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Why does it matter?
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Academic success strongly 

tied to student well-being.
First year students particularly 

vulnerable.

When students feel connected to their peers, 

their professors, and their campus, 

it buffers against the stress of university life.
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Mental Health and Problematic Substance Use in University students: 
Relationship to biomarkers of Stress and Immune function (2019)
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• Saliva & Blood – Genetics, Cortisol, CRP, IL-6, TNF-a, Methylation

• Collaboration – PMC & Registrar’s office



More than half of 
students – 56% 

are lonely!
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r = .57, p < .0001

Social connections matter…

particularly to young women
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Of those who use cannabis, 

about 1/6 will go on to develop

a cannabis use disorder

N = 539, 76.3% (n = 411) female , 23.2% (n = 125) male, Mage = 19.4 ± 2.1

Mental Health and Problematic Substance Use in University students: 
Relationship to biomarkers of Stress and Immune function

~1/5 students have drinking

habits that exceed the low-risk

drinking guidelines



Initial response to 
pandemic; shut-down

Social isolation 
& physical 
distancing

Prolonged 
change to 

society

STRESS

COVID-19





“My productivity has 

been very low. My life 

had a strict routine 

before the quarantine 

and now there's 

hardly any routine.

Loneliness. I'm a very social person and this pandemic is 
really taking a toll on me and my productivity.

I cope by playing video games, going for walks and getting 
high (weed) since that's about all I can do at home.

My mental health has dramatically taken a toll being in 
quarantine.



Online study May-August 2020

Funding: CU COVID-19 Rapid Research Grant 





Fall 2020 

20%

Females only

Stress levels in both genders;
20% increase in females



N = 248, 80.1% (n = 197) female , 19.9% (n = 49) male, 1st & 2nd yr UG attending a 
University, and living in, Ontario

Understanding Student Stress and Resilience: Examining the Biological Correlates of Mental 
Health; Preliminary Data
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To cope with 
the COVID-19 
pandemic more 
females
reported that 
they were…



Course design

(inside the 

classroom)

HOW CAN
WE SUPPORT 
STUDENT 
MENTAL 
HEALTH?

Respond, Refer, 
Report
(outside the 
classroom)



How do we 

know when a 

student isn’t 

doing well?



Hello Dr. Hellemans,

I hope this email finds you well, or as well as one can be in 
these weird times. I am writing because I need some guidance. 
I find I am struggling to keep up with my classes even though I 
care very much about learning. I am working around 30+ 
hours/week currently but have spoken to my manager to 
reduce the number of hours I am working to see if it helps. My 
struggles may also stem from having been out of school for 
about six years now, I graduated high school in 2014.
My mental health is suffering greatly right now. I have always 
had such high expectations for myself and I was so excited to 
get back into school finally and get myself started on my career 
path. I can't help but feel disappointed in myself for not being 
able to reach my goals.

I bring all of this up because as a graduate student who is 
currently enrolled (as a TA, an RA, and a student), my ability to 
feel comfort in my own home is gone (something i was not 
anticipating) and I feel as though my ability to deal with stress 
is diminishing as a result. I am sleeping about 4 hours a night, 
and can manage about 2-3 hours of screen time before my 
brain and eyes are screaming for me to stop





Sometimes it’s about mental health, other times it’s about coping. Sometimes it’s both!



BOUNDARIES





I’m so glad you’ve come to speak to me about how you’re 
doing. Thank you for trusting me with that. Your living 
circumstances certainly do not sound conducive to mental 
health at all, particularly during a pandemic. I can only imagine 
how that must be for you.

…I’ve cc’d Michelle Baulch who is our on-campus care 
manager. She supports graduate students and I think having a 
meeting with her to discuss some strategies for ensuring your 
wellness moving forward would be of great benefit. 

Copying Yolanda Yip to this email, one of our incredible SSSC 
mentors. 

Yolanda, would you mind organizing a chat with XXXX who 
would benefit from having some tips/strategies on time 
management. He’s in my first year neuro course.





STRUGGLING WITH MENTAL HEALTH 
IS NOT…

× A sign of weakness

× Evidence that a student cannot “cut it” in your course/program

× A suggestion that a particular individual is different/a deviation from the norm

× A reason to not support a student for any of the above

“I want to thank you for giving us a manageable and top-
quality course from DAY ONE. Thank you for considering our 
mental health in a way that I haven’t really seen from my other 
instructors. Thank you for your continued support as I adjust to 
university life, online learning, and the circumstances of this 
COVID-19 pandemic.”
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Next Steps…

✓ How will COVID-19 influence mood and substance use over time? → Longitudinal study

✓ How does the stress of the COVID-19 pandemic impact key hormones and genes 
implicated in stress ? → First year transition study

✓ How are students from marginalized groups faring with regard to their experiences with 
mental health resources on campus? → Campus Mental health studies 

✓ What about Graduate students? → Graduate Mental health, COVID-19, and Cannabis 
Use study

✓ How does problematic cannabis use and mental health relate to academic outcomes, 
particularly among males? → Ongoing; Pan-Canadian Cannabis use study



Expectations and Considerations

➢Early data suggest we should expect increased mental health problems 
and problematic substance use
✓Must continue to pivot “circle of care” online with adequate supports

✓Telehealth and text services are effective

✓More, and better paid, psychiatrists needed

➢1st year cohort particularly vulnerable
✓ If living at home, will they be somewhat protected?

➢85% of students seeking on-campus support are white, heterosexual 
female
✓We need to better meet the demands of our diverse campuses

➢Conversations around substance use on campus have been traditionally 
from a punitive/sanctions perspective
➢Need to re-focus around ‘substance use health’ and employ a harm reduction 

lens 


