
Identifying and Helping 
Students in Distress
Counseling Services

December, 2015



Goals:

 Introduction
Key areas of distress
 Identifying a student in distress
Learning how to listen effectively
Practicing
Self-care
Q & A



Check point!

What have been your experiences 
with identifying and helping students 

in distress?



Common areas of distress for
students seeking counseling
 Anxiety
 Depression
 Relationship and interpersonal                                                   

difficulties
 Family conflict
 A traumatic event
 Grief or loss
 Problems with alcohol or drugs



Common signs and symptoms of 
distress
 Changes in appearance

 Hygiene
 Weight gain or loss

 Changes in behavior
 Eating, sleeping, spending, grooming, or other daily activities
 Academic, sports, extracurricular or social activities
 Violent or aggressive behaviors

 Depression symptoms
 Disorientation
 Suicidal thoughts 



What can you do if you notice or think 
that a student may be in distress?
 Ask

 Find a good place and time

 Share what you have observed

 Be prepared for the possibility of denial and/or difficulty

 Trust your instincts

 Keep the door open
 Make it an invitation for sharing when they are ready

 Have resources ready
 Hotline numbers

 CAPS information



Effective Communication:
Listening



Effective Communication:
Active Listening

 Communication is key to any healthy relationship and being a 
good listener is a key element of good communication

 Active Listening vs. Passive Listening

 Nonverbal engagement



Effective Communication:
Active Listening

 Step 1: Attending
 Goal: To make contact, build trust, and encourage others to share their 

concerns.

 How to:
 Eye contact
 Body movement
 Body posture
 Voice qualities
 Facial expressions
 Distance



Effective communication: 
Active Listening

 Step 2: Gathering Information
 Goal: To help the person define and clarify his  or her concern, so 

that you both focus on the main problem

 How to:
 Paraphrasing
Clarifying
 Asking open-ended questions
 Summarizing



Effective communication:
Active Listening
 Step 3: Empathic Listening

 It refers to the ability to put oneself in another person’s 
experience and correctly convey one’s understanding of the 
other person’s experience.

 How to:
 Accurately understand the feelings and meanings of what has 

been said
 Decide which would be the most helpful feelings and meanings 

to focus on
 Respond accurately by feeding back those feelings and 

meanings (Validate)



Effective Communication:
Active Listening

 Step 4: Exploring alternatives and making referrals
 Goal: To help the person develop a plan of action and/or access 

the appropriate resources
 How to:

 Explore alternative ways to look at the problem
 Express concern about the student
 Provide feedback
 Do not take responsibility for solving the person’s problem
 Do not feel obligated to produce a solution
 If this is an emergency situation, consult with your supervisor



Check point! Let’s practice our 
effective communication skills!



Role Play

 Scenario 1
A student comes in asking for help with her resume.  

She has zero work experience.  She tells you that her 
parents are very demanding and expect her to do 
well in school, and they expect her to get a job right 
after college.  The student begins to break down and 
cry because she does not know where to begin a job 
search due to her lack of experience.  How would 
you handle this situation?



How to Help the 
Anxious/Stressed Student?

Do:
 Let them discuss their feelings and thoughts 

in private

 Reassure when appropriate

 Remain calm and use active listening

 Be clear and explicit about what you are 
willing to do

 Take seriously the severity of their anxious 
symptoms

 Recommend the student to consult with a 
trained professional at CAPS regarding their 
anxiety

 Follow-up with student later to see how they 
are doing

Don’t/ Avoid:
 Minimize the perceived threat to which the 

student is reacting to

 Take responsibility for their emotional state

 Get frustrated when your suggestions are 
resisted

 Overwhelm them with information or ideas 
to “fix” their situation or condition



Role Play

 Scenario 2
A student walks in and appears to be under the 

influence.  He is incoherent and disruptive to others.  
When another student asks him to calm down, he 
gets defensive and starts yelling at the other person.  
How would you handle this situation? 



How to Help the 
Aggressive/Stressed Student?

Do:
 Reduce stimulation- invite the person to a more quiet 

place if you feel comfortable

 Consider keeping your door open or invite another staff 
or faculty member to join

 Acknowledge their anger and frustration

 Rephrase what they are saying

 Allow them to vent and tell you what is upsetting them

 Tell them you are not willing to accept their verbally 
abusive behavior (e.g. “when you yell, I find it difficult to 
listen to you”).

 Tell them they are violating your personal space and to 
move back

 Assist the person to problem solve and address the 
underneath issues when they become clear (e.g. “I am 
sorry you are having issues with your family. I’d like to 
help if I can”).

 Be honest and genuine. Refer to Counseling Services

 Call University Police if you feel you are in immediate 
danger or dial 911. 

Don’t/Avoid:
 Get into an argument, shouting match, or touch 

the student as this may be perceived as aggression 
or unwanted attention

 Become hostile or punitive (e.g. You can’t talk to 
me that way!!”).

 Press for explanations or reasons for their behavior 
“I’d like you to explain exactly why you are so 
obnoxious”).

 Look away, ignore the student and not deal with 
the situation

 Placate aggression

 Give away your own rights as a person 



Self-care and Boundaries

 Importance of self-care
 Physical

 Emotional

 Spiritual

 Seek support for yourself

 Boundaries
 Balancing the desire to help with care for self

 Checking in with self about sense of comfort with the situation

 Be a “mirror” not a “sponge” 



Counseling Services:
What We Offer

 Brief, Confidential 
Counseling for:
 Individuals
Couples
 Families

 Groups, plus non-credit 
Courses

 Workshops and 
presentations



Questions?

Counseling Services
(909) 869-3220
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