UNIVERSITY OF SUSSEX

Teaching, Learning and Assessment:  Working with Disabled Students

STUDENTS WITH MENTAL HEALTH DIFFICULTIES

Introduction.

Many students with mental health difficulties, or illnesses, have effective coping strategies and support already in place: they may not need or wish to seek adjustments or additional support.  

The typical age of onset means a number of students first experience mental illness at university.  It may be through discussion with you as a tutor that the support needs of these students first emerge, or via the Mental Health Coordinator in the Student Support Unit. 

You may encounter students experiencing a range of symptoms, from mild to severe, some intermittently, some as one-off occurrences and some as long term conditions.  These might include:

· Anxiety and Phobic Disorders

· Depression and Bipolar Disorders

· Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder

· Post-traumatic Stress Disorder

· Eating Disorders

· Schizophrenia

· Personality Disorder 

· Deliberate Self Harm

For some students, fear of disclosing their needs is an overwhelming  factor. Providing a climate in which students feel safe to disclose is - in law now as well as ethically - part of the University’s responsibility.

Programmes where students have to engage at a deep level with their personal process, such as professional training in social work or counselling, or programmes which require autobiographical writing, such as Life History or Creative Writing, may be particular trigger points for some students. 

Confidentiality may be a significant issue, especially if you have concerns about a student’s well being. Consult the University’s Code of Practice on Confidentiality for guidelines.  It lists those circumstances in which the usual confidentiality and consent procedures should be overridden. 

Among the effects students may experience which can have impact on their ability to study are:

· frequent or unexpected absences

· impaired concentration - often as  result of medication

· difficulty in functioning in certain situations or at particular times of day

· difficulties in communicating, with you and/or fellow students

Actions and Adjustments

It may help to be aware that not all students experiencing difficulties, even relatively severely, need action on your part beyond

· Understanding and sensitivity

· Tolerance of difference

· Awareness of activities which may heighten anxiety for a particular student 

· Trying to create a climate of acceptance among fellow students  without compromising confidentiality

Adjustments will vary from student to student, and, for any one student may vary over time.   As always, it is wise to discuss strategies, in private, with the student concerned.  Make a record of any actions that have been agreed, and to whom they are to be communicated.  If you need advice, then consult the Mental Health Coordinator.

For some students there will be specific actions you can take, including: 

· Flexibility in dealing with interruptions to study, impaired concentration or attendance

· Discussing confidence building strategies with students particularly anxious about e.g. seminar presentations

· Allowances for mood swings

· Accepting that some students may need to sit in a particular place - near an exit, perhaps - or that they may have to leave unexpectedly.

· Students whose concentration is impaired may use note-takers in lectures

· Discussing strategies for inclusion & participation in group activities (seminars, tutorials, workshops etc) which may represent points of particular stress and vulnerability

· Being alert to situations outside everyday learning which may arouse particular anxieties (group projects or off campus events  might be examples here) and discussing coping strategies/alternatives well ahead of time

· Placements, Year Abroad and Field Trips may bring up particular difficulties for students who have managed other activities without needing adjustments.  Helpful advice on possible adjustments is available at:

· http://www.glos.ac.uk/gdn/disabil/mental/toc.htm   and at

· http://www.lifelonglearning.co.uk/placements/index.htm
· Assessment.  Adjustments to assessment might include:

· flexibility in timing and venues

· offering extra time in exams, with breaks

· using a small/separate room

· placing the student near the exit in the exam hall 

Further resources.

On line guidance &  training manual for academic staff

http://www.studentmentalhealth.org.uk/
Leicester student psychological health project   

http://www.le.ac.uk/edsc/sphp/
Guidelines for Staff supporting students with mental health difficulties

http://www.stir.ac.uk/Student/MentalHealth/section5.html#5.6
