b) fo c u s on feeling, (c) fo c u s on acting, and (d) fo cu s on
impact. All superordinate them es have m ultiple sub-superordinate themes. In turn, each
sub-superordinate them e has m ultiple themes. Smith et al.’s use o f the term theme as the
low est level item is congruent to other phenom enological m ethods’ use o f the term codes.
The follow ing sections present each superordinate theme in detail, while
providing readers with direct quotes from the 12 participant transcripts as examples.
Tables show the relationship between the superordinate themes, sub-superordinate
them es, and them es. R esearcher interpretation differentiates 1PA from other
phenom enological m ethods (Sm ith et al., 2009); therefore, this study’s researcher has
provided interpretation for each sub-superordinate theme. Each sub-superordinate theme
is described w ith an interpretation statement. These statements provide a deeper level o f
m eaning to the over-arching sub-superordinate theme.
Herm eneutics also has a significant role in the 1PA approach. Throughout the
interview s, w ords becam e the building blocks that supported each o f the sub
superordinate themes. These words were parts o f the participants’ whole experience and
gave m eaning to that w hole experience. In turn, the whole experience gave meaning to
each o f the individual parts. These words shaped the understanding o f not only the sub
superordinate them e, but also the researcher’s interpretation.
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The first superordinate theme—-focus on seeing—directly addresses the first two
research sub-questions. Those questions are: (1) how do faculty m em bers initially
experience a student with mental health issues, and (2) what do faculty m em bers observe
when they experience an online student who has mental health issues? T he second
superordinate theme— focus on feelin g — directly answers the third research sub-question;
how do faculty m em bers conceptualize their experience o f w orking w ith an online
student with mental health issues? The third superordinate them e—fo c u s on acting—
directly answers the fourth research sub-question; how do faculty m em bers react to
online students with mental health issues? The last superordinate them e—fo c u s on
reflecting— directly relates to the participants’ reflection on the total experience and does
not refer to a specific research question.
Focus on Seeing
The superordinate theme o ffo cu s on seeing m aterialized during the course o f the
interviews, subsequently re-appearing in the transcripts. As stated, the research sub
questions that this superordinate theme addresses are: (1) how do faculty m em bers
initially experience a student with mental health issues, and (2) what do faculty members
observe when they experience an online student who has mental health issues? The
participants recounted experiences o f how professors viewed students’ behaviors and
actions. Through the process o f telling their stories, the participants identified a num ber
o f areas that were notably important. These important areas developed the various
themes (codes) within each transcript. Those themes were then grouped into the
following sub-superordinate themes: (a) the initial impression, (b) student defense
mechanisms, (c) problem atic behaviors, (d) poor class production, (e) boundaries, (f)
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depression, (g) anxiety, and (h) resilience. Each o f these sub-superordinate them es are
described in detail below and shown in Table 4.

Table 4
Superordinate (SO) Theme: “Focus on Seeing"
Sub-Superordinate
Themes
{Interpretation)
Initial Impression
(The Disruption)

# o f Trans

Themes (also considered codes)

12

Initial Experience
Received a Letter about Disability
M anipulation
Defensiveness
Entitlement
Blame Shift
Class Disruption
Involved Lots o f People
Irrational Responses in O nline Discussion
Dramatic Shifts
Other Students Responding to the MH Student
Problematic W ork
Unable to Com plete Assignm ents
Incomplete Assignm ents
Struggling
W ithdrawal from Activities
Not Using ADA Accomm odations
Over Com m unication
Student Over Contacting Faculty M em ber
Self-Disclosure
Too Open with Issues
Depression
Procrastination
Overwhelmed
Confusion
Unfocused
Anxiety
Paranoia
Obsessive
Concerned About Perform ance
Student Reaching Out
Student W anting to Make it Work

Student Defense
M echanism
(Students Protected
Themselves)

8

Problem atic Behavior
(Behaviors that
Prevented Success)

8

Poor Class Production
(Inability to be an
Effective Student)

10

Boundaries
(Student had Poor
Boundaries)

8

Depression
(Depressive Corrosion)

8

Anxiety
(Anxiety That Lim ited
Ability)

6

Resilience
(Student Show ed
Desire to Succeed)

4
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The initial impression. All 12 faculty members described an initial interaction
with a student that implied that a problem m ight exist. The researcher’s interpretation for
this sub-superordinate them e is the disruption. The chosen interpretative statem ent was
intentionally used because students caused a disruption, w hich subsequently caused a
change in the homeostasis o f the teaching milieu. U ltim ately for the faculty, it concerned
how to make sense o f the chaotic experience. The words used by faculty that helped to
provide understanding o f this theme included “am iss,” “barrage,” and “got behind.”
These words proved to be valuable in assessing the interpretive meaning.
Five faculty m em bers— Professors Cooper, Flowers, Lynch, Robbins, and
V aughn— reported that they had received a letter from their university’s A m ericans with
Disabilities Act (ADA) com pliance office. Professor Flowers reported that the student
“had accom m odations through the special student services” office for particular
arrangem ents to be made. Professor Lynch stated that:
So I received — at the start of class —prior to class, I received an announcem ent
that I had a student in ADA. They don't tell you w hat the disability is, but you
have to sign in, and there's, certain things that you have to go by, and there's a
policy in place for dealing with those people. So, I did not know what the
disability was, but im m ediately upon working with the student, I could tell it was
a m ixture o f physical, that it caused some mental issues.
For other professors, it was a mixture o f emotional and behavioral displays.
Professor Potts stated that “it started with the barrage o f em ails she sent me that
were just these long stream o f consciousness emails that seemed to go absolutely
now here.” That experience was echoed by Professor Smith, who said that he “was
receiving m ultiple emails from her a day and multiple phone calls in a row from her each
day.” For Professor Ball, receiving a phone call from an online student was a sign that
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something was different. She said, “ I received a phone call from her (student), which is
somewhat strange to begin with because I teach online.” The way these students reached
out raised flags to these three professors. As Professor Smith saw it, “that was my first
inclination that something was am iss.”
Professor Gilbert and Vaughn both discussed seeing a change in the student’s
performance that indicated to them that something m ight be happening. Professor G ilbert
stated that “she (student) got behind a little bit on her assignm ents.” Professor Vaughn
saw a drastic shift in the student when “she (student) kind o f dropped o ff the face o f the
earth for a w eek, week-and-a-half.” These shifts alarmed the professors and ultim ately
gave them their first experience with a student w ho was in possible distress.
Student defense mechanisms. This sub-superordinate theme was found in eight o f
the transcripts. The professors reported seeing behaviors, such as blam ing, entitlement,
manipulation, and defensiveness occurring within the classroom setting. The researcher
interpreted thesv student characteristics as the students protected themselves. This was
important, because ultimately it prevented the students from expressing themselves
appropriately, which ultimately alerted the faculty. The most powerful w ord used
throughout the interviews, pertinent to this sub-superordinate theme, was “defensive.”
Professors also used words such as “m anipulation,” “upset,” and “blam e.”
Professor Flowers discussed how her student acted “kind o f above this” when
referencing the assignments given in class. The professor felt it was:
.. .manipulation, which I'm not sure is - som etim es I tend to say it's generational,
say it's this age group o f kids or whatever. If things aren't w orking out how they
want, they'll try to tell m e things like, well, I w asn't able to access blackboard,
a n d .. .so it's your problem. You have to re-assess it, or you have to come up with
a solution for me.
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This particular student would tell Professor Flowers, “there’s a problem with your quiz,”
“there’s a problem with Blackboard,” or “ I d o n ’t really need to do all this stuff.”
Professor Gilbert also discussed how his student’s presentation “felt like
manipulation to me,” because it was “ almost fictional...like she was m aking it up and
trying to take advantage.” These w itnessed events o f manipulation and entitlem ent were
also shared by Professor Moore, who stated that the “ [student] was not super interested in
participating.” Professor Moore continued to say that the student would imply, “I already
know this, so I’m going to do the bare m inim um .” These sentiments o f manipulation,
entitlement, and blame resonated throughout the interviews.
Professor Flowers stated that her student “liked to blame other people about
things.” The student “got really upset with [m e].” Professor Lynch shared a sim ilar
experience and explained that her student “w ould lash out at [other students].” The
student would become defensive and state “th at’s not what 1 mean w hen I said that,” then
when the student did not feel validated, the student would “look at [them] and say, ‘oh,
they hate m e,’ and then she’d post something totally inappropriate in response.”
Professor Lynch said that the student “was very, very upset and defensive.” She would
“just [fly] o ff the handle about T d id n ’t understand the assignm ent.’” Seeing the student
as defensive was a common experience.
Professor M oore recalled that “ [the student] ju st seemed defensive,” describing
that the student would say “well, we never had to do this before. No other professor has
made us do this before.” Professor Smith poignantly stated that his student would just
have a “defensive response.” Professor Daniels also alluded that her student “was
defensive.” W hen Professor Daniels approached the student about an assignm ent
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describing a personal experience and giving constructive feedback, the professor stated
that the student “was defensive about th a t.. .about her choice o f topic and the story that
she told. So, it was ju st a difficult situation.”
Problematic behavior. Eight o f the faculty members also reported seeing issues
w ith challenging behavior in the online class milieu. The researcher interpreted these as
behaviors that prevented success. The professors quickly focused on these behaviors.
Faculty used language that included, “disruptive,” “irrational,” and “mental confusion.”
These words provided substance to the faculty m em bers’ experiences individually and a*
a whole. Professors reported that behaviors focused on disrupting the flow o f the class.
O ther students focused on dramatic shifts in the student’s presentation as well. Professor
Lynch had a “gut feeling” about her student because she saw that “she was kind o f
disruptive in the classroom when she didn’t understand anything.”
As was reported in the initial impression sub-superordinate them e section,
Professor Vaughn had seen a dram atic shift with his student when she “dropped o ff the
face o f the earth for a week, w eek-and-a-half.” Professor Cooper described this
phenom enon as “ [going] o ff the radar a bit.” Professor Lynch discussed that her student
displayed a:
.. .dram atic difference between one week and — she was a bright student. You
could tell when she was on point, she did quality work. W hen she wasn't, it was
ju st total confusion. M ental confusion, I think is the only w ay to describe it.
Professor Lynch also reported seeing the student “post[ing] som ething that was a bit
irrational that didn’t make a lot o f sense.”
Professor Potts reported that other students in the class setting cam e to her to
discuss the student o f concern. The professor reported:
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.. .there was a big group project at the end o f this course. And there were four or
five people in her group. 1 think there were — 1 think it was she and four other
people. And they were em ailing me complaining. And, they were flashing in on
Skype, sending me text m essages and just com plaining, you know, som ething is
not right here. Som ething is not right. So, yeah, it was pretty easy to discern that
something's amiss.
These other students provided an additional level o f experience for this faculty member,
which the professor found beneficial. Professor Smith also saw that som ething was
“am iss” with his student when his other students came to him in distress. He stated that:
.. .the interactions that [the student] was having with the other students kind o f
clued me in that they had encountered her before, and ju st the kind o f verbal —
nonverbal feedback that they w ere giving her may have clued me in that she was
going to be an interesting character.
These faculty members felt that when they noticed problem atic behaviors in the online
milieu, it led them to believe that mental health issues might be present.
Poor class production. Faculty members frequently talked about the academic
performance o f the student draw ing their concern. This problem atic class perform ance
dealt with the students not turning in assignments, or struggling with in-class
expectations. This led the researcher to interpret that there w as an inability to be an
effective student, which hindered the student’s progress and success. Faculty focused on
words like “ incom plete,” “behind,” “poor,” and “w ithdraw ing.” These w ords proved to
be a valuable com ponent o f this sub-superordinate theme.
Professor G ilbert discussed seeing the student when she “got behind a little bit on
her assignments” and assessed that she “ju st w asn’t doing the w ork.” Professor Robbins
stated, “I noticed right away, his writing sk ills.. .he had some difficult tim e expressing
him self in w ritin g .. .the writing was p o o r.. .so poor, you were like what is he trying to
say. You couldn’t even figure out w hat he was trying to say.” Professor M oore
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experienced her student not only submitting poor work, but declining the opportunity to
correct those errors. Professor Moore reported that:
.. .there were three papers and they were not very long and she really did a poor
job on all o f those. A nd she was totally like, ‘everyone 1 d o n ’t care, you could tell
me to take this back and fix it, but I’m not going to. So, ju st grade me on this first
one I’m turning in, I’m not, 1 d o n ’t w ant an opportunity to m ake extra points, and
I don’t, I’m not going to edit it or fix it, so just here is my assignm ent.’
This experience was also shared by Professor Avery, who stated:
.. .[the student] just w ouldn’t do the work. She w ould do the w ork and ju st do a
really poor job, we would have quizzes and exams online, and she w ould start
them and never finish them. I think it was just so much anxiety that, she ju st
never got to the point w here she could finish them.
The professors reported these students were given multiple opportunities to com plete the
assignments, but the students refused to take advantage o f those opportunities.
Professor Vaughn reported seeing the student “getfting] behind on an assignm ent
or two during [the class].” Professor Daniels stated that her student “got a D or an F on
that paper. She ju st didn’t do any other assignments in the class.” This observance was
shared by Professor Cooper, who stated her student was “ju st w ithdraw ing, ju st not doing
the w o rk .. .not being able to follow directions. Like simple directions.” Professor Lynch
witnessed her student com pleting “extremely erratic w ork” and subm itting “ incom plete
assignm ents.. .she would turn in two pages and they were blank.” Professor Lynch
noticed that “[the student’s] problem was the lack o f structure and she could not make her
own structure.. .she had no idea where she was going som etim es.” Each o f these
professors shared the experience that students struggled with com pleting assignm ents and
perform ing at the caliber required for their respective online programs.
Boundaries. W ithin the interviews, eight o f the participants discussed students
having problem atic boundaries with the faculty members. The report o f the behaviors
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being displayed by the student led to the interpretation that students had p o o r boundaries.
Some o f these boundary issues included too much self-disclosure to the faculty member,
contacting the faculty members incessantly, or being too open with other students. The
m ost powerful words that faculty members used were “a lot,” “detail,” “too m uch,” and
“inappropriate.” These words provided valuable context to the whole experience o f the
faculty.
As previously reported, Professor Potts had stated that her student sent her a
“barrage o f em ails” and that “when I tell you she went on and on, it was ju st one email
after another.” Professor Flowers also experienced a lot o f contact, stating that her “main
interaction with him was like two or three times a day he w ould email m e .. .it was a lot o f
em ail.” As stated in the initial impressions section, Professor Smith stated that he was
“receiving multiple em ails from her a day and multiple phone calls in a row from her
each d a y .. .one day, I think there were seven, or eight, emails and probably just as many
or more phone calls.” Professor Lynch reported the student “would call me a lot on the
phone.” The level o f self-disclosure made by the students seemed excessive to the
faculty members
Professor G ilbert reported the information given to him by the student was “a
little inappropriate.” He expressed that he:
... was a little shocked at how much detail [the student] went into. She ju st — she
put it all out there, you know, and students don't typically do that. They'll say,
W ell, you know, I've been having an em ergency — family em ergency this week,
and so I'm going to be late. But she gave me three pages o f her entire history.
A nd so I was a little surprised with the level o f detail and ju st how open she was
being with some, what sounded like, big traumas.
Professor Smith also felt that his student was “over disclosing to [h im ].. .she was telling
me too much about her experience. She was talking about her husband d y in g .. .her son
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overdosing.” Professor Daniels felt very similarly when stating that “ it was like a dump
if that makes sense, an em otional dump, so she ju st told and told and told and told.”
These professors felt that students with mental health issues displayed poor boundaries in
the online learning environment.
Depression. Eight o f the professors shared that characteristics o f depression were
dem onstrated by students. As was discussed in C hapter 2, depressive characteristics
include poor concentration, confusion, low motivation, feelings o f being overw helm ed,
and an overall feeling o f being depressed (Am erican Psychiatric A ssociation, 2013). The
researcher interpreted these faculty reports as students being affected by a depressive
corrosion. The term corrosion was used, because it appeared that each student’s
characteristics seemed to eat away at the student and his or her abilities. The faculty
described these characteristics by using words like “depression,” “bipolar,” “unhappy,”
“confused,” “procrastination,” and “unfocused.”
Professor Flowers reported that one o f her students disclosed “she was bipolar.”
Professor Vaughn reported, “ It was at that time that she w rote and disclosed that she
struggled with bipolar and was having an episode.” Professor M oore stated a sim ilar
experience with her student and the disclosure o f depression, along with other stressors:
She later told us that - and the rest o f the cohort knew I think - but she shared in a
b o ard .. .that she struggles, and that she struggled w ith depression for a long time.
And part o f it was that she doesn’t like her job, part o f it was that she got married
when she was older, in her 3Q’s, and then she waited to have children, until she
was married for a while. Then her husband passed away a year before the class
started.
The other students in the class picked up on these issues. One o f them reported to the
professor “that she is kind o f a Debbie Downer,” a reference to television’s Saturday
Night Live (SNL). Debbie Downer was a skit performed by SNL cast members depicting

120
a woman who was regularly pessimistic, depressed, and cynical (NBC Universal, 2016).
To her classm ates, the student resembled the character depicted in that show.
Professor Flowers reported seeing an email where “ 1 got the feeling— m aybe this
is just me— I got the feeling [the student] was really an unhappy person.” The student
even told Professor Flowers, “I did n ’t ask for this. I didn’t ask to be sick.” For Professor
Potts, “a lot o f it was procrastination.” She would report that the student w ould imply, “ 1
just can’t seem to get this done. I just have no m otivation to sit down and do this. 1 have
no motivation to do anything.” The professors felt that procrastination and m otivation
not only contributed to the students’ depression, but also to the student’s poor work
performance.
Professor Lynch found issues with her student being confused, overw helm ed, and
unable to stay focused. The professors said that “ [the student] was ju st confused by
everything that was com ing at her...suddenly everything was overwhelm ing, in her face,
and she couldn’t assimilate everything that was happening.” The professors reported
seeing that “while one mom ent w e got clarity, the next mom ent, just [total confusion].”
Professor Robbins confirmed this same dynamic by saying:
.. .it was in the discussion posts, with his peers that in addition to having some
confusion o f thought and not being really well understood, his response seem ed to
be - when I could figure out his response to his peers - he w asn ’t on target with
what the topic - was ju st tangential kind o f things, very unfocused.
These experiences o f faculty members seeing students who are displaying confusion and
an overw helm ed persona— as well as the previous faculty reports o f students’ low
motivation, procrastination, and an overall depressed presentation— gave what the faculty
feel is a possible picture o f an online student struggling with depression.
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Anxiety. The concept o f anxiety was som ething that was discussed by h alf o f the
faculty respondents. None o f the students reported to the faculty m em bers that they w ere
diagnosed with an anxiety disorder, but behaviors that displayed within the online m ilieu
alluded to the student having anxious tendencies. The impactful words used by the
faculty included “anxiety,” “panic,” “threat,” “paranoid,” “ fearful,” and “obsessing.”
Upon hearing these words, the researcher interpreted this sub-superordinate them e as
anxiety that lim ited ability.
Professor Lynch reported that, “you fcould tell she had a lot o f anxiety about the
whole thing” and that “[the student] was in a panic because this was her last— if she
flunked this class or failed this class, I think she had to get a C at least. She w as going to
lose her funding.” Professor Lynch implied that the anxiety not only cam e from the
assignments in class, but also from the threat o f losing financial aid.
Professor Potts stated “ it w as som ething 1 saw early on. [The student] started
with very strange, endless em ails.. .paranoid kind o f stuff.” This presentation o f paranoia
was perceived as anxious and fearful by Professor Potts. It got to the point w here the
student told Professor Potts, “ I d o n ’t understand why my classm ates are doing this to
m e.” The professor stated seeing that “ it was a real persecution-type thing and [that the
other students were] out to get [the student].” This paranoid presentation was not
reported by other professors, but from this professor’s perspective w as anxious in nature.
Professor Ball shared the sentim ent that she “definitely could sense sort o f alm ost
a panicky tone.” Professor Smith reported that “ [the student] seemed very
anxio u s.. .probably because o f some o f her experiences.” The professor discussed
receiving em ails from the student that “ seemed to be obsessing with talking about her
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being a non-traditional student.” This was observed to be very anxiety-provoking for the
student; however, the professor did state that “sometimes the anxiety seem [ed] much,
much higher that the situation w arra n te d ].”
Professor Flowers reported seeing the student “obsessively talking about certain
topics.” Professor Flowers noted that she has had other students who “email [her] a lot”
regarding anxiety, so she “could tel! the tone o f [the students] emails, there w as some
anxiety there.” Professor Avery stated seeing “a lot o f anxiety” with her student as well.
She stated that “it was a math class, so 1 think at the tim e it was, ‘I’m really afraid o f
m ath,’ but 1 think there was a lot o f underlying anxiety that w ent w ay beyond just that.”
Professor A very went on to say that “[the student] was just so overcom e with the stress
and anxiety about it...th e anxiety didn’t allow her to function and make a good attem pt.”
Resilience. Four o f the faculty m em bers also referenced a sense o f resilience that
was shown by the students. This presentation was different than what was discussed in
the student defense mechanism s section, m ainly because the faculty conveyed the
presence o f students’ hum ility and acceptance. The researcher was led to interpret that
the student show ed a desire to succeed. This was reinforced by words like “ relieved,”
“willing,” “possible,” and “help.” Professor Ball reported that:
.. .am idst all o f w hat was going on with her in her crisis, she had the thought to
pick up the phone and ju st call and say, hey, here's w hat's going on. And I think it
conveyed probably a different message than what I would have gotten in an email.
She could have said the sam e thing in an email, but it w ouldn’t have - 1 don't
think I would have heard it the same way as hearing it in her voice, if that m akes
sense.
W hen students reached out to the professors, it gave the faculty m em bers an opportunity
to see another side o f students in distress. Professor Robbins stated that her student
responded with, “I know I am really struggling. I am willing to do w hatever it takes. I’m
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w illing, I know this is a problem , but I am w illing to work really hard. W hat can 1 do to
m ake this w ork?” By show ing this vulnerability, the professor stated that the student
appeared “very relieved.”
Professor Potts reported a sim ilar experience when a student came to her and said,
“Dr. Potts, can you help?” The professor saw the student reaching out to her during a
tim e o f distress. Professor Cooper also stated that her student reached out to her about
his m ental health struggles that concerned anxiety. She stated that her student:
.. .wrote me and said, I've been having trouble doing the recent assignment due to
having a fear o f strangers. I've been plotting what I could do to make the
assignm ent com fortable for me, and I've gotten nowhere with it. Is it possible for
me to do it in another way?
These experiences were shared b y each faculty m em ber and dem onstrated a level o f
resilience by each o f the students, which ultim ately helped the students to address their
m ental health concerns.
Focus on Feeling
The superordinate theme o ffo c u s on fe elin g materialized during the course o f the
interview s, subsequently re-appearing in the transcripts. This superordinate theme
addresses the third research sub-question, w hich is how do faculty members
conceptualize their experience o f w orking with an online student with mental health
issues? O nce the faculty m em bers had the opportunity to interact with the students, they
w ere left to think about w hat they had seen. This led to faculty members experiencing a
variety o f feelings about the student, themselves, and the environment. These reported
feelings developed the variety o f themes (codes) found within each transcript. Those
them es w ere then grouped into six sub-superordinate themes: (a) boundary challenges,
(b) trust challenges, (c) feeling frustrated, (d) questioning self/inner conflict, (e) feeling
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lack o f support, and (f) previous experience. Each o f these sub-superordinate them es are
described in detail below and shown in Table 5.

Table 5
Superordinate (SO) Theme: “Focus on F eelin g ”
Sub-Superordinate
Them es
(Interpretation)
Boundary Challenges
(Question What was
Appropriate)

it
TT

C/ i

T ro n e
X1 Qilo

11

Trust Challenges
(Feeling Unsure)

4

Feeling Frustrated
(Internal Frustration
Towards Student and
Others)

11

Questioning
Self/Inner Conflict
(Unsure o f
Themselves and What
to do)

12

Feeling Lack o f
Support
(Feeling Helpless)

10

Themes (also considered codes)
Student-Faculty Boundaries
Faculty Trying to M aintain Appropriateness
Student Influencing Faculty
Faculty Needs to be Consistent
Faculty W ish to Reach out to O ther Students
Faculty Not Feeding the Problem
Faculty Needs to be Respectful
Faculty Needs to be Helpful
Faculty Needs to be Engaged with Students
Faculty Q uestioning Trusting the Student
Techer Feeling Skeptical
Faculty W ishing Student W ould D isclose Problem
Faculty Feeling Frustrated
Faculty Feeling Trapped
Faculty Feeling O verwhelm ed
Faculty Feeling Confused
Faculty Thinking About it a lot
No Collateral Information Given
Faculty Feeling Student M onopolizing Tim e
Faculty Not W anting to Fail
Faculty Feeling Responsible
Faculty Feeling Sorry For the Student
Faculty Feeling Lost
Faculty Feeling Incom petent
Faculty Challenge
Faculty Feeling Fear
Faculty Feeling Lack o f Support
Limited or No Counseling Center
Faculty Not Given MH Information
Resources Available for Faculty and Students
Local Student
Early W arning System
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Table 5 - continued
Superordinate (SO) Theme: "Focus on Feeling ”
Sub-Superordinate
Themes
(Interpretation)
Previous Experience
(Previous
Experiences That
Inform ed Thought
Process)

# of
Trans

12

Them es (also considered codes)
Faculty Trying to M ake Sense o f it
Previous Problematic Students
Faculty Prior Student Experience
Faculty Didn't Research MH
Faculty Received no Training
Faculty Had No Previous Experience
Faculty MH History - Experience
Faculty Received Training

Boundary challenges. One o f the most common feelin g s that faculty members
expressed concerned boundaries with students. The desire to be consistent and maintain
appropriateness in the online m ilieu was discussed by eight faculty m embers. W hile
thinking about those boundaries, faculty members had to find ways to also process what
it meant to be helpful, engaging and respectful to students. As participants discussed the
feeling o f boundaries, it caused them to question what was appropriate. The words that
drove this sub-superordinate them e were “know,” “respecting,” “resist,” “inappropriate,”
“difficult,” and “confused.”
W hen students pushed boundaries, it created a challenge for professors. Professor
Lynch discussed that her student reached out to her multiple times on “ Facebook and
things like that.” Professor Lynch stated feelin g uneasy about the student’s attempts and
reported:
I d o n ’t know if I want[ed] to get into it .. .if I could get to know her better, then it’s
one o f those things, well, no you can’t because you’re here in a professional
environm ent.. .you got to stay a little aw ay from the personal issues because you
are trying to teach, I’m performing a job.
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Professor Lynch was not alone in this sentiment; Professor Smith discussed the fe elin g o f
“it’s all about respecting the role.”
Part o f this struggle was trying to remain professional, which m eant not assum ing
other roles. Four o f the faculty members were mental health professionals, which created
a conflict o f interest. Professor Ball stated that “ I had to remind m yself, okay, you’re her
instructor, not her therapist.” Professor Gilbert stated that he was conflicted because he
needed “to resist being a social w orker.” Professor Smith reported that he thought to
himself, “I don’t want to be your sounding board, honestly, because I think that it’s
inappropriate.”
Professors also shared the fe elin g o f impartiality. Professor M oore reported
thinking that her “biggest struggle, was ju st how to be equitable to everyone,” before she
acted. Professor Potts discussed thoughts about being “fair and im partial.” Professor
Cooper also shared this struggle when saying she had to be careful “not to judge.” These
challenges reinforced the idea that the faculty felt that boundaries were important.
A nother area o f faculty m em bers’ boundaries dealt with professionalism and the
ability to place personal em otions aside. Professor M oore reported that she did not want
to “base how I [felt] off o f how other people feel, or how other people are liv in g ...I’m
not going to base m y feelings on how this person feels.” Professor Potts stated that she
felt she needed to “ let a lot o f this roll off, you know, and realize this is [the student’s]
issue.” Professor Potts also stated that:
I guess one challenge was sort o f to not think about it and take to it to bed with
me at night. I mean - 'cause I would get finished reading these em ails from this
student and from other students associated with her and everything, and I would
tell my husband. I'd be like, oh, my gosh, the madness. The m adness continues.
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And 1ju st — it was - it was kind o f difficult not to make it m y focal point all the
time and to m ove on and do other things.
For these professors, placing their own personal em otions to the side presented a
challenge for interacting with the student.
Professor Daniels stated that “it just became really difficult,” because she “ didn’t
feel com fortable giving the student [her] phone num ber.” Professor Ball reported she
struggled with how “to draw boundaries between personal and professional” roles.
Professor Potts asked herself, “How do I answ er these em ails and talk with this student
and stay professional?” She had a hard time thinking about “ rem ain in g ] professional
and not looking like [she was] trying to make a diagnosis, because as a professor, th a t’s
not [her] jo b .” For Professor Lynch, it became an issue that involved protecting
confidentiality o f the student with other students in the class. She discussed that other
students “were ju st confused and didn’t understand because you can ’t tell them sh e’s
ADA or sh e’s got problem s.” Overall, faculty members felt that boundary issues were a
persistent point o f internal conflict when working with students w ho had m ental health
concerns.
Trust challenges. Four o f the professors discussed questioning the students’
authenticity. There were times when the faculty members were fe e lin g skeptical or non
trusting o f the student’s reports, which created a core struggle for the professor. The
researcher interpreted that the faculty members were battling with fe elin g s o f being
unsure. With these unsure feelings, the professor attempted to make sense o f them. The
building blocks o f meaning for the professors were found in the words, “trust,” “stigm a,”
“preconceived notion,” and “true.”
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Professor Lynch questioned herself at times, thinking “is what [I’m] getting true,
or is it just someone making up a story to get som ew here.. .it’s trust. Trust is hard to
establish in a remote environm ent.” Professor Lynch stated that some o f the stories she
has heard can be so hard to believe and has “no way to back it up.” Ultimately, Professor
Lynch stated that she “w asn’t com pletely sure that [she] was getting an authentic person.”
Professor Cooper felt that one reason that this m ight be possible is that she “thinks there’s
still a lot o f stigm a with mental health” and that prevents “transparency” from her
perspective.
Two professors felt a bit o f skepticism from their experiences. Professor G ilbert
stated that he enters each sem ester and says to himself, “W ithout trying to have any
preconceived notion, I’ll say, ‘which one is it going to be this term ?” ’ Professor Robbins
felt this skepticism more in what her student was prom ising her. W hen the student
confronted the professor disclosing personal issues and those issues im pact o f class
performance, the professor said to herself:
I felt like there is no way he is going to show up here every week. There is no
way I am going to see him every week, and then w hat’s going to happen if he
doesn’t . . .1 don’t see how this is going to end up well for you.
Professor Robbins stated that she “w asn’t really questioning [her own] abilities, but [she]
w asn’t sure how he was going to work this out.” These professors’ experiences with
trusting their students contributed to their overall process o f thinking about the
experience.
Feeling frustrated. A persistent experience shared by eleven o f the faculty
members involved a general frustration to the students, the system, and the institutions.
Some o f these frustrations involved fe elin g trapped, overwhelm ed or confused about how
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to think about the situation. At times, these experiences would occupy much o f various
faculty m em bers’ mental energy, which ultimately pulled them away from other aspects
o f teaching. This struggle is interpreted as internal frustration towards student and
others. The most powerful word used throughout the interviews that was related to this
sub-superordinate them e was “frustrated.” O ther words included “pisses me off,” “oh my
G od,” “angry,” and “upset.”
Professor Cooper succinctly stated that “it’s easy to get frustrated with students.”
Professor Flowers stated “it was frustrating to interact with [her stu dent]...he would just
upset me, or what I felt kind o f like harassment.” Professor Daniels also stated, “ I was
very frustrated” directed towards the experience with the student. Professor Gilbert
articulated, “ I was really getting frustrated with her when she just kept asking for more
extensions and act as though it’s the first time she asked, even though it was the sixth
time she asked.” Professor Gilbert thought, “ It pisses me o ff actually, because h ere’s 19
other students that are doing the work, meeting the requirements, not com plaining. I
know life happens. I acknowledge that it happens for everybody.” Professor Ball was
fe e in g “a little frustrated in some ways, because [she] never heard back in a timely
manner from [the student].” Professor Lynch shared the struggle o f having to deal with
the student as well:
It was kind o f like, oh my God. Is this going to take too much time? I'll be totally
honest with you. I mean, you have 20 students in a class. The limited am ount o f
time during the day to deal with it, I was like, oh my God, how am I going to deal
with it and also when people start calling you.
These feelings o f frustration shared by Professors Ball, Gilbert, and Lynch contributed to
a feeling o f being helpless as well.
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Professor Moore got to the point where these feelin g s o f frustration and
helplessness were “very conflicting.” Professor Moore reported that she w anted to be a
reasonable person, but she had an internal conflict:
And o f course 1 w anted to be a reasonable person in general, but I also think
there’s something to be said for like, w e’re in this particular program, w e’re
preparing you for a career. Stuff is going to come up, it just always does in life
and so you - certainly m ajor things like your spouse dying, or if you have a
medical condition, or I consider depression a medical condition, you need help
and you need supports and accommodations. And that is totally acceptable, but to
say y o u ’re not going to do anything, you’re going to get fired. In the real world,
or not in the real world, because this is the real world, but if this was your jo b and
you said, ‘I ’m not going to do anything on my first or second day o f w ork,’ I
don’t know if your em ployer is going to have much patience over the long run.
This internal frustration was also shared by Professor Avery, who said, “ It was definitely
frustrating. I mean 1 think I was able to look at it objectively, that it d id n ’t overly upset
me, but I obviously was, it was disappointing.” Professor Potts concurred with the
sentiments shared by Professors A very and M oore by saying, “when I started getting
these em ails...I was stunned...I d id n ’t know what to make o f it.”
This feeling o f helplessness and frustration was also directed tow ards individuals
outside o f the student. Professor Daniels reported, “I just felt really helpless, I guess is a
good w o rd .. .and kind o f frustrated at the system .” Professor Smith discussed the idea o f
“gatekeeping,” so much so that it led to a frustration with his colleagues. The professor
felt that his colleagues let the student get too far into the program when he felt that should
not have happened. Professor Smith felt that it fell upon him to address the issues by
stating, “I felt really angry at m y colleagues, because they were essentially forcing me to
do this at the very end.”
Questioning self and inner conflict. Throughout the interviews, a recurrent topic
discussed by all participants was doubt, feeling responsible, being lost, and being
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incompetent. These fe elin g s led participants to experience fear, as well as sym pathy for
the students. Interpretatively, these faculty members felt unsure o f themselves and what
to do. W ords such as “doubt,” “fail,” “don’t know ,” “conflicting,” “sym pathy,” and
“com passion,” contributed to a level o f understanding regarding the professors’ internal
struggle.
Professor Lynch said, “I d o n ’t know how to deal with this person. I ’m not
capable or com petent to understand her issues and how to work with her.” She
articulated this internal conflict when thinking:
Oh, what am I going to do now? It’s like when you're in an online environm ent,
you don't have the ability to take someone after class and sit dow n and talk to
them and discuss it. So I've got to say, I was ju st kind o f like, oh, God, w hat do I
do now kind o f thing. 1 was kind o f feeling a little lost and unable to find a way
to really deal with it. There was tons o f fear almost. And I do — w hat can I do,
what's in bounds, what's out o f bounds?
The overall fe elin g was, “I don’t want to fail with this person.” Professor Potts also felt
lost and said “my first thought was holy cow; how do 1 react to this?” Professor Moore
felt that her whole experience “was very conflicting.” At times the professors discussed
that they had limited ability in the situation with the student. Professor A very stated, “ I
figured out pretty quickly that there was not much 1 could do. It was outside o f my
control.. .there was ju st not really a good an sw er.. .the biggest challenge was ju st that
there w asn’t really anything I could do.” Professor Lynch stated, “ I am not a social
w orker,” a phrase that was used to describe her fe elin g o f being lost and her uncertainty
o f what she should do.
Another side o f this inner conflict— which aligns with the boundaries sub
superordinate theme— was a fe elin g o f pity for the student. Professor Vaughn reported
that his “ reaction was im mediate sympathy.” Professor Robbins referenced this same
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feeling when she said, “I was kind o f feeling really, really bad for h im .. .1 was feeling
sorry for him .” Professor Daniels stated, “ I definitely felt com passion for her. I felt
really sorry that she had gone through this. And grief, I m ean it was really difficult, a
series o f difficult events.” For these professors, the internal struggle o f rem aining a
teacher, while also having com passion for the student, was a challenging.
Professor Ball was in the midst o f finishing her doctoral program — while teaching
on her own for the first tim e— when she experienced “im poster syndrom e.” She was
conflicted because she thought, “Is som eone really leaving this decision up to me, that I
can influence this person’s educational trajectory so m uch?” Overall, she felt
“unprepared” for the task at hand. Professor Gilbert also talked about fe e lin g responsible
stating, “You do feel a little bit out on your ow n.” When the decision had to be made,
one professor felt that she had “waited a little bit too long.”
Feeling lack o f support. A general fe elin g that support for the faculty and
students was not sufficient according to ten professors. This included a lack o f training
that concerns when a faculty m em ber might interact with a distressed student or som eone
who struggles with mental health problems. This challenge was interpreted as the
professors fe elin g helpless. The participants used words like, “do not have access,”
“d on ’t do anything,” and “how to deal,” to describe this feeling o f being lost.
Professor Ball was asked if she knew o f any resources available for online
students in her program:
None —no formal resources that I'm aware of. It's interesting that you mention
that because I went through before I taught online, I went through a workshop.
And you go through a lot o f how do you make your blackboard exciting, and how
do you connect with students when you're not face to face. But 1 don't rem em ber
anything like this ever com ing up. It was more like the concrete - they are more
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interested in the product than the process, I guess. It w asn't like w hat do you do if
this student comes to you with this problem?
Her reference that her program was “m ore interested in the product than the process,”
made her feel that the school did n ’t care about the student’s needs. Professor Lynch
stated that because she did n ’t “know how to deal with [the student],” she d id n ’t feel
competent; however, she said, “ I ju st really [felt] like 1 d id n ’t have a lot o f support,”
indicating that she also felt lost
One issue that came up in a few interviews was the lack o f counseling services for
online students. Professor Potts reported feeling that:
I would have loved to have been able to say to the student, you know, 1 w ould like
to recom mend that you go to the campus counseling center and talk about this.
But you have to rem em ber, we're dealing with, (a) an online program and (b) the
fact that there is no campus counseling center. There's ju st not one that exists.
Professor Avery stated that although her university now has a college counseling center,
it did not offer them at the time she had this experience with her student. Professor
Vaughn reported, “our counseling departm ent... [is] very good, but they d o n ’t do
anything with our online students. They’re strictly focused on students on the cam pus.”
One o f the biggest hardships Professor Vaughn stated is that “a quarter to a third o f the
students do not have access to our facilities or services,” because the students do not live
on campus. Professor Daniels also experienced feeling lack o f support because “ [her
institution] didn’t have counseling available for online students at that tim e.”
Some professors did report that their university settings did have services in place
to help with students in distress or who had mental health issues. Professor Lynch
reported that her program had an “early-warning system ,” where inform ation was relayed
to the student’s advisor. Professor Potts reported that she felt com fortable “ contacting]
student accessibility services” for students to get extra attention. This outreach allowed
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for some students to receive additional attention, but the professors did not elaborate on
whether those services were ultimately beneficial for decreasing mental health issues o f
their individual students.
Previous experience. All o f the participants discussed how their history o f mental
health experience, or lack thereof, affected their feelin g s while interacting with the
student. Personal or family mental health problem s gave some participants a foundation
o f understanding. For others, that understanding was acquired by previous experiences
with students who presented with mental health issues. Ultimately, it showed the
researcher that the professors had previous experiences that inform ed thought processes.
The words that contributed to this sub-superordinate them e included, “training,” “other
experiences,” and “w orkshops.”
In the previous section, Professor Ball reported that she did not have training in
the area o f addressing a student in distress; however, some faculty members have had
training in the area o f student mental health. Professor Lynch said “w e ’ve had training
on how to deal with [students who are disruptive].” Professor Lynch discussed that her
program offered “training on that kind o f thing... w e’ve been through w orkshops on how
to deal with difficult students.” Professor M oore reported that her program offers
“extensive training” in the area o f working with students in distress.
Some o f the faculty members discussed their own personal experiences with
mental health issues. One o f the professors reported that she was diagnosed with bipolar
disorder. Another professor reported that she had a history o f depression. A third
professor reported that she was once married to an individual who had significant mental
health problems. A fourth professor reported that he has children who have been
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diagnosed with mental health issues. All o f these experiences contributed to a basic
acumen in the area o f mental illness, which helped inform their thought process.
As previously discussed, some o f the participants are trained mental health
professionals; therefore, that background affords them a certain level o f m ental health
understanding. For Professor Avery, mental health understanding cam e from past inclass experiences, “ I’ve had other experiences with students who were dealing with
depression and an xiety.. .students who have PTSD.” She stated that they are “the big
three.” Overall, the experiences shared by professors— whether they were personal
experiences, professional trainings, or previous classroom dealings— gave a level o f
understanding o f w hat the professors were feeling while working with their students.
Focus on Acting
During the course o f each interview, and then subsequently when reading the
transcripts, the superordinate theme o f focus on acting materialized. This superordinate
theme addresses the fourth research sub-question, which is: how do faculty members
react to online students with mental health issues? Once faculty m em bers had the
opportunity to experience the students, while processing how they felt about the situation,
they were then challenged with how to act. These actions developed the variety o f
themes (codes) found w ithin each transcript. Those themes were then grouped into four
sub-superordinate themes: (a) faculty connecting with student, (b) faculty m ade referral,
(c) confrontation, and (d) accommodation. Each o f these sub-superordinate themes are
described in detail below and shown in Table 6.
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Table 6
Superordinate (SO) Theme: “Focus on A cting"
Sub-Superordinate
Themes
(.Interpretation)
Connecting with
Student
(Building a Trusting/
Safe Relationship)

# of
Trans
6

Faculty Reached Out
(Used Resources to
Help Student)

11

Confrontation
(Asserts S e lf and
Confronts Issue
Directly)

8

Accommodation
(Problem Solved
through m aking
accommodations)

11

Themes (also considered codes)
Faculty Being Genuine
Faculty and Student Establishing Trust
Faculty Being Impartial
Faculty Being Non-Judgm ental
Faculty M ade Referrals
Faculty Referred Student to ADA
Faculty Reached out to S u r-v 'is o r
Faculty Reached Out
Faculty Reached out to Student
Faculty Confronts Defensiveness
Faculty Probing Student for Clarification
Faculty Addressing O ther Students
Faculty G iving M ultiple Attempts at
Assignments
Faculty Intervention was Successful
Faculty Helping Student
Faculty Did the Best They Could

Connecting with student. Faculty members shared a num ber o f experiences
where they felt connecting with the student was important. This was achieved through
establishing trust and being genuine. For some faculty members, this cam e as result o f
previous experiences, and others it was the first time they had acted with a student. This
fed the interpretation that the faculty members were building a trusting/safe relationship.
The professors used impactful words such as “engaged,” “consistent,” “ fair,” and
“patient,” to describe the dynamic o f connecting with the student.
Professor Lynch felt that it was important for her "to be
consistent.. .tim ely ... [and] engaged.” She felt that that was hard, but accom plished that
by making “a phone call to establish” a relationship with the student. Professor Lynch
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felt that she was “h o n e st.. .fa ir.. .[and] as helpful as possible,” which she found to
ultim ately benefited the student. Professor Ball reported that she tried “to be very
conscious o f [her] feedback to [the student] and the grading.” At the same time,
Professor Ball reported that she d id n ’t try and “infantilize” the student either. She said,
“Y o u ’re paying for this class. Y o u ’ve paid for my time. I’m going to give you my
professional opinion.” The professor felt that the student responded well to that.
Professor C ooper felt that her “first step [was] not to judge.” When work was not coming
in the w ay it should be, the professor would say, “Did you read my last em ail?” From
that point forward the professor felt it was im portant to be “super patient.” The
professors acting in these m anners helped provide an opportunity for the students to
connect w ith the professors.
Faculty reached out. The professors also acted on the belief that it was important
for them to reach out for help. This included reaching out to a supervisor, reaching out to
services through the institution, or reaching out to the students themselves. Ultimately,
the faculty m em bers used resources to help the student. This was an important action for
the professors to perform because those actions helped to minimize the lost feelings that
they reportedly had felt earlier in the interaction with the student. This interpretation was
built from words such as “contact,” “advise,” “referred,” and “help.”
For Professor M oore, reaching out provided her validation on the student’s
presentation. She stated that her program “said, ‘we know, she w asn’t making it up. We
knew she w asn ’t ju st m aking stu ff u p .’” This validation allowed the professor to act
differently because trust was a little stronger. Professor Moore reported that she
“ im m ediately contacted [her] supervisor.” That is who she reached out to gain that
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validation. Reaching out to supervisors also provided a sounding board for faculty
members. Professor Potts reported that she “forwarded a couple o f em ails to [her]
supervisor,” and asked “could you please advise me on how to handle this?” Professor
Potts stated that reaching out to her supervisor provided the ability to process the
situation, as well provide some relief. Professor Cooper reported that she “[doesn’t] have
a problem going to [her] department and asking them for help.” She w ould direct her
needs to the student’s advisor, saying, “Do you think this person has an undocum ented
disability that I need to [accommodate]?” This experience provided m ore validation
while working with the student.
Professor Smith also spoke with a supervisor about his concerns. He said, “ 1
talked with the co-chair...and I mentioned the stu d en t.. .and she had encountered the
student before.” This action provided this professor with validation that what was being
observed and felt congruently with past behaviors. Professor Avery stated that she
“shared the experience with coworkers/colleagues that [she] works w ith.” W hen the
professor found out that others had experienced sim ilar situations to hers, she felt
validated regarding the student’s presentation.
Professor A very also reached out to the student and “referred her outside” o f the
department. Professors Vaughn and Daniels reported acting in sim ilar ways. Professor
Vaughn said, “ I did mention to [the student] about chatting with som eone,” maybe a
“pastor.” Professor Daniels asked the student if she had “seen a counselor about this”
concern. Professor Gilbert reported that he “sends [students] in [the] direction” o f the
ADA department. In these reaching out experiences, the professors shared their desire to
help the student becom e successful.
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Confrontation. For eight o f the professors, confronting the student was im portant.
Confrontation occurred to address problematic behaviors or defensiveness, as well as to
probe the student for more information. The professors aimed to extract clarification o f
the situation. The researcher interpreted that in these situations, the professor asserts s e lf
and confronts the issue directly. Throughout the interviews, faculty m em bers found that
the words, “tell,” “question,” and “talk,” were im portant to confronting the problem atic
experiences.
Professor Potts referenced a desire to reduce the conflict in the online m ilieu with
other students by stating: “with the other students who were in the group, I finally had to
tell one o f th e m .. .don’t let any o f this bother you. D on’t get sucked into this. This is her
issue. This is not your issue.” The professor wanted to “assure those other students that
this was not about them .” Professor Lynch “always pose[s] probing questions,” to get
more information and confront a situation. Professor Vaughn reached out to the student
directly and just asked, “ Is everything okay? 1 haven’t heard from you.” Professor
Daniels was direct with the student and just asked, “ Is there anybody in your life you can
talk to about this [situation]?” These three professors wanted to confront their students
directly to help show com passion and help improve likelihood o f student success.
Professor Cooper has found that online learning m anagem ent systems are useful
in confronting students. She stated that Blackboard has the ability to maintain log reports
o f how much the student is engaged in the class. Professor Cooper w ould use this
information to address if her student has “missed the assignm ent.” She stated that it is
not with the purpose o f “em barrassing] people,” but ultimately to help them be
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successful. This idea o f creating an environm ent to improve success was a common
desire by professors.
Accommodation. Accom m odation o f students’ needs to help im prove success
was shared by 11 o f the faculty respondents. This included providing extensions on tests,
papers, and assignments. The accom m odations also included the faculty members
helping the students navigate the online expectations to help achieve the goals in each
respective class. The researcher found that the faculty members problem solved through
m aking accommodations. This interpretation was solidified when professors used words
such as “ leeway,” “extensions,” “accom m odations,” “tim e,” and “flexible.”
Professor Lynch reported that “she did not accept [the student’s] assignm ents as
final.” This was done to provide the student with multiple attempts to succeed at the
various tasks within the online learning environment. The professor also said, “ 1 told her
I’d give her leeway on participation...so participation and assignments both, we worked
on.” Professor Gilbert struggled when initially intervening with the student, but reported
that eventually good results occurred:
I asked her how long she thought it was going to take her, and I think she said a
month, initially. So we set up sort o f a schedule for th a t.. .when I got to about
four or five additional extensions and accommodations, I connected with the Dean
again, and I said, so what do I — you know, I'm tired o f giving her additional time
and hearing the excuses, what do we do here? And he just advised me to - it's up
to you. Just set a structure and she'll get it done or not. And so I ju st - I finally
ju st kind o f stopped responding to her emails. I put it out there w hat it is she was
going to have to do to get credit for this course and reviewed the multiple times
she had been given extensions, repeated that I really wanted and hoped that she
could be successful with this. But I ju st kind of, at some point, laid it out there
and said, this is what you must do. That seemed to be the sort o f turning point for
her, because it ended up being successful. She then ended up, over the course o f
whatever period we had agreed to, trickling in the assignments. She ultimately
got everything turned in by the deadline, and she turned in quality work and
ended up with an A for the course.
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One o f the sentiments articulated by Professor Gilbert was his desire for the student to be
successful. Professor Vaughn shared in that b elief and felt it was im portant to
“encourage” the student. The word “encourage” was so important to Professor Vaughn,
that he used it six times during the interview when discussing his intervention with the
student. Professor Daniels worked hard at “both affirm in g ] and te ach in g ] at the same
tim e, which [was] pretty hard.”
Professor Robbins had the added benefit o f her student being proxim al to the
campus w here she worked. She stated that she “called him in and he came into [her
office].” She sensed the student’s fear because she had a “pretty blunt conversation [with
the student].” During that conversation various accommodations were arranged for the
student, in which he was com pliant and “ended up with a B in the class.” Professor A very
stated that she too had the ability to bring the student onto the physical cam pus location.
She did this, so the student could have access to the professor and that she could have
“more tim e.”
Professor Cooper stated that when the issue arose for her, she found out “as soon
as possible how [she could] accom m odate” those needs. Professor A very also felt it was
important to “extend deadlines for her and try to accom m odate her concerns.” Professor
Avery wanted to make sure that she was “flexible with [her] expectations...[w hile] not
changing the requirem ents.” Ultimately, the professors shared that accom m odating the
student was important to the success o f not only the student, but also to the faculty
member.
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Focus on Reflecting
Near the conclusion o f each interview, and then subsequently when reading the
transcripts, the superordinate theme o f focus on reflecting materialized. This
superordinate them e did not address a specific research question. During the interview,
the participants were asked a few speculative questions. These contem plative
experiences developed into a num ber o f themes (codes). Those themes were then
grouped into five sub-superordinate themes: (a) awareness, (b) confrontation, (c)
reflection, (d) method, and (e) ADA speculation. Throughout, this section the
information is reported, but further impact o f what was said is discussed in C hapter 5.
Each o f these sub-superordinate themes is described in detail in Table 7.
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Table 7
Superordinate (SO) Theme: “Focus on Reflecting"
Sub-Superordinate
Themes
(Interpretation)
Awareness
(Has Become M ore
Aware)

it
r r U1
Trans

Future
Confrontation
(Challenge o f being
Assertive)
Reflection
(Hopeful thoughts
on future
interactions)

4

Method
(The Big
Difference)
ADA Speculation
(A Notice)

12

6

Themes (also considered codes)
Pay Attention More
Pay Attention to Boundaries
Teacher Feeling More Prepared
Allowing M ore Assistance/Extensions on Assignm ents
Reaching O ut Sooner
Confronting Students Earlier

4

W ish More Resources Existed
W ish More Training W as Available
W ishing Schools W ere More W elcom ing
W ould Like to Have Had More Time to Prepare
Virtual Presence
W hat if Student was Face-to-Face versus Online?

11

W hat if given an ADA form at the Beginning?
W hat if given no ADA form at the Beginning?

Awareness. H alf o f the participants reflected on how their aw areness has
improved since the experience o f having a student in the online milieu with mental health
issues. These areas included paying attention more to student needs, m anaging
boundaries better, and feeling m ore prepared to work with this student population.
W ords that gave value to this sub-superordinate theme included, “adapt,” “aw are,” and
“learned.” These words fed the interpretation that the faculty m em ber has become more
aware.
Professor Vaughn reported that he has “ learned to adapt as an instructor, but [is]
also learning things in how to craft assignments so they can either be done or postponed
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easily.” Professor Flowers discussed the importance o f setting boundaries. W hen she
attempted to personally arrange a tutor for her student, it did not go well. She stated, “ I
cannot be involved in getting people tu to rs.. .1 would handle that differently.” Professor
Potts reported that the experience has “changed [her preparation] a little bit in that she is
m ore aware,” and that “ I just didn’t think about it. It just never occurred to me that 1
w ould have to deal with something like that. Now I’m more aware. Now I know that
things like this happen.” This concept o f awareness was shared by the other professors as
well. Professor Avery stated:
I think I am just really aware of, more aware o f w hat’s going on, or as aw are as I
can be. You know som ething is going on with the student. There is usually a
reason. They m ay or may not tell me, but there is usually a reaso n .. .trying to be
aware o f it, trying to be helpful, you know trying to be flexible as needed.
Professor Lynch discussed how she “took it personally when she w ould lash o u t.. .now I
think I learned to take a step back and realize they don’t know y o u .. .it’s really not
personal.” She stated that she now has “a thicker skin.” These feelings added to the
concept o f being more aware when w orking with students.
Future Confrontation. Faculty members discussed that the experience o f working
w ith a student who has mental health struggles led them to question their confrontation
skills in future situations. This included reaching out sooner to other people, as well as
directly addressing the student in distress, which they did not do during the recalled
experience. W ords such as “quicker,” “asked,” “reaction,” and “proactive,” gave
credence to the sub-superordinate them e o ffu tu re confrontation. These words also
contributed to the interpretation that the faculty members had the challenge o f being
assertive.
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Professor Gilbert reported that “there was a lesson learned.. .to get with the Dean
a little quicker.. .it’s not like your supervisor is in the office two doors dow n.” Professor
Gilbert discussed that when teaching in an online environm ent, the responsibility lies on
the faculty m em ber to reach out, because you will not see colleagues around a physical
office location. For Professor Vaughn, his opinion was that he should have reached out
to the student with more assertiveness. He stated, “In hindsight, I would have probably
asked her first, ‘can I refer you to one o f our counselors?” ’ Professor V aughn said that he
could “maybe give her a call” too. Professor Robbins also shared this feeling o f getting
involved with the student sooner. She discussed that in a separate situation following her
initial experience with her student, she responded quicker. Professor Robbins said, “ I
think that my reaction with [the new student] was to not let it go as long as I did with [the
old student]. I was more proactive I guess. I got more involved quicker.”
Reflection. The idea o f reflection was shared by four o f the faculty m embers.
Mainly, faculty members reported that having this experience has im pacted the w ay they
would now approach situations involving an online student with mental health issues.
The words that com prise this sub-superordinate theme include, “im proved,” “cognizant,”
“presence,” and “ future.” These words helped the researcher interpret this dynam ic as
hopeful thoughts on fu tu re interactions.
Professor Ball reported that “something 1 would consider doing in the future is
having more o f a virtual visual presence.” Although no other respondents stated this
ideal like Professor Ball, she felt it was an im portant possibility for the future. Professor
Vaughn reported that he wished that universities would be more w elcom ing to students
with mental health issues:
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I think online schools need to be cognizant that these are issues. They need to
have some sort o f inform ation in their catalog, or on their w ebsite - we say things
about gender, and ethnicity, welcome, welcome, welcom e - you d o n ’t see a
lot., .[about] welcom e[ing] all people that have disabilities, m ental health, you
don’t see that. How can we make a place, and invite, an environm ent w here a
student with a mental disability that may or may not be certified with ADA, feel
that they can at least talk to somebody about it. And let them know. W e get the
dyslexia. We get all the blindness, and whatever, but we d o n ’t get a lot o f people
disclosing that they have bipolar, or that they’re, I d o n ’t know all o f the
classifications, but it would be nice for there to be some way to make it known
that people like that are welcome without m aking them feel like an idiot.
Professor Avery reported that she wished for “resources to help them - I think they have
gotten better - but that is an area that a lot can be im proved.” Professor Lynch reflected
back on her time with the student and in hindsight stated, “ 1 would have been probably
more prepared.”
Method. This sub-superordinate theme focused on the speculative idea o f what
would be different if the experience had been in a face-to-face class. Each participant
provided valuable insight to what he or she m ight do. One o f the biggest differences to
materialize was that faculty members could have an “opportunity to read body language.”
O ther words that provided value to this sub-superordinate theme included, “see,” “non
verbals,” “opportunity,” “in-class,” and “em pathy.” The researcher interpreted that
faculty members felt that a big difference would occur if they were given a sim ilar
student in a face-to-face environment.
The professors reported that body language was not som ething that could be
observed in the online environment. Professor Ball discussed that “you can’t gauge their
body language” in an online learning situation, because “you can’t see them ” and that can
be a problem. Professor Robbins reported that “you’ve got the non-verbals” in a face-to-
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face environm ent and “that makes a real difference.” Professor Ball continued this idea
by saying:
1 think if this person had been in my class, com ing to class every week, you know,
doing their assignments, turning them in, and then all the sudden they are in class,
and I'm seeing a shift in their mood or how often they are raising their hand, if
they really used to be a talkative person and now they are not, things like that.
Professor A very discussed this ability to notice things with the student if it were a faceto-face environment. She stated that “there would be more opportunity for recognizing
and trying to be h elp fu l.. .there would be more opportunity to be accom m odating, more
opportunity to be flexible with deadlines and test tim es.” Professor Lynch reported that
issues would be “a little more obvious.” Additionally, Professor Lynch discussed the
idea that a “personal bond” could be formed easier by saying, “ I probably w ould have
said let’s go out after class and let’s have a cup o f co ffee.. .1 would have tried to get to
know her a little better.” These in-person interactions w ould ultim ately increase
opportunities for the professor to intervene.
Professor Moore discussed the concept o f “em pathy,” feeling that it would be
easier to do in a face-to-face environm ent than online. She said that she “feel[s] she
could have been very em pathetic.. .felt like ju st maybe really conveyed my interest in her
well-being.” Professor Moore stated that in email format, it comes across as “cold.”
Professor Daniels reported that it would have been easier for her to get the student
connected with resources on a face-to-face campus. She reported that she is at a different
institution now teaching only in a face-to-face format. She discussed that “the counseling
center is right across the street from the library, so 1 would take that student and we
would walk together.. .1 would make sure that I passed them into the hands o f a counselor
that same day.”
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Professor Potts reported that if her student was in a face-to-face environm ent, she
could have:
.. .pulled the student aside and spoken to her much sooner, you know. And, in
retrospect.. .1 w ould have been able to speak with her. I would have been able to
get a handle on a little quicker. If this had been a face-to-face environm ent and
the student had actually been talking and rambling and ranting and raving to me
rather than sending these emails, I would have been very much m ore aware o f it,
and I would have been able to pull her aside and say, ‘look, there's an issue
here’...w ithout diagnosing, that's not m y job - but there's an issue. And I w ould
have been able to do same with the other members o f her group, and perhaps we
could have shut this down a little more quickly.
Professor Smith felt that he could have been able to better screen students better for their
appropriate fit into the program. He stated that he felt challenged with possibly having to
be a gatekeeper to his profession. Had it been a face-to-face class, he w ould have been
able to address the issues and determ ine if the student should remain “enrolled in the
class,” and m ore importantly to him , remain in the program.
ADA Speculation. Another speculative question that was asked: would an ADA
letter at the beginning o f the course make a difference? Five o f the professors received
ADA notifications for the student was in the class and the other seven professors did not.
The faculty felt it would make a difference. This sub-superordinate them e was supported
by words such as, “earlier,” “prepared,” “less confused,” “aw are,” and “m indful.” The
way this dynam ic was interpreted is that faculty members would have benefited from
receiving a notice. The faculty members felt a notice would have given them additional
benefit in helping and intervening with the student.
Professor Avery reported that she could “have done more earlier on” had she been
given an ADA letter. Professor Moore would have been “ less annoyed initially.. .less
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confused.” Professor M oore stated she “would have felt more prepared.” Professor
G ilbert said, “I would have been given a heads u p ...lik e 1 can anticipate som ething.”
Professor Smith w ould “have been more m indful at the very beginning about
setting clear limits with her.” Professor Potts echoed these other professor’s statements:
I think I would be on the look-out for signs and symptoms, and 1 think I would be
more aware. If I saw som ething that was a little out o f the ordinary, I definitely
think 1 would be more aware and I would jum p on it, you know, in terms o f how
can I help. W hat does the student need?
Professor Vaughn continued that belief by saying he “probably would have reached out
initially and ju st said, ‘is there anything I can do for you?” ’ All o f these professors
thought that if a letter were provided to them at the beginning o f the class, it would have
helped the process with the student. For those professors that received a letter, they felt it
would have been more confusing and “ it would have taken longer to figure out w hat was
going on.”
Summary
Throughout this Chapter, the researcher explained the findings o f the study. This
study’s prim ary research question, as well as the four sub-questions, were given at the
beginning o f this Chapter. Next, the researcher described the 12 participants who
contributed to this study. This description included basic dem ographic inform ation and
information on individual institutional types. Next, the researcher explained the findings
through the framework o f four superordinate themes. First, the superordinate theme,
focus on seeing, addressed the first two researcher sub-questions and described what
participants experienced and observed. Second, the superordinate theme, fo c u s on
feeling, addressed the third researcher sub-question and described what participants
experienced internally while thinking about the situation. Third, the superordinate theme,
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fo c u s on acting, addressed the last researcher sub-question and described how
participants reacted to the online student. Lastly, the superordinate theme, fo c u s on
reflecting, described how participants felt about the situation now that it is a past
experience. Overall, this Chapter offered the participant’s experiences with online
students who have mental health issues.

CH APTER 5
SUM M A RY , D ISCU SSIO N , CO NCLUSIONS, AND IM PLICATIONS
O nline learning has w itnessed constant growth over the last two decades, which
has posed challenges to faculty, institutions, and students (Atchley et al., 2013; Barr,
2014; D ooley & M urphrey, 2000; Simpson, 2012). Challenges for faculty members is
related to w orking w ith students through a structured online interface that is notably
different from the face-to-face environm ent (Allen & Seaman, 2013, 2015; Simpson,
2012). Traditionally, the face-to-face college population has had problems with mental
health problem s (G ruttadaro & Crudo, 2012; Kraft, 2011; Richardson, 2014; The Jed
Foundation, 2008; M. W ood, 2012); however, the online infrastructure poses unique
challenges for faculty m em bers when working with students who have mental health
problem s (Barr, 2014). The prim ary challenges involve technology, identification o f
problem s, intervention o f problem s, and using resources available for faculty members
(Barr, 2014; Russo-G leicher, 2013).
W idespread mental health issues exist on college campuses (Kraft, 2011; M.
W ood, 2012) and faculty m em bers are often the first to notice a student in their classes
w ith mental health issues (Phillips et al., 2012; Simpson, 2012). However, faculty are not
skilled at identifying and addressing students with mental health issues in an online
learning environm ent (Barr, 2014; Simpson, 2012). This problem was used as the central
foundation for this study. The purpose o f this study was to identify how online faculty
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m em bers’ experiences shape their understanding of, and reactions to, students with
mental health issues in online courses.
Summary o f the Study
The researcher chose to use interpretative phenom enological analysis (IPA) as the
method to approach this study. IPA’s foundation is built upon a social constructivist
epistemology. The researcher interviewed 12 faculty members who self-identified as
having an experience with an online student presenting with mental health issues. The
faculty members were not expected to be experts in the field o f mental health problem s,
but rather they were given freedom in what they perceived as student mental health
issues. The interviews were completed in person, via telephone, or via online video
conferencing. Once com pleted, the interviews were transcribed and im ported into NVivo
software. The researcher also kept paper copies to read and make initial notes.
From these analyses, the researcher identified four superordinate themes: (a) fo cu s
on seeing, (b) fo c u s on feeling, (c) fo cu s on acting, and (d) fo c u s on reflecting. Each o f
these themes were separated into multiple sub-superordinate themes. Each o f these sub
superordinate themes were com posed o f individual themes. The term them e is unique to
Smith et a l.’s (2009) six-step IPA method. Other qualitative analyses use the term code
to identify individual meaning-making units. Once the infonnation was analyzed by the
researcher, m em ber checking occurred to make sure the accuracy o f the identified
superordinate themes. IPA methods also allowed the researcher to take a more
interpretative look at the data.
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Summary o f the M ajor Findings
Following the analyses o f the 12 transcripts used in this study, four superordinate
themes materialized. These four supe;ordinate themes were divided into 23 sub
superordinate themes. For the purposes o f summarizing the major findings, each
superordinate theme is summarized below using the most important com ponents o f all 23
sub-superordinate themes.
The researcher found that the first superordinate theme, fo cu s on seeing, involved
the faculty members noticing aspects o f the students that raised concern. The first two
research sub-questions were addressed through this superordinate theme. The biggest
concerns that faculty members saw included the initial impression, issues with the
students’ defense m echanisms, problems with class production and behaviors, and finally
concerns with specific mental health characteristics.
Professors Potts, Smith, and Ball discussed seeing a high am ount o f emails and
telephone calls. Professor Potts used the words “barrage” and “ long” to describe what
she saw, while Professor Smith used the words “m ultiple em ails” and “multiple phone
calls.” Professors also discussed that students presented with self-protective defense
mechanisms. Professor Lynch, M oore, Smith, and Daniels all used the word “defensive”
when describing their students’ behaviors. Other faculty members described students’
presentations as “blam [ingj,” “m an ip u lativ e],” and “upset.”
Problematic behaviors and p oor class production became a com mon report
among faculty members as well. Professor Lynch described seeing her student as
“disruptive” and “irrational.” Professor Potts reported that other students in the class
came forward “com plaining” because o f the disruptive behaviors o f the student o f
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concern. Professor Gilbert stated that his student “just w asn’t doing the w ork,” as did
Professor Avery by saying her student “just w ouldn’t do the work.” Professor V aughn’s
student w ould also “get behind on an assignment or two.” Professor Lynch’s experience
was that the student was subm itting “erratic w ork.”
Problems with boundaries were seen by Professors Flowers, Smith, Gilbert, and
Daniels. Professor Flowers stated her student w ould send “a lot o f em ails,” as did
Professor Sm ith’s student who sent “seven, or eight, emails and probably ju st as many or
more phone calls” in one day. Professor Gilbert stated that the “detail” that his student
gave was too much. Professor Daniels witnessed her student displaying an “emotional
dum p” w ith the professor.
Lastly, this superordinate theme was supported by the observances o f both
depressive and anxious characteristics in the online learning environm ent. Professor
Flowers described her student as “unhappy,” while Professor M oore stated that her
student “struggled with depression.” Professor Potts saw that her student
“procrastinatefedj” and Professor Lynch reported her student was “overw helm ed.” These
reports dem onstrated professors seeing possible problems regarding depression. Anxiety
was seen by Professors Avery, Ball, and Flowers. Professor Avery stated her student was
seen having “a lot o f anxiety,” while Professor B all’s student was described as “panicky.”
Professor Flowers reported her student would “obsessively [talk] about certain topics.”
The researcher found that the second superordinate theme, fo c u s on feeling,
involved the faculty members thinking about w hat they saw from the students. The
second research sub-question was addressed through this superordinate theme. The
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biggest feelings that faculty struggled with included frustration with students and
institutions, internal conflicts, and boundary issues.
Faculty members discussed battling with frustrating thoughts during their
experience with the student. Professor Lynch said “oh my G od” m ultiple times during
the interview expressing her frustration when recalling her feelin g s o f the situation.
Professor Gilbert was “piss[ed] o f f ’ because o f the am ount o f the tim e the student
required o f the professor. Professor Gilbert stated that “ 19 other students” need attention
too. Apart from the students causing frustration, Professor Daniels reported fe elin g
“ frustrated at the system .” She stated that she felt she was in a “helpless” situation
perpetuated by the institution.
Feelings o f internal strife were reported by all 12 professors. Professor Vaughn
reported having “sympathy” for the student, which was also shared by Professor Daniels
by saying she felt “com passion” for her student. This internal conflict was also described
as a feeling o f being “unprepared” by Professor Ball and as “conflicting” by Professor
Moore. These two professors battled with how to address this experience internally,
because they had not had this type o f situation before. Boundary concerns were also an
issue for which professors struggled. Professor Lynch reported that she “is perform ing a
jo b ,” so keeping that in mind was important for her. Professor Smith also reported that
“ it’s all about respecting the role,” when discussing his challenge with managing
boundaries with the student.
The researcher found that the third superordinate theme, fo c u s on acting, involved
the faculty members doing som ething based on their feelin g s about w hat they saw. The
fourth research sub-question was addressed by this superordinate theme. The biggest
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actions faculty took included m aking connections with the student, reaching out to others
for help, confrontation, and making accommodations.
Faculty members attempted to build trust with their students by rem aining
“consistent,” engaged,” and “fair.” Professor Cooper remained “patient” and sent her
student an email before trying not to “judge.” Professor Lynch wanted to “establish” a
relationship by making “a phone call” with the student. Professor Ball interacted with
her student while being “very conscious o f [her] feedback to [the student].” R eaching out
to others was also important, as Professors Moore, Potts, Cooper, and Smith reported.
Each o f them reached out to their supervisors or other members in their departm ents.
Professors Avery, Vaughn, and Daniels all reached out to the student to get them
connected with individuals outside o f their respective programs. These referrals included
connecting students to a “pastor” and “counseling center.”
For two-thirds o f the professors, it was im portant to confront the student’s
behaviors. Professor Potts did this confrontation when other students approached her
about the problem atic student. She reported that “this is [the student’s] issue. This is not
your issue.” Professor Daniels w ent straight to the student and asked if there was
“anybody in your life your life you can talk to about this.” Professor V aughn also asked
his student if “everything [was] okay?” The professors attempted to address the issue
directly when talking with their respective students.
O ^erin g accommodations were also an im portant action for the faculty m em bers
to take. Professor A very remained “ flexible with her expectations,” while Professors
stated she “acco m m o d ated ]” the students need for assignm ent changes. Professor Lynch
would not accept the student’s work “as final,” so that the student could have
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opportunities to revise what was competed. Professor Gilbert attempted to help the
student by giving “multiple extensions.” W hile offering these accom m odations, both
Professors Vaughn and Daniels felt it was important to keep encouraging the student
during the process.
The researcher found that the last superordinate theme, focus on reflecting,
involved the faculty members pondering their experiences. This superordinate them e did
not address a particular research sub-question, but became a focal point for faculty
members during the interviews; therefore, the theme was included in the findings o f this
study, because o f the importance participants placed upon it when discussing their
experiences. The biggest reflections made by faculty members included awareness, the
differences in face-to-face versus online environments, and how ADA notification could
have helped them.
The faculty members discussed how the experiences helped them “adapt,”
become more “aw are” and “learn” how to work with their students. Professor Potts
talked about how it “never occurred to her” that she would have an experience with a
student like the one she described. Now that the professors have had an experience with
a student with mental health issues, the professors feels more prepared to take on the task
o f addressing the problem(s).
The biggest finding within this superordinate them e concerned how the faculty
members conceptualized the differences between face-to-face and online learning
environments. Out o f the 12 faculty members who talked about this dynam ic, all o f them
stated that it would have made a difference if the student was in a face-to-face
environment. The faculty members consistently used words such as, “see,” “non-
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verbals,” “opportunity,” and “body language.” The faculty members that reported that
seeing the student in person would have made a significant difference. This in-person
experience would have helped the faculty members identify, approach, and intervene
with the students. The faculty m em bers articulated that this was not possible in the
online environment.
Similarly, with the face-to-face opportunity, the professors felt that if they were
given ADA notification at the beginning o f the semester, it would have helped them be
alerted to a possible issue. The faculty members reported that they would feel “ less
confused” and more “prepared” to with the student. The faculty m em bers also stated that
they would have intervened with the students sooner. Professor Vaughn sum m arized this
feeling o f preparedness and intervening perfectly by saying he “probably w ould have
reached out initially and ju st said, ‘is there anything I can do for y o u ?’” Those faculty
members who did receive an ADA letter felt that it helped them to identify the issues and
offer accommodations much more efficiently.
Discussion o f Findings
Throughout Chapter 2, the researcher described literature found in the areas o f
mental health, online education, and faculty responsibilities. As was explained in
Chapter 2, limited research exists specifically in the area o f online students with mental
health problems. A synthesis o f inform ation was com piled to explain the topic areas o f
mental health, online education, and faculty response. The researcher will revisit som e o f
the online and non-online literature in this Chapter in order to draw some relationships
with this study; however, due to the differences in teaching environment, the non-online
literature discussion is limited. The results o f this study contribute substantially to this
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field o f research, due to the current lack o f literature in the areas o f online higher
education and student mental health.
Each o f the superordinate themes are discussed below, including explanation o f
how they do or do not connect with other literature. The researcher explains the first
superordinate them e—-focus on seeing— as it compares to the previous literature in the
areas o f defense mechanisms, problem atic behaviors, po o r class production, and mental
health characteristics. Next, the researcher explains the second superordinate them e—
fo c u s on feelin g—-as it compares to the previous literature in the areas o f boundary
challenges, trust, frustration, inner conflicts, and feelings o f lack o f support. Next, the
researcher explains the third superordinate them e—focus on acting— as it com pares to
the previous literature in the areas o f connecting with the student, reaching out,
confrontation, and accommodations given. Lastly, the researcher explains the fourth
superordinate theme—fo cu s on reflecting— as it com pares to the previous literature in the
areas o f awareness and the differences between face-to-face and online environm ents.
This study’s first superordinate theme—fo c u s on seeing— deals with faculty
m em bers’ initial experiences with online students who m ight have mental health issues.
Currently, one article focuses on this phenom enon specifically for the online
environment. Barr (2014) adapted a face-to-face model o f identifying mental health
issues and to the online learning environment. Barr explained that physical behaviors
such as “change[s] in habits o f hygiene [and] dress” cannot be observed, but “changes in
a student’s online behavior, quality o f work, or content o f discussion posts” can be
observed (para. 9). Students o f concern in this study regularly were described using the
words, “disruptive,” “ irrational,” “incom plete,” “behind,” and “poor.” In this study,
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Professor Lynch in this study said that she noticed “extremely erratic w ork,” and
“ incomplete assignm ents.” Problematic behaviors in this study were also described as
“defensive,” “blam [ing],” “manipulate[ive],” and “upset.” This is im portant because it
reinforces B arr’s hypotheses on behaviors o f online students with mental health
problems.
The Curriculum Review (2013) stated that an “unprecedented num ber o f students
are arriving at school with com plicated and serious mental health issues that affect them
both inside and outside the classroom ” (p. 10). This study found that aside from the stress
found within the classroom setting, students were experiencing stressors in their home
life. In this study, Professor Gilbert reported his student gave him “three pages o f her
entire histo ry .. .what sounded like big traum as.” Additionally, Professor Smith explained
that his student talked “about her husband dying” while she was in school. These
problem s contributed to the overall stress o f the student.
This study also found that professors described problematic students as having a
hard time maintaining good boundaries. Students were defined as giving too much
“detail,” and that students contacted the professors multiple times a day. Simpson (2012)
reported that online students might have difficulty disclosing inform ation about mental
health due to stigma. The faculty members o f this study reported the opposite o f
Sim pson’s claims, stating that the students gave “too m uch” inform ation and self
disclosed often. Barr (2014) also stated that online students with mental health problems
exhibit with inappropriate em ails or being out o f touch with reality. Professor Potts
reported that her student was “paranoid,” which caused concerns w ith fellow classmates.
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These examples reinforce B arr’s claims regarding inappropriate student behaviors
displayed online.
No students in this study were assessed to see if they actually suffered from
mental health issues; therefore, no definitive symptoms or characteristics can be
determined. However, based on the Diagnostic and Statistical M anual (DSM 5) criteria
for someone with depression, an individual is categorized with low motivation,
confusion, low energy, poor concentration, and an overall depressed mood (A m erican
Psychiatric Association (APA), 2013). The faculty members in this study reported a
variety o f behaviors including students who “procrastinate[ed],” w ere “confused,”
“unfocused,” “unhappy,” and “d ep ressed ].” It could be inferred that some o f these
students could be depressed, therefore validating the experiences the faculty members
reported. The DSM 5 also discusses that individuals with anxiety can display symptoms
o f panic, fear, obsessive thoughts, and anxious feelings (APA, 2013). The faculty
members in this study used words like “fearful,” “obsessing,” “panic,” and “anxiety” to
describe some student presentations. These descriptive words could also allude to
possible mental health problems in the students. Again, the faculty members in this study
were not tested on their clinical mental health acumen, ju st reporting how they viewed
their experiences.
The second superordinate them e— focus on fe elin g — centered on how faculty
members thought through what they experienced. Faculty m em bers o f this study
discussed that trust was important. Professor Lynch specifically stated that “trust” is
important and that “trust is hard to establish in a remote environm ent.” Barr (2014) and
Simpson (2012) both discussed the importance that trust plays in establishing good
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relationships. In order to have those relationships, the faculty m em ber needs to be able to
trust the student. This was reinforced with Professor L ynch’s reports.
Faculty m em bers’ boundaries with students were an important them e in the
literature. M aintaining appropriate and healthy boundaries are considered necessary
when working with students with mental health concerns (Schwartz, 2010; Song, Kim, &
Luo, 2016; W ard, 2009). Simpson (2012) discussed that placing prejudices to the side
when working with online students is important. These boundary sentim ents were
im portant for faculty members in this study, because o f the effect that boundaries had on
both the faculty members and the students. Professor Smith reported the thought that
“ [appropriate boundaries are] all about respecting the role.”
Another issue that faculty members o f this study reported was feelings o f lack o f
support. This is not a new concern for faculty members. The JED Foundation (2008)
published a manual that offered seven ways institutions could be successful at supporting
faculty and staff with intervening with students who have mental health issues. Although
the text is prim arily directed to a face-to-face faculty and staff base, the suggestions could
be valuable to online faculty members as well. Limited support is available to help
faculty appropriately intervene with distressed students, as evidenced by the reports o f
the faculty members in this study. Gruttadaro and Crudo (2012) discovered that students
believe that “a poor referral system for mental health services and supports” exists (p.
15). If the frustration is present in both the students and faculty m em bers, this researcher
speculates the frustration could lead to consequential circumstances for the institution in
terms to attrition, faculty bum-out, and poor student performance.
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The third superordinate theme—-focus on acting— was supported by faculty
members reporting how they connected, confronted, and accom m odated students.
Phillips, Terras, Swinney, and Schneweis (2012) found that “few [faculty] in [their] study
had made accommodations in their online course[s]” (p. 341). Phillips et al. stated they
found that 77.8% did not give adequate accommodations. This researcher found a
different outcome when talking with faculty members. All participants in this study
discussed helping students by using accommodations in the online classroom setting.
Phillips et al. gave seven recom mendations o f how to accommodate students with
disabilities in the online environment; (a) extending deadlines, (b) alternate testing
environment, (c) longer test times, (d) note assistance, (e) alternate form at reading
materials, (f) assistive technology, and (g) captioning. This researcher found that faculty
members in this study provided many o f these accommodations. Professor Lynch used
the word “leeway” when describing how she accommodated students, while Professor
G ilbert said that he gave “extensions.” Professor Robbins discussed that she gave her
student “more tim e.” These accommodations assisted with students being more
successful.
Becker, Martin, W ajeeh, Ward, and Shem (2002) discussed that 32.8% o f their
sample rarely or never confronted students in distress. The Becker et al. study was with
face-to-face students; however, in this present study 66% (n = 8) stated that they
specifically confronted the student about problem atic presentations in the online
environment. Although the four rem aining faculty members did not use a word sim ilar to
“confrontation,” all four faculty members did address the students directly about what
they saw in the online environment.
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Faculty members in this study also felt that connecting with the student was
important. Anderson (2008a) explained, “The first task for the e-leam ing teacher is to
develop a sense o f tm st and safety within the electronic com m unity” (p. 350). The
faculty members o f this study reported that they acted in an “honest,” “fair,” and
“patient” w ay with students. These words are congruent with what Anderson has stated.
O ’Keeffe (2013) reported that students’ well-being is predicated on faculty members
offering support, empathy, and trust. Even though O ’K eeffe’s article focused on face-toface environments, the sentim ent is valid to online students as well. O ’K eeffe’s values
w ere reinforced in this study as participants discussed the concepts o f “em pathy” and
“support.”
One main reason that acting with online students experiencing mental health
issues is important, is that students with mental health problems have higher attrition
(Gruttadaro & Crudo, 2012; Rodgers & Tennison, 2009; Theriot, 2013; M. W ood, 2012).
Four o f the faculty members reported that students did not finish their respective
programs.

Professor Smith directly referenced the concept o f “gatekeeping.” In his

perspective, attrition is sometimes needed as a way to protect the field. Professor Smith
taught in a graduate level program preparing students to become mental health
professionals. Other faculty members reported that the rigor placed on online students,
combined with the students’ mental health issues, makes for a difficult situation for
which the student can possibly be unsuccessful. Barr (2014) suggested that intervening
with students as early as possible can prove to be beneficial in retention efforts.
Professor Robbins reported that she might have waited “too long” before intervening;
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however, her student was able to utilize other skills to remain successful with the
professor’s help.
The final superordinate them e—fo c u s on reflecting— was supported in the
literature presented in Chapter 2. Phillips et al. (2012) suggested that it could be
beneficial for faculty m em bers to have training on how to “ [reach] out to students, [and
offer] and [manage] accom m odations” (p. 342). Only one faculty m ember from this
present study reported that she was given training in the area o f working with problematic
students. Faculty m em bers regularly reported that they had wished that training was
provided to help them w ork with distressed students. Professor Lynch reported that she
w ould have been m ore “prepared.” Professor Ball reported that her institution was more
interested in “product versus process,” therefore her training consisted o f how to make
her online learning environm ent m ore appealing to students. No information was given
on how to work with a student w ith mental health issues. Simpson (2012) reported that
faculty m em bers need to know how to work with this online population. Based on the 12
faculty members interview ed for this study, training in the area online student mental
health is alm ost non-existent.
The differences between face-to-face and online environm ents are something that
all 12 faculty m em bers discussed during their interviews. Phillips et al. (2012) explained
that “on cam pus it is relatively easy to identify the students who struggle with test
anxiety, physical disabilities, etc. Much harder to identify online” (p. 338). This
environm ental difference was the m ost significant report in the opinion o f the researcher
o f this study. Faculty m em bers regularly used words like “body language,” “see,” “non
verbals,” and “in-class” to describe how online environm ents are lacking. The faculty
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members explained that it w ould be easier to “see” students in distress. As previously
cited, Barr (2014) explained that “changes in habits o f hygiene, dress, or physical
behaviors” are only visible in face-to-face environm ents (para. 9). This is not an option
in online environments, which makes the findings o f this study even m ore valuable
Conclusions
The study’s findings provide information on faculty experiences with online
students who present with possible mental health issues. The study did not test faculty
m em bers’ knowledge on mental health issues, but rather asked participants to selfidentify if possible mental health issues were present in students. This study had two
theoretical foundations from which it worked. First, the epistemology o f this study was
based on a social constructivist viewpoint. Second, the use o f the experiential learning
theory (ELT) developed by Kolb (1984) provided a foundation for how the researcher
viewed the developm ent o f the faculty m em bers’ personal experience.
Regarding the epistemological approach o f this study, it is im portant to
acknowledge that constructivism is “the m eaning-making activity o f the individual mind”
(Crotty, 1998, p. 58). M ishra (2014) explained that social constructivism comes more
specifically from m eaning-m aking as result o f a social process. Crotty (1998) further
explained that in constructivist view, “the individual human subject engage[s] with
objects in the world and mak[es] sense o f them” (p. 79). In this study, the individual
human subjects were the faculty members and the objects in the world were the students.
Throughout the interviews, the faculty members discussed how their interactions
with students helped them think and act in various ways. Many o f the participants did
not have previous experiences o f online students who presented with mental health
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problems; therefore, the interaction with the student became important for each
participant’s understanding. Participants discussed that they were unsure o f what was
happening in the beginning because o f the unfamiliarity. As the participants engaged
more with the students in the social environment, the participants felt the situation made
more sense. As the participants became more skilled at engaging with the student, the
participants’ responses became more individualized to the student. These responses
included confronting the student, connecting with the student, reaching out to others
outside o f the situation, and accom m odating the student.
Second, Kolb (1984) provided a valuable context in which to view experiential
learning. K olb’s theory discussed that individuals learn by traveling through four
specific stages. First, the individual has an initial experience, which Kolb identified as
the concrete experiment (feeling). Second, the individual observes aspects o f the
environm ent surrounding the initial experiences. Kolb described this as the reflective
observation (watching) stage. Third, the individual thinks more abstractly about w hat he
or she is observing, which Kolb identified as the abstract conceptualization (thinking)
phase. Lastly, the individual experiments with action to address the situation. Kolb
identified this last stage as active experimentation (doing).
The researcher developed his interview protocol with these different stages in
mind; however, the participants ended up describing their situations through the ELT lens
without prompts by the researcher. The participants would regularly recount their initial
experience, followed with what they saw, then how they felt about the situation,
concluded with how they responded. This process happened numerous times throughout
each participant’s time with the student. Participants would describe these steps as what
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they did initially and then how they followed up from those initial interactions with the
student.
Therefore, it was a smooth transition for the researcher to apply the ELT concepts
to these participants’ lived experiences. The four research sub-questions were in line
w ith ELT as well. This study’s first superordinate theme, focus on seeing, m atched up
well with K olb’s (1984) first two stages. The researcher described this first superordinate
theme by looking at both the participants’ initial experiences and their observations. This
study’s second superordinate theme, focus on feeling, gave credence to K olb’s third stage
(iabstract conceptualization). Although the researcher used the term feeling for this
particular superordinate theme, the term should not be confused with K olb’s use o f the
word /ee/m g to describe the first stage o f his model. In this second superordinate theme,
the participants were internally thinking about what they experienced. This included
thinking about the situation, but also going through individual internal conflicts as well.
This study’s third superordinate theme, focus on acting, directly reflected K olb’s
fourth stage o f active experimentation. Participants regularly made decisions to address
the online student o f concern. Following those actions, the cycle would start over with a
new concrete experience. This ELT cycle occurred repeatedly with each participant.
This study’s fourth superordinate theme, focus on reflecting, is not tied to a specific ELT
stage; rather, it is the result o f the faculty members recounting the m ultiple ELT cycles
throughout their tim e with the online student. The researcher even noticed that retelling
the story during data collection gave each o f the participants an opportunity to experience
the situation once again. The participants were able to go through each o f the stages
individually during the interview. Their reflections became new sets o f thoughts, now
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that they have experienced a situation with a distressed online student. This allowed
them to feel more prepared if a situation were to occur in the future.
Implications
The findings o f this study are meaningful for both faculty m em bers and
administrators o f institutions o f higher education for four reasons. First, the findings can
contribute to a better understanding o f online student mental health from the perspective
o f faculty members. Second, the findings can inform faculty members in how to work
with students who have mental health issues. Third, the findings can help institutions o f
higher education, by giving an idea o f the tools and resources needed for both students
and faculty members. Fourth, the findings can aid in the retention o f online students who
have mental health problems.
First, the researcher found that participants’ experiences with students with
mental health issues provided valuable information into student characteristics and
behaviors. Participants discussed issues like student defense m echanism s, online class
behaviors, boundary problems, and mental health symptoms. These reports can inform
other faculty members from this point forward into how students who m ight have mental
health problem s function in the online environment. Coupled with w hat the participants
saw from the students, is how participants conceptualized those student displays o f
emotion and behavior. Other faculty members will be able to read how the participants
o f this study thought through the process o f interacting with an online student. These
initial interactions, and subsequent thoughts and feelings, can help validate future faculty
m em bers’ experiences. This validation can be important so that other faculty members
don’t feel alone in a similar experience.
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Second, the researcher found that participants utilized four core ways to deal with
the student with potential mental health problems. Knowing w hat methods are available
will prove to be beneficial for other faculty members. The four acts o f accom m odating,
confronting, reaching out to others, and connecting with the student all showed to have a
positive affect with the student. The participants felt that by working with the students, it
helped them to understand how to help the students be successful. These actions can help
inform future faculty members in how to help online students.
Third, the researcher implies that institutions o f higher education could greatly
benefit from the results o f this study. The inform ation given by the participants provides
valuable insight into the experiences o f faculty m em bers in the online environm ent. In
order to support the faculty members and students, it is im perative for institutions to
understand what support is needed. These provisions can come in the form o f support
services for counseling o f the student, or for adm inistrative assistance for the faculty and
staff members. Institutions o f higher education could use the findings o f this study to
identify patterns in their own environm ents to help identify problem atic students earlier;
thus creating a safer and more supportive environm ent for the faculty m em bers as well.
One area that was not available— per the faculty members o f this study— was counseling
services for online students. If institutions want to be all encom passing in regards to
support services, establishing counseling services for online students is param ount.
Lastly, the findings o f this study could provide valuable information to
institutional retention departments. As was discussed in Chapter 2, mental health is one
o f the leading reasons for attrition. If institutions and faculty members are better
equipped in identifying mental health issues in the online environment, retention o f these
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students m ight become more successful. Institutions who currently disregard the
retention o f online students, should consider expanding their approach.
Recom mendations for Further Research
Chapter 2 dem onstrated the relative lack o f research done in the area o f online
students with mental health problems. Due to the current lack o f research, future research
is essentially limitless. Research could be focused on students, faculty m embers, family
members o f distressed students, institutions o f higher education, or education support
staff. Based on the findings o f this study, this researcher identifies four areas of
importance for future research.
First, a quantitative study with the same population could be conducted; to assess
the level o f experience faculty members have when working with online students with
mental health issues. The instrum ent could consist o f questions related to identified
mental health presentations o f students, faculty responses to student’s needs, level o f
satisfaction with institutional support efforts, and self-evaluations o f experiences with
students. The instrument could also assess the level o f com fort a faculty m em ber might
feel when working with an online student with mental health problems.
Second, a more in-depth look at online student mental health could be conducted
through a m ixed-methods approach. This would require more stringent IRB regulations,
but could prove valuable to faculty members and institutional representatives. This could
be completed by adm inistering a pre-sem ester mental health assessm ent tool to screen
online students for the presence o f mental health. The researcher could then wait until
the end o f the semester and retrospectively discuss with the faculty m em bers which
students had mental health problems. Follow-up interviews could be conducted to assess
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if differences in class behaviors w ere noticed by that faculty member, when com pared to
other students not experiencing m ental health problems.
Third, a mixed-methods study could be administered to online students who
experience mental health problems. Participants o f this type o f study w ould be selfidentified based on study criteria. The instrument given to the students could include
both open-ended and close-ended questions. The instrument could ask about the
participant’s satisfaction o f online mental health support provided by their respective
institutions. Participants could also be asked about their feelings regarding the level o f
understanding o f the faculty members on the topic o f student mental health. Lastly, it
could question students on recom mendations for institutions to help make online students
feel more comfortable.
Lastly, a qualitative case study could be conducted at a university that has been
identified as providing a high level o f support for their faculty and students, prim arily in
the area o f mental health o f online students. This case study could include individual
interviews, focus groups with adm inistrators, faculty, and students, and a detailed
docum ent analysis to assess policy and procedures. This case study could provide
valuable information to other institutions on how to provide a high level o f care and
support for online students who present with mental health problems.
Summary
Throughout this Chapter, readers were given an overview o f what was found in
this study and how the findings apply to the field o f higher education. First, a summary
o f the study was presented to offer a b rief outline o f how the study was conducted. More
detail o f the study’s parameters can be found in Chapter 3. Next, the researcher provided
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a synopsis o f the findings, which are located in Chapter 4. These findings were divided
among the four superordinate themes: (a) focus on seeing, (b) focus on feeling, (c) focus
on acting, and (d) fo c u s on reflecting. Then the researcher explained how the m ajor
findings within each o f these superordinate themes tied back to the literature discussed in
Chapter 2.
Next, the researcher drew conclusions by looking at the findings through the lens
o f the social constructivist epistem ology and K olb’s experiential learning theory. The
researcher then described the implications o f this study’s findings on the field o f higher
education. The researcher directed the implications to both faculty m em bers and
administrators o f higher education institutions. Lastly, the researcher offered four
possible areas for future research. This included two possible m ixed-m ethods studies,
one quantitative study, and one qualitative study. Overall, Chapter 5 offered a synopsis
o f the study, the study’s im plications, and where possible future trends in the area o f
online students who have m ental health issues m ight lie.
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10 Question Interview Protocol (with sub=questiom)
1. Isotoateeinaauate'nddwBOoiltetMmwpiMiiadtesieginii^i^iiriklofflimMdnng
infcwmaSss®,
a. Demopapfeics
b. How long fatve you taught in tSse online environment?
c. What Umd o f Glasses hews you taught online?
& What is y w p s f a e t o e ?
2. How did you discover that one o f year online student had tm«(lal health issues?
a. Describe the initial esperiease befos® knowing what was oscum ng with ft®

gfaitrilenfr

3. What specil&c sipss o f disftsss, or impairment, did you notice?
4. Did you receive any collateral infotnsa&a flw n otter sources?
a. If yes, describe ft® mfimnatitra you received and bow k teiped/hisrt
b. If no, bow do you fe d ©ollateraS inforaMitioai could have helped you?
3. What challenges did you esperiemce prior to woriring wish tfais stu ded nggaKHng his or
heir tneotel health issues?
a What sesourees ware available (or nc« available) to you when thinking about
intervening with this student?
6. Whitf thou^sts did y®« have reptding what you were observing and how did you m ate
sense o f them?
7. Describe your resstkm to the student - Whet did you do?
8. W t e to k /s e B te p a i did y w use m tto etossKMm
to tetp the riwkwt be
«®eessfel?
9. Now that you have had this e s p e r im e , how has it changed your wotk with online
students?
10. What ofter information can you talk about flsat was mot asked dtoisg this interview?
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