
Helping students 
in distress:  
 
• Recognize 
• Support  
• Connect 
• Communicate 

Jerry Phelps, Ph.D. 



Counseling and Psychological 
Services - CAPS 

• Free and Confidential 
Counseling and 
Psychiatry 
 

• Individual, Group, and 
Couples Counseling for 
Registered Students 

  

 
• Offices located at 190 

Galbraith Hall, all six 
colleges, the Women’s 
Center, and Student 
Health Services 



How to access services  

• Call 534-3755 to make an intake appointment 

• Walk in for urgent matters 

• Consultation for faculty & staff 

• Call after hours line  



CAPS Top Presenting Concerns 
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CAPS Outcome 
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I feel satisfied with the services I received. I benefited from the counseling I received. I would recommend CAPS to a friend.

ASSESSMENT OF CAPS EXPERIENCE 





Know the Facts about depression 
• Nearly half of all college students have felt so depressed they 

couldn’t function at least once during the school year. 
 
• Clinical depression often first appears in adolescence. 
 
• Suicide is the 2nd leading cause of death among 20-24 year olds. 

– More teenagers and young adults die from suicide than from all 
medical illnesses combined. 
 

• The vast majority of those who die by suicide suffer from a 
treatable psychiatric illness and/or substance abuse problem. 
 

 
Suicide is a tragic, but preventable problem 



Universities protect students 

• University students have half the rate of 
suicide as same age peers. 
 

• Why? 
– Access to free/low cost mental health services 
– Increased peer support 
– Advising 
– Restrictions of means (firearms and substance 

restrictions on campus). 
 



Bazelon Center for Mental Health Law 

   The goal of campus policies should be: 
 

to maximize the likelihood that students who    
     need mental health treatment receive it to 

ensure that their problems do not reach 
crisis proportions before services become 

available  



  To that end University communities need to: 
 
• De-stigmatize mental illness 

 
• Encourage students to seek help 

 
• Remove barriers to treatment 

 
• Ensure that students will not be penalized 

when they ask for help 
 



Assisting the Distressed Student 

1. Recognize Distress 
2. Offer Support 
3. Connect to Resources 
4. Communicate 
 
 

 
 



RECOGNIZE DISTRESS 



Academic/ Co-
curricular 
•Sudden grade changes 
•Absences 
•Concerns from Faculty 
•Significant decline in 

performance 

Psychosocial 
•Isolation/loneliness 
•Withdrawing from others 
•Dramatic mood change 
•Personality Change 
•Hopelessness 
•Loss of interest in 

pleasurable activities 

Safety Risk 
•Threatening self-harm 
•Highly disruptive 
•Talking about death 

while acting agitated or 
anxious 

•Seeking weapons or 
means to self harm 
 

Physical 
•Change in weight 
•Lack of sleep 
•Neglect of appearance 
•Frequent  complaints of 

physical symptoms – 
headaches, stomach 
aches  

Indicators of Distress 



 



Know the Signs 

http://www.directingchange.org/know-the-
signs/ 

 
http://www.directingchange.org/hey-im-allan/ 
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Seek immediate help For  
Disruptive Students 

Safety Risk 
Indicators 

Unprovoked 
anger or 
hostility 

Physical violence 
(e.g., shoving, 

grabbing, assault, 
use of weapon) 

Implying or making 
a direct threat to 

harm self or others. 
Academic 

assignments 
dominated by 

themes of 
hopelessness,  rage, 
loneliness, despair,  

death   

Stalking or  
harassing  

Sending  
threatening emails, 
letters, and other 
correspondence 

 
Call 911  

or  
the Campus Police 



OFFER SUPPORT 



Offer Support 

•Reach out and connect 
•Meet in private 
•Ask how they are doing 

Start the Conversation 

•Let them know you are worried 
•Let them know you care 
•Make it safe to talk 

Listen, Express 
Concern, Validate 

•Refer or consult 
•Asking someone “You seem very 

upset, are you thinking about 
harming yourself” will not put 
thoughts of suicide in his or her mind. 

Trust your Gut 



CONNECT TO RESOURCES 



Where to refer 
HIGH LEVEL EMERGENCY 
• Campus Police for immediate assistance 
• Dial 911 (on campus) or (858) 534-HELP (from off campus) 
• Report this incident to your Principal Administrator 

MODERATE LEVEL EMERGENCY 
• Contact CAPS Urgent Care Psychologist for same-day assistance 

(M-F, 8:00am-4:30pm) at (858) 534-3755 
• Or, direct to nearest Emergency Room Hospital 
• Consult with Principal Administrator  

LOW LEVEL EMERGENCY 
• Ascertain student needs and refer appropriately 
• CAPS, SHS, SARC, OSD, College Dean of Student Affairs, OGS 
• CAPS Urgent Care Psychologist for consultation 
• Consider informing the Principal Administrator 



• Be frank with the student about your limits (time, expertise, reluctance 
of the student to discuss his/her situation with you). 

 
• Let the student know that you think he/she should get assistance from 

another source. 
 

• Express hope that they can find help for their problem. 
 

• Share information about recommended services and what to expect if 
he/she follows through on the referral. 

 
• Set up follow-up appointment with student. 

 

Making a referral to CAPS 



•I’ve noticed you’ve been feeling down, look upset, 
said personal problems are interfering with classes 

•I’m worried about you 
•I recommend you see a CAPS counselor 
•Services are free and confidential 
•Will you make an appointment? 

What to Say 

•You’re not thinking about suicide, are you? 
•Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone 

What not to say 



COMMUNICATE 



Communicate 

Step 1 

• Speak directly with student 

Step 2 

• Consult supervisor 

Step 3 

• Notify the Principal 
Administrator 



SEE SOMETHING, SAY SOMETHING 
When to report to the Principal Administrator  



 
Principal Administrator (PA) role 

 
• The Deans are responsible for the health and 

safety of their respective college community.  
 

• Inform, consult with or refer to the College 
Deans 
 

• Deans are the point person for information 
about distressed and disruptive students 
 
 



You can support the well-being of 
UCSD students 

• Recognize Distress: Look for problematic 
symptoms and behaviors 

 
• Offer Support: Talk with students in distress 

 
• Connect to Resources: Refer students to resources 
 
• Communicate: Consult with appropriate staff 
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