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Abstract
The mental health needs of community college students have gained increasing attention,

particularly in light of the exacerbating effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. While mental health
services on college campuses have evolved, little research has explored how students perceive and
engage with these resources within the unique environment of two-year institutions. The purpose of
this qualitative case study was to develop an understanding of community college students’ perceptions
of mental health services. The public information and the description provided by the counseling
services administrator and program documents at three Maine community colleges were also collected
to see if there was a relationship with the students’ perceptions. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews and documents and analyzed using Reflexive Thematic Analysis to identify
shared patterns and themes. The theoretical framework for this study is Social Safety Theory, which
emphasizes the importance of fostering inclusive and emotionally secure environments to mitigate
social threats. Findings highlight the critical need for visible, accessible, and confidential mental health
services, as well as the importance of addressing stress and isolation through proactive engagement.
The study findings contribute to the understanding of mental health service delivery in community

colleges and offer practical implications for enhancing student support systems in these institutions.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

Various crisis events influence the mental health outcomes of students (Baik et al., 2019; Sahu,
2020). The concern for student mental health impacted by social issues such as hate crimes,
microaggression, racial rioting, and widespread disease is of considerable importance and requires a
coordinated effort involving college administrators, faculty, staff, and mental health professionals to
address these challenges (Duffy et al., 2019; Lipson et al., 2019). For example, the latest global crisis
of the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the learning and working activities of students across community
colleges (Baik et al., 2019; Gonzales et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2022). The effect of this crisis was evident
on students across various learning institutions (Van Der Feltz-Cornelis et al., 2020). Earlier studies
highlighted how the pandemic disrupted learning opportunities for students while also posing
significant challenges to health management (Baik et al., 2019; Gonzales et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2022).

One of the significant impacts of crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic is mental health
among students (Lederer et al., 2021; Marelli et al., 2021). As a result, community colleges faced
substantial challenges in adapting to the pandemic (Dalky & Gharaibeh, 2019). In addition to ensuring
student well-being in health, it was necessary to provide appropriate channels for continued learning
for all students (Caulfield et al., 2022; Lattie et al., 2019; Martin & Bohecker, 2022). The pandemic
and required social distancing measures resulted in a crisis that influenced higher education students
(Liu et al., 2022; Van Der Feltz-Cornelis et al., 2020). Community college students require appropriate
mental health care to support academic outcomes (Baik et al., 2019). During crisis events, such as
COVID-19, colleges must work collaboratively to rapidly develop and implement programs and
protocols that meet the needs of students, faculty, and staff. Contributions from mental health
counselors, academic advisors, and peer support groups play a critical role in these efforts. As

individuals adapted to the pandemic, mental health programs and protocols were rolled out at colleges



across the nation. Because these programs and protocols were rapidly developed during a crisis,
researchers must evaluate student perceptions of mental health and assess for outcomes,
implementation, and effects for practical interventions (Askelson et al., 2020).

Scholars have explored various factors contributing to mental health challenges among distinct
groups of students, focusing on how individual circumstances and institutional contexts influence their
well-being (Netolicky, 2020; Schulte et al., 2020). Earlier studies demonstrated the importance of the
leadership, strategic planning, and approaches used while also emphasizing the probable impact of the
pandemic students (Liu et al., 2022; VVan Der Feltz-Cornelis et al., 2020). Yet, an examination
specifically understanding the experiences of community college students’ regarding their perception
of mental health in relation to the pandemic is absent, which this study explored. The case study design
of this dissertation allowed for an analysis of the mental health perceptions of students at three separate
community college campuses which provides interventional data to improve the mental health of

students.

Background

Mental health refers to individuals’ social and emotional well-being, ability to cope, and
strategies to overcome challenges or crises experience (Moreno et al., 2020). Mental health has gained
a renewed understanding through research focused on identifying effective coping mechanisms for
individuals (Graham et al., 2021). Individualistically, well-being varies but mainly depends upon the
challenges experienced and the applied coping used to improve mental health (Graham et al., 2021).

At an organizational level, collaborative efforts are necessary to develop strategies that help
employees and other stakeholders overcome crises and prevent declining mental well-being (Hossain et
al., 2020). In educational settings, the development of strategies to address mental well-being during
crises involves contributions from administrators, staff, faculty, and counseling professionals (Kumar

& Nayar, 2021).



Various crises may present themselves at the higher education forefront (Morrish, 2019; Zhai &
Du, 2020). Changing social and political opinions, divisive stances on governmental policies and the
burdens of addressing and preventing violence, harassment, racism, and gun violence on college
campuses are all factors that community college presidents consider when addressing strategic
approaches to protect students (Laranjeira et al., 2022; Morrish, 2019; Zhai & Du, 2020). Mental health
concerns are also a factor that requires consideration for the development of appropriate plans for
crises that affect the higher education context (Alexander, 2020; Gigliotti, 2019; Staley, 2019). With
rising economic burdens, changing political landscapes, and the limitations of minimum wage, many
students experience declining mental well-being (Laranjeira et al., 2022; Morrish, 2019; Zhai & Du,
2020).

Existing research highlights an increased risk of depression and anxiety among many college
students due to the numerous challenges (both fiscal and educational) that college students face (Dalky
& Gharaibeh, 2019; Marelli et al., 2021). Administration in the academic context must do their best to
supply appropriate initiatives to supply resources and mental health access and to bullet the impact of
the crisis on the mental well-being of students (Alexander, 2020). Existing studies have largely focused
on institutional approaches and policy implementations that address crises and their aftermath on
college campuses (Gigliotti, 2019; Staley, 2019). However, the perceptions of students regarding
mental health at community colleges is lacking in the available body of literature.

Higher education encompasses a broad range of institutions, including universities and
community colleges, which serve as critical access points for post-secondary education. Community
colleges, unlike universities, focus on providing two-year degrees, certification programs, and
vocational training, often at more affordable rates. They cater to diverse student populations, including

those seeking to transfer to four-year institutions, re-enter the workforce, or gain specific skills for



career advancement (Graham et al., 2021). This accessibility often positions community colleges as
vital resources for underrepresented and economically disadvantaged populations (Locke et al., 2016).

Community colleges face distinct challenges in addressing student needs due to their diverse
demographics. Students often balance academics with significant external responsibilities, such as
employment, childcare, and financial instability (McBride, 2019). These stressors can amplify mental
health challenges, necessitating targeted institutional responses.

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated these challenges by disrupting traditional educational
formats and increasing isolation among students. Many faced difficulties accessing remote learning due
to inadequate internet connectivity or insufficient technology, which further impeded their academic
progress and mental health (Chan et al., 2021). Additionally, the pandemic heightened stress and
anxiety as students navigated uncertainty, isolation, and economic strain (Baik et al., 2019). Research
indicates that community college students, already vulnerable due to socioeconomic factors, were
disproportionately affected by the pandemic's psychological toll (Marelli et al., 2021).

Community college students historically report significant mental health challenges, including
anxiety, depression, and suicidality, often tied to financial and personal hardships (Jaworska et al.,
2016). The pandemic intensified these issues, as students struggled with isolation and the inability to
access on-campus support services (Abelson et al., 2022). Despite the evident need, many community
colleges lack the resources to provide adequate mental health support, highlighting the critical need for
innovative, accessible, and inclusive services. To understand the nuances of mental health challenges in
higher education, it is essential to examine the distinct characteristics of community colleges and their

student populations, which were disproportionately affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Crises Impact on Higher Education and Students

Crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic previously disrupted the learning and working

activities of students (Lattie et al., 2019). The mental health of students was a significant problem for
4



colleges to address well before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic (Schultz, 2020). The impact of
COVID-19 on higher education is a topic that has been substantially reviewed post-initial social
distancing measures (Evanoff et al., 2020; Moreno et al., 2020). Mental health challenges were
commonly reported by students based upon the need to shift quickly to remote learning while
maintaining their academic studies (Kumar & Nayar, 2021; Moreno et al., 2020). For many students,
the inability to access college resources, study areas, and interact with peers leads to poor mental well-
being and increased stress (Baik et al., 2019). Individuals also struggled to adapt their lifestyles
appropriately (Sahu, 2020). For some students, the inability to access a routine led to maladaptive
coping skills (i.e., substance abuse), which affected their mental well-being (Lederer et al., 2021).
Overall, isolation was a critical factor that influenced the well-being of many students across college
campuses (Marelli et al., 2021).

For students, isolation also impedes mental well-being (Nambiar, 2020). Researchers reported
that college students were faced with implementing the same coursework tasks in a new, isolated, and
remote environment (Subedi et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2022). For some, taking classes from home and
attempting to manage distractions such as family, children, and pets was challenging (Nambiar, 2020).
In addition, many college students attending classes from home faced the lack of appropriate internet
connection and resources to create a stable environment that would improve their ability to cope with
the changes (Chan et al., 2021). These factors collectively highlight the significant impact of the
pandemic on students’ mental health, emphasizing the critical need for institutions to implement
innovative strategies and support systems aimed at addressing these challenges and fostering stability

and well-being among students.

Collaborative Approaches to Supporting Mental Health

Research delineates the importance of collaborative approaches involving college

administration, counseling services, faculty, and peer networks in addressing student mental health
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outcomes. Understanding how governmental structures facilitated programs designed to support
students’ adaptation to mental health challenges is essential for addressing the broader implications of
institutional responses during crises (Baik et al., 2019). Higher education structures are typically
overseen by governance structures. In the case of this study, the Maine Community College System
(MCCS, 2021, para 3) structure oversees guidelines and best practices for institutions during times of
crisis, ensuring a cohesive approach that involves administrators, support staff, and counselors. A
notable element of the MCCS is the ability to depend on state and federal funds, in contrast to seeking
external funds from the local community. In regard to COVID-19, MCCS solidified practices and
policies while fostering collaboration among administrators, mental health professionals, and educators
to support staff, students, and faculty. This provides information that is potentially unique to the current
study, as it reflects the practices and policies implemented within the framework of the MCCS system.
As with many community colleges, the MCCS also directed the specific policies and guidelines
relevant to management of the COVID-19 pandemic, which are reviewed in this section of the
background literature. Relevant to the guiding theoretical framework, social safety is dependent upon
potential models for ensuring individuals are able to feel safe and protected (Slavich, 2022). Part of the
MCCS role is to ensure appropriate resources and guidelines for student mental health.

From an institutional perspective, addressing the mental well-being of students required
collaboration across multiple roles, including counselors, faculty, and administrators (Turk et al.,
2020). For example, in response to a 2020 fall term survey, 53% of U.S. college and university
presidents identified mental health as their primary concern amid the COVID-19 pandemic. Of this
53%, 58% identified students’ mental health as their biggest concern and the mental health of faculty
and staff as their second concern (Turk et al., 2020). The reviewed data indicated that community

college teaching faculty, mental health professionals, and student organizations are critical in



implementing approaches that effectively support educational stakeholders during crises such as this
pandemic (Baik et al., 2019; House et al., 2020).

Earlier data in this chapter highlights the importance of student mental well-being (Liu et al.,
2022; Van Der Feltz-Cornelis et al., 2020). The information obtained also illustrates that the mental
well-being of students was potentially impacted by the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and other
crises (Gonzales et al., 2020; Sahu, 2020). According to Hunke (2022), it is critical to explore these
experiences to provide context for the implementation and design of solutions to address the mental
well-being of students during crises. However, the perceptions of students regarding mental health at

community colleges is absent.

Overview of the Maine Community College System (MCCS)

The Maine Community College System (MCCS) operates as a centralized organization,
governed by a Board of Trustees and a system president who oversee the alignment of its seven
colleges with state educational and workforce priorities. This highly structured administrative model
ensures consistency and strategic coordination across the system, contrasting with some decentralized
community colleges across the nation, where colleges operate independently (MCCS, 2024a). The
centralization allows MCCS to implement unified policies, address statewide needs, and streamline
operations.

The seven colleges within MCCS are strategically distributed to serve residents throughout the
state, with nearly 94% of Maine's population living within 25 miles of a campus or off-campus center
(MCCS, 2024b). Institutions range from Southern Maine Community College (SMCC), the largest and
situated in an urban/suburban setting, to Washington County Community College (WCCC), the
smallest, which serves a predominantly rural population with fewer local resources (MCCS, 2024a;

MCCS, 2024b). In Fall 2023, MCCS enrolled 14,423 credit-bearing students, alongside thousands



more participating in short-term workforce training programs designed to address high-demand
industry needs (MCCS, 2024c; MCCS & UMS, 2024).

The student demographics within MCCS reflect a diverse and multifaceted population. The
average age of degree-seeking students is 24, with 30% classified as adult learners aged 25 or older.
Additionally, 57% of incoming students identify as first-generation college students, highlighting
MCCS's role in expanding access to education for traditionally underrepresented groups (MCCS,
2023a). Gender disparities in enroliment have been mitigated in part by the Free College Scholarship
program, which has significantly increased male enroliment (MCCS, 2024b). Most students attend
part-time (65%), while full-time enrollment has recently increased to 55.2%, reflecting a post-
pandemic shift (MCCS, 2024c).

MCCS places a strong emphasis on career and technical education, with 81% of students
pursuing programs in these fields (MCCS, 2024c). Workforce training is a key component of its
mission, with over 26,000 individuals trained since 2022, including in healthcare, business, and trades.
The system’s affordability further supports student success, with tuition set at $96 per credit—the
lowest in New England—and 77% of students receiving grant aid that covers the full cost of tuition and
fees (MCCS, 2024b). Beyond affordability, MCCS fosters educational pathways through its
partnerships with the University of Maine System (UMS), enabling seamless transfers to four-year
institutions (MCCS & UMS, 2024).

Geographic diversity within the system contributes to its adaptability in addressing varied
student needs. Urban institutions like SMCC benefit from extensive local resources, while rural
colleges such as WCCC must navigate unigque challenges, including limited economic and educational
opportunities. This disparity underscores the importance of MCCS's strategic initiatives, which include
increasing high school-to-college transition rates, expanding access for adult learners, and aligning

programs with workforce demands (MCCS, 2024c).
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By combining centralized governance with targeted, localized support, MCCS plays a vital role
in Maine’s educational and economic landscape. Its commitment to accessibility, affordability, and
workforce readiness ensures that it remains a critical resource for students and communities across the

state.

Problem Statement

The factors contributing to mental health challenges among college and university students
represent a consistent and fundamental problem. In response to a 2020 fall term survey, 53% of U.S.
college and university presidents identified mental health as their primary concern amid the pandemic
for student populations (Turk et al., 2020). Community colleges have different mental health concerns
and needs due to various socioeconomic ratios across all levels of the organization (House et al., 2020).
Most studies on mental health challenges in higher education lack qualitative research designs that
explore student experiences. This gap is especially noticeable in research on community colleges
compared to other higher education institutions in the U.S. (Hunke, 2022). While there is much
research quantifying and rank-ordering the problems and concerns of university and college presidents,
the perceptions of students regarding mental health at community colleges are absent. A qualitative
case study of students' perceptions regarding mental health at community colleges provides valuable
insights into the issues they face, which can inform the design and implementation of effective

solutions.

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this case study was to develop an understanding of Maine community college
students’ perceptions of mental health services within the framework of Social Safety Theory. The
services as described in public program documentation and the description provided by the counseling

services administrator were also investigated for a relationship with the students’ perceptions.



Research Questions

The research question for this study is: How do the students’ perceptions of mental health
services on community college campuses compare to the description from program documents and

counseling services administrators?

Research Design

This study utilizes a qualitative research design to explore the complex, subjective experiences
of community college students regarding mental health services. Qualitative research captures the
depth and nuance of human experience, making it ideal for inquiries into phenomena shaped by
personal and contextual variables (Stake, 1995). Unlike quantitative methods, which are better suited
for examining patterns and generalizations, qualitative research provides a framework for
understanding how individual and institutional factors interact in shaping perceptions and behaviors
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Given the sensitive and multifaceted nature of mental health perceptions,
qualitative research allows for an in-depth exploration of students’ lived experiences, providing a rich

narrative that addresses the study’s purpose and research question.

Single Case Study

This study employs a single case study design with a nested structure, focusing on Maine’s
Community College System (MCCYS) as the overarching case and examining the experiences at three
individual campuses as nested units within this case. Stake (1995) highlights the value of case studies
in exploring the complexity of a bounded system, making this approach ideal for examining how state-
level structures and policies influence local implementation and student experiences. By using a nested
design, the study captures both the commonalities across campuses and the unique dynamics within
each institution, allowing for a nuanced understanding of how mental health services are perceived in

the context of the broader system.
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The choice of a single case study was appropriate for this research as it allowed for a deep
exploration of MCCS as a unified entity, while the nested campuses provided a means to examine
variations in student perceptions within the broader system. Stake (1995) argues that a single case
study is particularly effective for capturing the complexity of a system where individual units (in this
case, campuses) operate within shared structures and policies. By examining the nested campuses
within the broader system, the study captures both the overarching policies and their localized

implementation, providing a comprehensive view of student perceptions.

Participant Selection

The population in this study was currently enrolled community college students at three
community college campuses located in the state of Maine. The research employed purposive sampling
as the primary sampling technique. Purposive sampling involves selecting participants from a specific
population who meet predefined criteria or eligibility characteristics (Campbell et al., 2020).
Participants included six students and the designated counseling services administrator from each of

the three selected community college campuses in Maine, resulting in a total of 21 participants.

Data Collection

Data collection occurred through in-person and virtual semi-structured interviews and
document review. Interviews with each counseling service administrator were conducted in-person
while I visited the three college campuses. Each interview lasted 60-90 minutes and was audio
recorded using an online video-conferencing application. Interviews with each student were conducted
virtually and lasted 60-90 minutes and were audio recorded using an online video-conferencing
application. Participants were asked a set of interview questions created by the researcher in alignment
with the research question and purpose. A document review was conducted for the mental health

resources found on each campus, including published information and service protocols established for
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mental health assistance. To ensure triangulation, the semi-structured interviews with students and
administrators as well as document reviews were utilized as methods for data collection by the
researcher.
Data Analysis

This research used a thematic analysis guided by Braun and Clarke’s (2019) six steps for
qualitative data analysis and employs QSR NVivo 12 qualitative analysis software to aid in organizing
the textual information in preparation for the thematic analysis process. Following the six steps of
Braun and Clarke (2019), themes derived from the shared experiences of community college students

were developed to address the research question and purpose of the study.

Significance of the Study

The study aimed to develop an understanding of community college student experiences
regarding mental health services at a community college and shared through similar and comparative
experiences. The study is significant to empirical research as it provides data, based on the experiences
of the students. The study findings provide interventional data to improve the mental health of students
based on the participant’s unique understanding and experiences. The findings from this study can
serve as a foundation for future qualitative or quantitative research exploring related topics on the
mental health of community college students.

The study is also significant as it contributes to practice by supplying data that illustrate
potential interventions designed to improve mental health problems for students. The practices of
community college currently enrolled students expressed in this study supply information that further
allows practitioners, administration, or higher education interventionists to develop improved policies
and practices that address the mental health of individuals at the student levels amongst community

colleges.
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Delimitations

Research delimitations refer to the purposely defined scope of the qualitative study
(Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2018). The delimitations include factors such as the population, sample, and
imposed boundaries that define the study’s parameters. A delimitation in this study is the population of
students attending a community college. This delimitation was necessary to ensure a refined
examination specifically of community college students’ perceptions related to mental health, including
during crisis events. This delimitation was necessary to define the scope of the study within the

parameters of the knowledge gap and the identified problem and purpose.

Limitations

The study’s limitations include the choice of purposive sampling, which limit the findings to a
specific population of individuals with qualified characteristics. As a result, the findings are not
transferable to a larger sample of individuals. A case study has various limitations and weaknesses,
which should be discussed in relation to the chosen design (Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2018). A
limitation specific to a case study, includes limitations in regard to generalizability (Theofanidis &
Fountouki, 2018). From a qualitative perspective, the findings are typically only relevant to the specific
social unit or setting in which the researcher conducts a case study (Yin, 2018). As such, the current
study was limited regarding a focus on three community college campuses, which are not necessarily
generalizable to a larger setting. Another limitation of the study is that demographic information of

participants is limited in order to protect their identity.

Assumptions

The first assumption is that participants were honest during the data collection process. It is not
possible to verify if the participants were honest; however, all efforts were made to assure participants
that their contributions are voluntary and confidential. The second assumption is that participants may

have felt a need to hide information to protect their organization. It is not possible to mitigate this
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assumption, but participants were made aware that all of their information is confidential and that

personal names or identifiers were removed.

Definitions

The following definitions are relevant to the current study and are defined based on empirical
literature:

Community College

Community colleges provide certification, two-year degrees, and vocational skill training for
students across the US (Graham et al., 2021). Community colleges are typically ranked as affordable
for students while governmentally funded (Graham et al., 2021).

Higher Education

Higher education refers to academic courses, either two or four years long, offered to students
after graduating high school or obtaining a general education certificate (Chan et al., 2021). Higher
education may also refer to policies, research initiatives, and practices based on improving educational
opportunities for adults (Day et al., 2021).

Mental Health

Mental health refers to individuals’ social and emotional well-being (Evanoff et al., 2020).
Mental health can also refer to individuals’ unique ability to manage stress and cope with different
situations throughout their life. A variety of factors may lower an individuals’ mental health. Poor or
declining mental health may lead to difficulty coping, increased stress, poor physical health, and
suicidal ideation or behaviors (Evanoff et al., 2020).

Students

Students, in the case of this study, referred to individuals attending a community college
(Marelli et al., 2021). Students may participate full- or part-time. Students also may follow various
courses, classes, or vocational licensing programs. Students may also have varying ages, gender

identities, and socioeconomic status (Marelli et al., 2021).
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Wellbeing

Wellbeing encompasses physical, mental, and social health, emphasizing a holistic approach to
individual functioning and life satisfaction (Morris et al., 2022). It involves managing stress, building

strong social connections, and fostering emotional resilience (Fried et al., 2022).

Summary

The purpose of this case study is to develop an understanding of community college students’
perceptions of mental health services as compared to the description provided by the counseling
services administrator and program documents. | discussed the research design, population and
sampling, data collection, and analysis. Information regarding delimitations, the significance of the
study, and the key definitions were supplied. In Chapter 2, I discuss the defining literature that supports

the discussed problem and purpose statement.
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review

In this chapter, the review of literature is presented as it relates to higher-education and mental
health of students during crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Previous data demonstrated that the
impact of COVID-19 included impacts in terms of their effects on university and college organizations;
and their implications for the effect on students (Hunke, 2022; Turk et al., 2020). In this chapter, the
available literature is reviewed in terms of macro-level studies providing comprehensive assessments
of how the pandemic impacted student mental health. This chapter provides a comprehensive literature
review that examines sources related to the research focus. A detailed introduction describes the search
and selection criteria utilized when locating the sources reviewed for the survey. The literature
review’s analysis sections then examine the collected works from the perspective of their discussions
on targeted issues. These themes address concerns related to the mental health of students. A summary
statement reiterates the critical themes derived from these individual and aggregate assessments.

Literature Search Strategy

A tri-part literature search strategy was used to uncover the relevant material. This approach
first relied on a defined set of constraints that limited the selection of examined works. Secondly,
academic-based databases and search engines were used to conduct the search. Finally, a targeted
group of search phrases were used to narrow the sources. These combined methodologies ensured that
the located authorities adhered to specified criteria and contributed to the analysis’s end-state quality
(Linnenluecke et al., 2020).

The following constraints structured the source review and selection process. The review of
current literature was limited to those published between 2020 and 2024 within credible and peer-
reviewed sources and most published after 2022 to ensure the discussion of relevant and current data to
the topic of study. However, in some cases, seminal literature was included to highlight the relevancy

and applicability towards the discussion of foundational topics and literature. Literature published
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earlier than 2022 were considered as well as seminal studies that continue to impact research within
their areas of analysis. Secondly, other publications were reviewed particularly in cases where these
sources addressed themes directly related to the Covid-19 pandemic’s impact on higher education
institutions. While these studies represent organizational or agency research examples, they
nevertheless presented information that correlated with themes presented by academic scholars. The
works selected also pertained to the thematic areas of discussion that guided the literature review and
the research. The scholarly databased searched included the Directory of Open Access Journals,
Educational Resource Information Center, Google Scholar, PsychINFO, PubMed, Scopus, and Web of
Science. Individual terms and phrases that corresponded with the literature review’s areas of thematic
focus were used for these searches. Pertinent examples included words like “Covid-19 impacts on

college students” and “mental health college students Covid-19.”

Theoretical Framework

The theory that guides this study is Social Safety Theory. In 1999, Edmondson described the
concept of psychological safety, which referenced individuals' ability to experience a nurturing
psychological environment via non-judgmental perspectives that ideally supported individual growth.
This foundational concept has been widely validated in organizational and educational research,
demonstrating how environments fostering psychological safety promote collaboration, trust, and
personal development (Edmondson, 1999). Building upon this work, Slavich (2022) introduced Social
Safety Theory, extending psychological safety by emphasizing the relational and community-based
aspects of safety that influence an individual’s emotional and mental well-being.

A key component of Social Safety Theory is that an individual’s sense of social safety is
essential to mitigating perceived threats and fostering resiliency and growth (Slavich, 2022). The
theory highlights that when individuals feel safe, connected, and included within a community, they are

more likely to experience positive self-regard and develop adaptive coping mechanisms. A lack of
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safety, whether due to diminished self-esteem, insufficient social connections, or exclusion from
community, can lead to poor psychosocial development and adverse mental health outcomes (Almklov
et al., 2018). Research underscores the relationship between social safety and mental health, illustrating
that fostering inclusive and accepting environments is crucial for individual and collective well-being.

The key constructs of Social Safety Theory are rooted in two primary components: social safety
and social threats. Social safety includes feelings of acceptance, affiliation, belonging, and inclusion
(Slavich, 2022). For instance, affiliation with a specific group or community often fosters inclusion,
and feeling accepted by that community contributes positively to mental health. Social threats
encompass experiences of conflict, rejection, exclusion, and isolation, which may activate stress
responses and impair an individual’s ability to form or sustain positive connections (Slavich, 2022).
These constructs are particularly relevant to understanding how environments shape behavior and
mental health. Individuals who perceive social threats, such as rejection or exclusion, are less likely to
experience social safety and may struggle with feelings of alienation, further compounding their
vulnerability to negative outcomes. Ultimately, a persistent lack of social safety is linked to adverse
physical and psychological responses, including heightened stress, anxiety, and depression (Slavich,
2022). The constructs of social safety and social threat provide a framework for understanding how
environments shape mental health outcomes.

The theoretical underpinnings of Social Safety Theory draw upon broader psychological and
sociological research. Baumeister and Leary (1995) highlighted belonging as a fundamental human
motivation, emphasizing how interpersonal bonds and group affiliation are essential for emotional and
mental stability. Similarly, Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs situates safety and belonging as
fundamental to human motivation, underscoring the value of promoting social safety to foster

individual growth and well-being. Porges’ (2001) Polyvagal Theory further deepens this understanding
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by linking perceptions of safety to physiological responses, illustrating how a lack of safety can trigger
stress responses that impair emotional regulation.

Research on stress-buffering and social support also informs Social Safety Theory. House
(1981) demonstrated how supportive social environments mitigate stress and foster resilience, while
Taylor’s (2006) "tend-and-befriend" model highlighted social bonding as an adaptive strategy during
periods of stress. These findings offer practical insights into how institutions, such as community
colleges, can create supportive environments to foster social safety and reduce social threats.

Social Safety Theory also provides insights into broader systemic and societal issues.
Researchers have noted that social safety and social threat are uniquely related to factors such as health
disparities, structural inequities, and individual behaviors (Slavich, 2022). For example, during the
COVID-19 pandemic, many individuals experienced heightened social threats due to isolation,
exclusion, and fear of illness, exacerbating existing health disparities and psychological challenges
(Slavich, 2022). This period highlighted how disruptions to social safety can lead to widespread
negative mental health effects. The theory also integrates concepts of psychological vulnerability,
emphasizing the need for environments that foster acceptance and help-seeking behavior (Edmondson,
1999). However, unmet basic needs, such as food or shelter, can inhibit an individual's ability to feel
safe and access necessary resources (Conning & Kevane, 2022).

Social Safety Theory distinguishes itself from several established theories by emphasizing the
relational and systemic dynamics of social safety and threat. Edmondson’s (1999) concept of
psychological safety focuses on interpersonal risk-taking within organizations. Social Safety Theory
expands on this by addressing how systemic and community-based influences shape individuals' sense
of safety and belonging, particularly in diverse populations like community college students. While

psychological safety remains centered on workplace or team dynamics, Social Safety Theory’s broader
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scope includes how social structures and inclusionary practices impact emotional and mental well-
being.

Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs also highlights safety and belonging as foundational for
growth and self-actualization. Social Safety Theory extends this work by incorporating the interplay of
social threats, such as exclusion or rejection, and their implications for mental health. Unlike Maslow’s
broader motivational framework, Social Safety Theory specifically examines how relational and
environmental factors mitigate or exacerbate these threats in dynamic contexts.

Similarly, Baumeister and Leary’s (1995) belongingness hypothesis emphasizes the universal
need for interpersonal connections and group affiliation. Social Safety Theory builds on this by
identifying mechanisms through which social relationships foster safety or amplify threats, offering
practical insights into creating environments that promote adaptive coping. Additionally, Polyvagal
Theory (Porges, 2001) informs Social Safety Theory by linking perceptions of safety to physiological
responses, reinforcing the critical connection between emotional regulation and social contexts.

Stress-buffering frameworks, such as House’s (1981) hypothesis and Taylor’s (2006) tend-and-
befriend model, also align with Social Safety Theory in their focus on the protective role of social
support. However, Social Safety Theory uniquely emphasizes the dual influence of social safety and
social threat as interactive forces that shape behavior and well-being. This perspective is particularly
relevant in community colleges, where systemic barriers, such as stigma or resource limitations, may
amplify social threats and impact students’ mental health outcomes.

This study used Social Safety Theory as a lens to analyze students’ experiences with accessing
and utilizing mental health services at community colleges. Community colleges often serve diverse
student populations who may face significant barriers to accessing mental health resources, such as
stigma, limited awareness, or financial constraints. The safety associated with accessing mental health

services is deeply intertwined with the perception of social safety, as students must feel included,
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supported, and protected to seek help. Social Safety Theory allowed the researcher to explore how
these perceptions influenced students’ engagement with available services.

Specifically, the theory directly related to the research question by providing a framework to
gauge students’ perceptions of mental health services on their campuses. For instance, the constructs of
social safety were used to analyze how factors such as visibility, accessibility, and confidentiality of
mental health services shaped students’ willingness to engage with them. Barriers such as stigma,
judgment, and institutional invisibility were contextualized within the theory’s construct of social
threats. Furthermore, Social Safety Theory guided the interpretation of participant responses, helping to
uncover patterns related to both positive and negative experiences with mental health services.

By applying Social Safety Theory, this study contextualized students' experiences within a
broader framework of safety and threat, illuminating the importance of fostering environments that
support psychological well-being. The theory’s emphasis on community, inclusion, and connection
provided a robust foundation for understanding the factors that influence students” mental health
outcomes. These insights also informed actionable strategies for enhancing service visibility, reducing

stigma, and fostering inclusive campus cultures.

Contextualizing the Framework: Insights into the Literature

The review of literature addresses gaps that derive from current analyses of the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on the mental health of students. Two of the specific problems reflected in these
studies include the following. First, existing research tends to present broader-level assessments of how
the pandemic impacted higher educational institutions at the organizational level (Hunke, 2022; Salimi
et al., 2021; Schultz, 2020; Turk et al., 2020). Secondly, the analyses tend to view mental health-related
concerns as issues that impact university/college students. While mental health of college students has
been observed and researched in the past, what has not been examined is how society is more cognizant

of mental health issues on campus due to the COVID-19 experience. Accordingly, discussions that
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address the issues affecting students often do not address how the pandemic impacted the student
dimensions of mental health.

The mental health of students affected by the Covid-19 pandemic is discussed in this section.
The surveyed sources addressed these issues from diverse perspectives, they focused on three essential
themes, (a) previous research explored the potential correlations between the precipitating factors that
impacted the lives of university/college students, (b) the tumultuous effects stemming from the
pandemic and, (c) the corresponding lockdowns. The following sections include a discussion of pre-
existing factors and determinants that contributed to environmental and institutional conditions that
already disadvantaged various student populations. A group of 104 aggregate sources and themes were
explored. The collected works specifically examined the pandemic’s mental health effects on

university/college system students.

Historical Context of Mental Health in Community Colleges

Community college mental health is an issue of historical difficulty, with challenges associated
with access and availability of resources for some secondary institutions. Locke et al. (2016) reported
on mental health issues in community colleges using a 2014 Healthy Mind survey. Their findings
demonstrated that 98% of students are willing to accept help. However, 15% reported hesitancy in
seeking help as it would be seen as a failure. Other symptomology reported by students included
anxiety, hopelessness, anger, depression, suicidality, and self-harm. Other issues associated with
community college mental health can include intimate partner abuse, substance abuse, and difficulty
succeeding academically relating to mental health.

Jaworksa et al. (2016) reviewed mental health services using national survey data. Using data
from 168 Community College institutions, research findings showed a likelihood of depression and
anxiety among campus students. Furthermore, the availability of counseling services was often limited

in terms of diversity, follow-ups, and other diagnostic needs for students. As a result, the continuing
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issue of Community College mental health may require improved policies and practices to support
outcomes for students McBride (2019) reviewed at-risk students at two-year community colleges.
Using data from the American Association of Community Colleges, 40% of students in the US are
enrolled in two-year colleges. However, student populations are more likely to increase stress due to
financial, food insecurities, and childcare needs. As a result, anxiety and depression increase. Thus,
showing an increased likelihood of depression and mental health issues among community college

students.

Current Context of Mental Health in Community Colleges

Various changes have occurred in the past ten years, providing information about the changing
programs and policies for mental health programs at community colleges (Broton et al., 2022).
According to Broton et al. (2022) review of national surveys regarding the mental health of community
college students, there is a likelihood of food and financial insecurity that can further increase hardship,
anxiety, and depression. Access to appropriate resources is an important element of mental health
outcomes for community college students. Abelson et al. (2022) argued that improving the mental
health of college students requires assessing appropriate practices that can identify the needs, gaps, and
potential stressors that lead to adverse health-related outcomes such as suicidality or self-harm. Lee et
al. (2021) also recognized that issues related to the COVID-19 pandemic further increased the isolation
of students, decreasing access to mental health resources and increasing the likelihood of student
access to needed counseling. Research shows that mental health issues have been a historical issue of
concern for community colleges. However, improving upon such challenges requires ensuring
appropriate resources are provided for students (Abelson et al., 2022; Lee et al., 2021). Much of the
existing research, while focusing on how the COVID-19 pandemic impacted student mental health,
does not examine these impacts from the student’s perspectives nor does it delve into the perceptions

associated with student opinion on mental health services offered from the university or college.
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Mental Health and the College Student

Before the onset of the pandemic, college student mental health was suggested as a significant
need for universities to establish mental health provisions (Liu et al., 2022; Wasil et al., 2022).
Researchers found that often new college students, moving directly from high school and a home
environment where parents oversaw most aspects of their lives to one of total independence was a
difficult transition for these students (Campbell et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2022). Freshman college
students were noted with such mental health issues as depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and social
isolation. The need for accessible mental health services was paramount, yet research showed that
many students, in fear of stigmatization of mental health, did not utilize such services (Campbell et al.,
2022; Wasil et al., 2022).

Experts viewed the conditions that resulted in disproportionate impacts among college students
from the perspective of individual health-related behaviors. This view posits that a student’s pre-
existing lifestyles contributed to the level of personal disruptions that they experienced during the
pandemic. Other works referenced an individual socioeconomic status or relative degree of social
marginalization as critical variables. Schultz’s (2022) analysis described the impact that underlying
food insecurity-related issues had on college and university students during the pandemic. Schultz
(2022) indicated that the macro-level pressures stemming from university-mandated lockdowns,
coupled with the ongoing concerns that affected individuals faced in terms of their inconsistent access
to nutritional foods, created complex and extensive problems that detracted from the population’s
quality of mental health. Schultz (2022) additionally explained how these concerns impacted various
population segments.

Schultz (2022) measured these impacts in the context of an individual’s gender, marital status,
socioeconomic standing, and other demographic characteristics. Camilleri et al. (2022) similarly

contend that several mitigating factors often moderated the degree to which the pandemic affected the
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mental health effects among their surveyed group of university students. The authors noted that
marginalized persons and cultures and those who struggled with ongoing forms of inequality, including
food insecurity, often tended towards higher levels of stress, anxiety, and depression (Camilleri et al.,
2022). In both cases, these arguments identify a correlation between pre-existing socioeconomic
disadvantages and heightened forms of mental health impacts. Fried et al. (2022) similarly indicated
that the university students they surveyed identified institutional wellness programs as essential
components that contributed to their psychological resiliency during the crisis. These courses examined
issues related to mental health, stress, and coping. They additionally recommended various self-
management techniques that enabled the respondents to adapt to evolving external conditions. Fried et
al. (2022) noted that the programs’ low-level recognition during the lockdowns may have negatively
impacted the population. Curtis et al. (2023) arguments parallel these findings. Curtis et al. (2023)
likewise viewed pre-established health and exercise programs as a variable that contributed to
psychological resiliency among lockdown-era university students.

Patsali et al.”s (2020) analysis of the Greek cultural environment referenced patterns. While the
university students in their analysis exhibited negative behavioral and psychological outcomes,
individuals within vulnerable groups tended to report higher levels of stress, anxiety, and similar
conditions. The same authors extended their analysis into the effect that complex stressors had on
individuals exhibiting risks related to suicidal thoughts or actions. The analysis provided by Faisal et
al. (2022) similarly identified a tendency for disparate groups to be impacted at varying levels by these
same conditions. These authors connected these trends to the prevalence of socioeconomic gaps and
the tendency among varying groups to accept and believe pandemic-related conspiracy theories.
Collectively, Faisal et al. (2022) and Chen and Lucock (2022) indicated that the pandemic’s impact on
university students can be defined in terms of their variability and relationship to the internal

differences notable among the broader population.
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Warfvinge et al. (2022) study identified a tendency among college students to undergo
heightened forms of anxiety and depression and to engage in suicidal thoughts and behaviors when
forced to use online learning. Data provided by Visser and Law-van Wyk (2021) noted that the effects
stemming from university closures and lockdowns can be understood from a phenomenological
perspective. These insights indicated that while male and female students underwent significant forms
of mental health impacts because of these conditions, each group expressed these challenges in
different ways. Females tended to experience heightened levels of anxiety and depression because of
their social isolation.

Other studies elaborated on the themes that Visser and Law-van Wyk (2021) presented. Conrad
et al. (2021) and Son et al. (2020) linked the processes associated with mandated school closures and
resulting lockdowns with the tendency among university students to experience severe forms of mental
health effects. Both studies indicated that the crisis’s external and macro-level events tended to
influence university students’ psychological outlook and increased their risk of developing a range of
disorders. Conrad et al. (2021) extended this claim by connecting potential cases of post-traumatic-
stress-disorder to some students as these individuals experienced the tumultuous events related to the
pandemic and its corresponding effects.

Other works highlighted the need for reexamining the state of various social and economic
conditions in the post-Covid-19 era. Jaspal and Breakwell (2022) examination of the crisis referenced
how its events affected and exasperated underlying forms of social inequality, which may influence
student mental health. Their findings, in this context, were aligned with the work of other scholars who
likewise interpreted the pandemic through this complex perspective (Liu et al., 2022). Jaspal and
Breakwell (2022) contended that university systems need to help their students cope with the
challenges deriving from the contemporary environment. Part of this mandate refers to the need for

ensuring that students have access to effective and viable mental health service programs.
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Established Mental Health Programs on College and University Campuses

Most US college and university campuses offer mental health services for students. However,
the utilization of such by students is often not high. Liu et al. (2023) noted that new freshman feared
ridicule for needing mental health help from their newly made peers and when having issues with
depression or anxiety, failed to reach out for help. Additionally, McSpadden’s (2022) study explored
the relationship between the program and service offerings that the university offers and the initiative’s
role during the pandemic. The author noted that these systems represented essential services that
addressed their population’s needs before the crisis and during the period marked by mandatory
lockdowns. Similarly, Jeftic et al. (2023) defined guided health and exercise programs as essential
contributors to university students’ holistic and mental health. Jeftic et al. (2023) correlated with the
arguments presented by Worsley et al. (2022). The latter authors identified university wellness services
as a critical provider of mental health services that could benefit students during and immediately

following the institution of pandemic-related lockdowns.

College Responsibility for Mental Health Provisions

The responsibility for mental health services falls upon the college administration on college
campuses. However, many experts question if it is the administrations or students’ responsibility to
reach out for such help (Liu et al., 2022; Mahdavi et al., 2023). Researchers suggested that when
students show signs of suicidal ideation, faculty and staff should be aware of these signs and reach out
to the student guiding them to the help they need (Conner & Crawford, 2023; Liu et al., 2022). Other
researchers feel this is not the responsibility of anyone except the student and the responsibility for the
college only lies with an introduction and education of the services they provide for a student’s mental
health needs (Appleby et al., 2022; Campbell et al., 2022).

Other research studies reference the concept of organizational responsibility, particularly as it

impacts higher education and the needs of students. Shifat’s (2020) analysis indicated that any
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disaster’s unprecedented nature and profound impact on schools, students, and faculty contributed to a
situation in which a lack of planning resulted in the tendency for multiple stakeholders to experience
diverse mental health challenges. The lessons deriving from these findings refer to the need for
organizations to develop, deliver, and improve optimal support-based resources. While previous studies
acknowledged the importance of the resource in terms of addressing the needs of students affected by
mental health concerns, additional research references a similar need for an institution’s faculty (Jeftic
et al., 2023). Kim et al.’s (2022) study noted that available mental health resources supported the
ability of higher learning teachers to adapt to the changes impacting their organizations during the
crisis. These same measures, accordingly, will likely assist the population to acknowledge and manage
the unique health risks that impact them individually and in terms of their broader field.

According to Woon et al. (2020), the sudden transition back towards a normative operational
environment will potentially generate as much anxiety and uncertainty as the earlier measures
implemented during lockdowns. Their findings derived from their analysis of a Malaysian regional
university-based workforce that returned to normalized operations after the region’s government
rescinded its earlier measures These findings directly correspond with studies that recommend the
implementation of service provision models within sector organizations. Harris (2021) recognized that
returning schools will need to integrate the remote-based operational systems that they utilized during
the pandemic in the longer-term. This prospective organizational need coincides with the observation
that hybrid-based working systems will likely continue to impact college/university decision-makers in
the longer term at the professional level and in ways that could impact their mental health.
Accordingly, the problems observed during the pandemic may represent ongoing concerns for
administrative staff. The presence and quality of support systems will thus likely represent crucial

variables that can address the needs of their student population.
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Analyses that examine the relationship between the Covid-19 pandemic’s impact on
college/university students’ mental health identify organizational-related variables as a significant
factor that contributed to the outcomes that the surveyed scholars identified within their analyses (Kim
et al., 2022; Salimi et al., 2023). Other research built upon these findings as they described the specific
challenges that the population experienced during mandatory lockdowns and related processes. This
latter view references the crisis’s key events as being disruptive and impactful from the perspective of
the group’s lived experiences (Salimi et al., 2023). While university personnel reported an
understanding of the paralleled the trends notable among students, they also tended to correspond with
their unique dimension’s responsibility, perspective, and broader lifestyle factors (Kim et al., 2022;
Salimi et al., 2023).

There was an examined correlation between college/university students and the ensuing types
of mental health effects that they experienced during the pandemic (Uccella et al., 2023). Such
accounts examined how personal lifestyle factors and choices mediated these outcomes. According to
Uccella et al., (2023), sleep challenges and potential deprivation were found as significant factors that
negatively impacted a students’ mental health. While these symptoms can be viewed in the context of
their personal responsibility, the findings also illustrate the degree to which unhealthy lifestyle patterns
contributed to the population’s risk for developing mental health disorders. Uccella et al. (2023)
elaborated on these themes by noting that the university students that they examined in their research
reported improved outcomes and heightened levels of personal resiliency as they adhered to exercise
routines during the lockdowns. At the same time, Jia (2022) acknowledged that the participants were
likely to engage in these practices in cases where they followed similar routines before the crisis. Based
on this research, awareness of self-management practices among the population can be viewed as a
variable that potentially moderated the types and levels of mental health risks that they experienced

during the period.
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Zhang et al.’s (2023) analysis indicated that age cohorts potentially mediated the degrees to
which university students expressed and reported cases of anxiety and depression. Van Der Mamani-
Benito et al. (2022) linked the factors of participant female gender, marriage commitments, and family
arrangements as variables that contributed to their surveyed student ability to moderate their stress.
Gupta and Sinha (2023), however, reported the risks related to student role confusion as they
transitioned towards a remote-learning environment as a potential source of anxiety. Other findings
highlighted an apparent trend towards heightened levels of personal resiliency among
college/university students. The work of Gupta and Sinha (2023) further noted that their surveyed
participants positively compared with the student cohorts analyzed in the same report in terms of each
group’s ability to self-manage their respective mental health concerns.

The pandemic resulted in the mandated closures of colleges and universities across the country.
As a result, university presidents engaged in what Hunke (2022) defined as crisis leadership. These
processes required sector executives to implement remote-based operational models and institute
policies that mandated their stakeholders to abide by these systems. According to Turk et al. (2020),
these policies addressed the health and mental health needs of faculty, staff, and students at the
community college level. At the same time, these combined and complex requirements impacted the
mental health of system executives and presidents. These latter trends can be interpreted from
Nurunnabi et al.”s (2020) findings that mental health stresses impacted the higher education field at the

macro-level and in terms of the individual effects that these larger trends had on various stakeholders.

COVID-19’s Impact on Student Mental Health

The Covid-19 pandemic can be viewed as a complex event that resulted in immediate-term
effects that impacted both college/university systems and their students. This definition of the crisis
underscores its unprecedented nature, profound scope of influence, and unique ability to

simultaneously affect institutions and their stakeholders (Soria & Horgos, 2021). At the same time,
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other studies suggest that many of the results stemming from the pandemic and its effect on these
systems can be viewed from the perspective of varied stakeholders. College/university students, for
example, represented a group that already encountered varying socioeconomic challenges before the
crisis. The population, accordingly, tended to be disproportionately affected by the events due to the
underlying factors that disadvantaged many of its members (Schultz, 2022). These challenges included
the mental health-related challenges that impacted college and university students. While an analysis of
these latter challenges represents a pertinent focus, these assessments need to be viewed in the context
of the broader-level social conditions that informed the experience of diverse populations (Patsali et al.,
2020).

A final set of sources applied findings reflective of student experiences during the Covid-19
pandemic toward an assessment of how these trends might impact the population of students. The
implications deriving from the pandemic include the following. First college/university-level students
will continue to be impacted by the unique nature of their environment fearing for their safety when
away from home, and thus impacting their mental health (Morris et al., 2022). As Morris et al. (2022)
indicated, occupational variants of stress and related mental health challenges reflect a student’s
simultaneous concern with the needs of course work and other student responsibilities. The extreme
nature of the challenges related to the pandemic could potentially continue as organizations transition
away from remote-based learning forums and operational models and towards traditional arrangements.
The works surveyed for this section recognized Covid-19 as a historic and unprecedented event that
had a profound influence on university and college systems.

At the same time, the students also indicate that these events tended to result in disproportionate
outcomes among various populations. Their focus, accordingly, includes a determination of how these
developments uniquely impact specific groups. In their discussion of U.K.-based regional colleges and

universities, Chen and Lucock (2022) noted that the mandated lockdown and similar measures tended

31



to affect students based on their lifestyle factors. The authors identified a direct correlation between an
individual’s ability to maintain an optimal exercise regimen and being better able to demonstrate
personal resiliency during a crisis. At the same time, the national government’s restrictions on public
gatherings and similar measures contributed to various negative behavioral practices. The authors
noted an increased tendency for some students to engage in unhealthy practices ranging from excessive
drinking and tobacco use. Chen and Lucock’s (2022) research results additionally indicated that some
mental health-related effects, such as forms of depression that derived from social isolation, tended to
affect females at a disproportional rate. These aggregate findings indicated that while the pandemic had
a potentially significant effect on these collective behaviors, pre-existing individual attitudes and
healthy lifestyle behaviors may have resulted in disproportionate outcomes. Related studies similarly
posited a correlation between underlying socioeconomic conditions and the Covid-19 era impacts on
diverse student populations (Schultz, 2022; Soria & Horgos, 2021). Zhai and Du (2020) contended that
the pandemic represented a singular event that exasperated the underlying threats related to student
mental health even as it demonstrated the need for ongoing service-based interventions delivered by
university systems.

Sources that examine the COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on college/university student mental
health analyzed how varied organizational environments often mediate these newly found mental
health issues. The available research demonstrates potential implications for larger models of mental
health as instituted for students across community college settings. These assessments posited that
organizational differences as a critical determinant can often contextualize the diverse experiences
reflected among students. Research provided by Dakowska (2023) identified the pandemic’s impact on
higher educational institutions as a complex and macro-level event that resulted in far-reaching
implications for student populations. However, at the organizational level, institutions attempted to

navigate these challenges by implementing policy and by requiring their faculty, staff members, and
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students to adhere to specific guidelines. These developments affected the psychological well-being of
students (Akour et al., 2020; Zhai & Du, 2020).

Other works that examined the pandemic’s impact on college/university student mental health
explored these relationships from a descriptive and observational perspective. This view indicated that
while population differences might account for divergences in terms of how individuals experienced
these impacts, these patterns can also be interpreted by identifying the specific threats that effect their
relative dimensions of mental health (Visser & Law-van Wyk, 2021). These collective sources
examined these impacts by analyzing them from the perspective of specific population cohorts.

Cohort-oriented assessments of the pandemic’s mental health impacts continued a previously
identified theme. These studies indicated that the correlation between these variables needs to be
understood from the perspective of varied social, cultural, economic, and political variables that affect
various subgroups within the broader population (Soria & Horgos, 2021). The examination of how the
pandemic impacted various cohorts thus applies this concept to the analysis of specific demographics.
Fruehwirth et al. (2021) contend that the event’s broader level impact resulted in variable mental health
effects among students divided in terms of their gender and racial background. Prowse et al. (2021)
identified crucial differences between male and female university students in terms of how the groups
coped with the challenges presented by the pandemic. The authors noted that females tended to
experience heightened forms of anxiety and social isolation whereas males participated in lifestyle
activities that detracted from their quality of mental health: excessive cannabis use represents a primary
example.

Other studies reexamined the potential connection between Covid-19 as a traumatizing event
and the types of mental health disruptions that students experienced. According to Savage et al. (2020),
the early phases of the crisis corresponded with a notable increase in the reported cases of depression,

anxiety, and related conditions. In their study, Lischer et al. (2022) referenced the sudden transition
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towards remote-based learning as a disruptive event that required students to rely on various coping
strategies to adapt to these sudden changes. Whereas some individuals reflected positive views of the
transition, others indicated that they experienced heightened forms of social isolation. According to
Wang et al. (2020), these same trends resulted in suicidal thoughts and vulnerabilities among some
students. Haddad et al. (2021) cited problematic social media use among college students as a

behavioral trend that derived from the pandemic’s conditions.

Organizational Support Factors at the Community and Classroom Level

Faculty members serving during the COVID-19 era instituted classroom policies and guidelines
intended to direct their students towards actions that complied with college and university lockdown
emergency directives. Their authoritative role, however, did not prevent them from experiencing many
of the same challenges that impacted their students. Melnyk et al. (2021) noted that the instructors
surveyed reported symptoms related to anxiety and depression. The authors linked these trends to the
group’s abrupt shift towards remote-based teaching and the subsequent experience of becoming
socially isolated. At the same time, higher education field instructors tended to respond to these events
in ways that aligned with their personalities, individual perspectives, and their school’s unique
organizational environments (VVan Der Feltz-Cornelis et al., 2020).

Discussions of divergent faculty attitudes across various field-related institutions emphasize
how particular populations experienced and responded to COVID-19-era challenges in varying ways.
Akour et al. (2020) conducted a longitudinal study and surveyed a cohort consisting of university-level
educators working in Jordan. They interviewed the subjects and gathered their insights related to the
psychological pressures that they experienced during mandatory lockdowns, their attitudes towards
remote teaching, and their selected stress-management strategies and coping mechanisms. According to
the authors, the group expressed optimism and professional interest in the concept of remote teaching

even as they reported adverse psychological reactions stemming from the conditions created by the
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lockdowns and related government measures. The group’s perceptions tended to be evenly mediated by
the variables of personal mental health challenges, the unique nature of remote working environments,
and the cultural perceptions that impacted their views. MikuSkovéa and VereSova (2020) similarly noted
that Slovak regional instructors experienced mental health effects deriving from their social isolation
even as they attempted to balance these variables as they fulfilled their professional responsibilities. In
both cases, the results indicated that while diverse regional sector faculty tended to be impacted by
many of the same mental health challenges that these experiences tended to reflect the nature of their
position within their organization and the scope of their oversight (Jakubowski & Sitko-Dominik,
2021).

Prior research delineated the substantial impact of COVID-19 on all members within the
Community College setting. Mazur et al. (2021) contended that community college faculty often
experienced varied types of threats during their region’s lockdown and following their school’s
implementation of remote-teaching requirements. While the population faced many of the same
generalized stressors that derived from these developments, they also faced unique challenges related
to resource limitation and policy gaps. Critical examples of the latter concern included the absence of a
comprehensive remote-based operational strategy and the oversights pertaining to student access to
consistent internet connectivity. Hirsch et al. (2022) similarly noted that specialist teachers who
managed the needs of students requiring behavioral-related services also experienced dualistic sets of
challenges.

Additional studies indicated that faculty tended to experience hybrid and dualistic threats that
derived from technology management-related concerns. The analysis provided by Navarro-Espinosa et
al. (2021) and Santos et al. (2021) linked the specific mental health challenges that college/university-
level teachers experienced to the abrupt transitions to remote-based instruction upon their professional

duties and their psychological perceptions. Furthermore, such studies have implications in regard to
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how faculty may have been able to respond effectively to the mental health needs of students when
their own mental health suffered during the COVID-19 era.

A notable theme deriving from these discussions is that instructors faced many of the same
challenges that affected their students, even as the nature of their professional responsibility
compounded these effects (Kim et al., 2022). A critical issue identified by scholars described how an
instructor’s concerns with student needs during the pandemic often contributed to the population’s
experiences of stress, anxiety, and related challenges. Idris et al.’s (2021) comparative study of lecturer
and student attitudes toward remote-based teaching methods indicated the surveyed teachers often
expressed concerns about their ability to present material that required hands-on and simulation-based
applications.

This professional-level issue represented a micro-level representation of how pandemic-related
lockdown requirements contributed to the stress notable among faculty members. Saw et al. (2022)
viewed instructor readiness for implementing and utilizing key technologies as an issue that also
contributed to the population’s stress level. Saw et al. (2022) noted that differences among teachers
reflected their concerns with their students’ performance. At the same time, Saw et al. (2022) identified
these stressors as connected to gender differences. In many cases, male teachers demonstrated their
ability and willingness to transition towards a remote-based instructional strategy whereas female
instructors often experienced heightened forms of depression related to social isolation.

Other research studies reference the concept of organizational responsibility, particularly as it
impacts higher education communities. Shifat’s (2020) analysis indicated that the pandemic’s
unprecedented nature and profound impact on students which contributed to a situation in which a lack
of planning resulted in the tendency for multiple stakeholders to experience diverse mental health
challenges. The lessons deriving from these findings refer to the need for organizations to develop,

deliver, and improve optimal support-based resources for students. Prior investigations recognized the
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critical role of resources in addressing the mental health needs of students during crises (Copeland et
al., 2021).

Carr et al. (2022) cross-sectional analysis of King’s College in London identified graduate
students as high-risk populations that tended to be acutely impacted by the pandemic and its associative
events. A possible explanation derives from the broader research provided by Farooq and Sultana
(2021). The latter authors indicated that the combined effects of forced remote-based learning
environment transitions and the uncertainty of their class learning ability often negatively impacted
their perceptions of organizational engagement and the levels of professional performance. According
to Birmingham and Wadsworth (2023), university students tended to be negatively impacted by these
concerns as well as their need for working longer hours during stressful conditions. These combined
assessments identified this segment of college/university students as experiencing the crisis from their
unique personal and scholastic perspectives. Thus, further demonstrating the need to address larger
understanding of mental health needs as obtained from students’ perspectives.

Analyses that examined the population’s dimensions of mental health during the crisis viewed
university system features, operational structures, and policies as specific variables that affected the
student populations’ dimensions of mental health. Birmingham and Wadsworth’s (2023) assessments
directly connect employee perceptions, attitudes, and reported problems with the challenges that they
assumed as online educators for their students. Many researchers found that the educator had mixed
feelings related to teaching their students and noted that the students’ academic success faltered within
their using an online learning platform.

College/university-level instructors will continue to be impacted by the unique nature of their
professional responsibility toward their students. As Kontoangelos et al. (2020) indicate, occupational
variants of stress and related mental health challenges reflect an instructor’s simultaneous concern with

the needs of his/her students and organization. The extreme nature of the challenges related to the
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pandemic could potentially continue as organizations transition away from remote-based instructional
and operational models and towards traditional arrangements. Ozamiz-Etxebarria et al. (2021)
elaborated on these themes by observing that these changes could potentially serve as a significant
form of stress that will continue to impact all stakeholders in the community college/university setting.

Based on these assessments, teachers within the field of higher education need to cultivate and
refine their self-management strategies as they adjust to these and other organizational-level changes.
Shen and Slater (2021) noted that during the pandemic, faculty members rely on varied approaches to
stress management that align with their personalities and perceptions of the factor’s level of severity.
Similar methodologies could benefit the population in the longer term as the trends impacting various
higher educational institutions remain uncertain. The same effects may be noticeable flyable in regard
to students' experiences with mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic at the Community College.
However, examinations primarily focused on faculty, leading to a need to understand further this topic,
which this study will accomplish.

A primary group of sources examined the pandemic’s effect on university administration and
employees’ mental health from the perspective of varied institutions and organizations. These
assessments relied on the premise that these events can be interpreted from the perspective of their
impact on broader organizations and how these broader developments impact variable groups of
employees who operate within the colleges or universities. In their study, Rakhmanov et al. (2020)
noted that while the same COVID-19 lockdown measures impacted multiple stakeholders studying and
working at a Nigerian university, these effects impacted diverse cohorts differently. Based on their
findings, the authors noted that administrative workers and non-faculty staff members tended to be
impacted more severely than other groups in terms of their risk for developing anxiety, depression, and

other orders.
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The authors noted that administrative and service workers reported feelings of anxiety that
reflected the extensive hours that they were required to fulfill as their schools required additional levels
of service. At the same time, the uncertainty associated with the pandemic’s impact on global
economies and job structures contributed to the group’s concerns with the viability of their future-term
employment. Finally, the challenging nature of remote-based work also affected these perceptions.
Whereas work-from-home opportunities appealed to some workers’ sensibilities they also created
challenging virtual environments in which many individuals experienced the variables of social
isolation (Visser & Law-van Wyk, 2021). While these findings applied to the cases of both students
and instructors, they equally affected college/university-based employees (Carr et al., 2022). The
availability and quality of support programs that addressed these challenges also tended to moderate
the experiences reflected among various segments of this broader population, such as students.

The sources examining the connections between university employee mental health impacts,
institutional systems, and the pandemic commonly reference the specific variables that resulted in the
negative outcomes impacting the population. According to Chakraborty and Kar (2021), factors
including organizational readiness for operational transitions; shifts like an employee’s work-based
assignments; radically increased workloads; and job-related uncertainties represented the primary
concerns. These itemized variables represent factors that derive from organizational and employee
exchanges. While colleges and universities implemented policies that enabled them to navigate the
challenges stemming from the pandemic, the directives influenced the lives and mental health of their
system employees. Sahu (2020) specifically identified the policies that mandated college/university
closures as an organizational decision that had a far-reaching impact on the mental health of multiple
stakeholders. While students represented a primary group, employees represented another population
that tended to be equally impacted. From this perspective, the dual problems impacting many

administrators and decision-makers during the crisis included their responsibility in terms of addressing
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the mental health of students while simultaneously managing their personal needs in this area.
Additional findings indicated that support-based programs that offer services to diverse groups and not
only to students represented an essential and critically needed resource during the period (Usman et al.,
2021).

The assessments described the pandemic as a profoundly destabilizing event that disrupted
colleges and universities at the organizational level. At the same time, Schultz (2020) and Salimi et al.
(2021) described how the phenomenological perspectives of student mental health needs were based on
a faculty’s perspectives. These assessments described how organizational Covid-19-related policies

influenced their dimensions of mental health for students.

Future Impacts on Student Mental Health After the Pandemic

A final set of works applied their findings to an assessment of post-Covid-19 university system
working environments. These studies identified the implications that derived from the crisis and
described their potential effect on students. The challenges that impacted college/university systems
during the Covid-19 pandemic will continue to affect a range of institutions in the future. Turk et al.
(2020) noted that the significant issues that will disrupt community college systems in the longer-term
refer to the fiscal and budgetary challenges that derived from the institutions’ approach to
organizational management during the crisis. Enrollment rates additionally represent a concern across
these schools as students may be reluctant to apply for or resume offered educational programs in the
post-Covid environment due to a range of potential factors (Bulman & Fairlie, 2022). These
institutional concerns are likely to affect the mental health and well-being of all campus stakeholders,
including faculty, staff, and students, highlighting the need for comprehensive strategies to address
these challenges collaboratively (Kim et al., 2020; Morrish, 2019). Accordingly, strategies for
navigating the post-Covid operational environment should address the needs of all stakeholders,

ensuring that support services are accessible and inclusive (Rush-Marlowe, 2021). The integration of
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support-based services during the follow-up period should ensure that resources are available for

students, faculty, staff, and administrators alike.

Summary

The literature review explored key areas relevant to the study of mental health among
community college students during crises, with a focus on the COVID-19 pandemic. The review began
with a discussion of the theoretical framework underpinning the study, emphasizing Social Safety
Theory and its relevance to fostering inclusive and supportive environments in higher education. The
literature examined the historical and current contexts of mental health challenges faced by college
students, with particular attention to the unique vulnerabilities and barriers encountered by community
college populations.

The review also addressed established mental health programs on college and university
campuses, highlighting gaps in services and accessibility for students at two-year institutions. The
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic was explored in depth, revealing the exacerbation of mental health
issues and challenges in adapting support systems to remote and hybrid environments. Key themes
included organizational responses to crises, the role of campus culture in promoting mental well-being,
and the importance of ensuring safety, accessibility, and community engagement in mental health
services.

The literature underscored the ongoing need for tailored approaches to address the diverse
needs of community college students. This chapter provided a comprehensive foundation for
understanding the complexities of mental health in these institutions and the importance of aligning
support systems with students' perceptions and experiences. The following chapter provides a detailed
assessment of the research methodologies designed for this study and the methods used to generate and

analyze its emerging data.
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Chapter 3 Research Design and Methodology

The purpose of this case study was to develop an understanding of Maine community college
students’ perceptions of mental health services within the framework of Social Safety Theory. The
services as described in public program documentation and the description provided by the counseling
services administrator were also investigated for a relationship with the students’ perceptions. The
problem that this research addressed is that during crises, as seen with the COVID-19 pandemic, many
community college students faced mental health issues which triggered concern from these institution
presidents as an increase of over 50% in mental health issues was noted within student populations.
This chapter presents information on the rationale for selecting a qualitative case study research design
and shares my role in this research. The methodology section includes descriptions of the participant
selection logic, the instrumentation used for data collection, the procedures for recruiting participants,

and the data collection procedure. The data analysis process is also shared.

Research Design and Rationale

This research study utilized a qualitative methodological approach to examine and understand
the phenomenon of community college student perceptions of mental health services. It is a single case
study with a nested design, focusing on the Maine Community College System (MCCS) as the
overarching case, with three individual community college campuses—Pinecrest Community College,
Seaside Community College, and Harborview Community College—serving as nested units. Stake
(1995) emphasizes the value of a case study for investigating bounded systems, where contextual
factors shape experiences within and across nested units. This approach allows for an in-depth
exploration of both systemic influences and campus-specific dynamics.

A qualitative approach was most appropriate for this study because it enables the exploration of
human experiences and the meanings participants assign to them, using non-numerical data (Tenny et

al., 2022). By examining students’ perceptions of mental health services, this study sought to uncover
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nuanced insights into their lived experiences, including feelings of social safety (e.g., inclusion,
belonging, acceptance, connection) and social threats (e.g., rejection, exclusion, isolation). Creswell
and Poth (2018) specify that qualitative research excels at capturing the complexity of human
interactions and the contextual factors influencing them, which aligns with the goals of this study.
Merriam (2009) emphasizes that case studies allow researchers to delve deeply into a specific
phenomenon within its real-world context, making this approach well-suited for understanding both the
systemic and localized dynamics of mental health services. Additionally, Patton (2015) emphasizes the
adaptability of qualitative inquiry, enabling researchers to explore phenomena in ways that prioritize
participant voices and perspectives.

This research design challenges existing assumptions and theories about mental health service
delivery in community colleges while proposing strategies to address gaps and barriers. Johnson et al.
(2020) note that case study research is particularly effective in proposing methods to resolve problems
associated with a phenomenon. Case study research is particularly effective for exploring bounded
systems, where the context plays a significant role in shaping experiences (Merriam, 2009; Stake,
1995). In this study, the nested case design allowed for an examination of how mental health services
are implemented and experienced across campuses, considering their unique demographic,
geographical, and resource contexts.

The Maine Community College System (MCCS) serves as the primary case, with its centralized
governance providing a consistent framework for policy implementation. The three selected campuses
represent nested units, each offering a distinct perspective shaped by their individual characteristics,
such as size, student demographics, and resource availability. This structure is particularly relevant
given the interconnected yet distinct nature of the campuses within the MCCS. As Baxter and Jack
(2008) suggest, nested case studies are ideal for examining hierarchical systems where individual units

operate within a larger, unified framework.
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The choice of a single case study with a nested design is appropriate for this research as it
provides an in-depth exploration of how the MCCS addresses student mental health challenges,
particularly in response to the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. By focusing on the system as the
primary case and examining its campuses as nested units, the study offers a nuanced perspective on
how policies and services are implemented and perceived at both systemic and local levels.

The nested design enhances the study’s ability to capture systemic patterns while preserving the
individuality of each campus. Flick (2018) highlights that such designs are particularly effective in
analyzing multilevel systems, allowing researchers to identify shared themes across units while
accounting for localized variations. For example, while all campuses operate under MCCS policies,
their approaches to implementing mental health services differ based on resources, student needs, and
institutional priorities.

This study’s focus on a single bounded system rather than multiple independent cases enables a
more cohesive analysis of how the MCCS influences campus-level practices. Stake (1995) asserts that
single case studies with nested units are particularly effective for generating detailed, context-
dependent knowledge, which aligns with this study’s purpose of understanding student perceptions and
informing actionable improvements in mental health service delivery. Data analysis focused on
identifying shared themes and patterns within the nested campuses and their relationship to the broader
MCCS. This method provided insight into the systemic factors influencing mental health services while
also highlighting variations in student experiences at each campus. The nested design ensures that both

the collective and individual dynamics of the campuses are represented in the findings.

Research Setting

This study focused on the Maine Community College System (MCCS), a distinctive system of
seven individual two-year colleges dedicated to accessibility, affordability, and addressing the diverse

needs of Maine’s student populations (MCCS, 2024). MCCS serves as a vital educational gateway for
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students in rural and underserved communities, offering a broad range of programs aimed at fostering
workforce readiness, academic success, and personal growth (MCCS, 2024).

The uniqueness of MCCS lies in its commitment to fostering collaboration and innovation
across its institutions. The system's executive leadership team convenes virtually twice a month to
address shared challenges and opportunities, ensuring a cohesive approach to policy development and
resource allocation. Additionally, the President’s Council meets monthly in person, while the Dean of
Students group gathers quarterly in person and virtually monthly. Central to these discussions are the
topics of mental health services and strategies for enhancing student outcomes, underscoring the
system’s holistic approach to student support.

This study focused on three MCCS institutions each selected for their unique characteristics
that collectively represent the diversity of institutional contexts within the system. Pinecrest
Community College is the second-largest institution in the study and primarily serves non-residential
students, with a population of adult learners balancing their education alongside work and family
responsibilities. With no athletics program, Pinecrest reflects the challenges of addressing the mental
health needs of a predominantly non-traditional student body. Seaside Community College offers a
more traditional collegiate environment, including student housing and athletics programs. Situated in a
somewhat larger geographical region, it provides insight into how residential living and extracurricular
activities shape student interactions with and perceptions of mental health services. Harborview
Community College, the smallest institution in the study, is characterized by its provision of student
housing but lacks an athletics program. Located in an area with fewer local resources, Harborview
underscores the challenges of delivering comprehensive mental health support in resource-constrained
environments. By examining these varied institutional contexts, this study aimed to understand the

factors that shape student perceptions and engagement with mental health services.
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Research Question

The research question for this study is:
How do the students’ perceptions of mental health services on community college campuses

compare to the description from program documents and counseling services administrators?

Role of the Researcher

In undertaking this qualitative single case study with nested campuses, | acknowledge that my
perspectives on student mental health at community colleges have been profoundly shaped by my
personal experiences. Acknowledging researcher positionality is a critical step in qualitative research,
as it allows for transparency regarding how the researcher’s background and experiences might
influence the study (Tracy, 2020). As an alumnus of a community college and having served as a
community college administrator for nearly a decade, | bring a distinctive viewpoint to this research.
These experiences have provided me with valuable insights into the challenges and opportunities
within the community college system; however, they also necessitate a heightened awareness of
potential biases that could influence the data collection and interpretation processes.

As the sole investigator, | was intricately involved in every aspect of the research, including
recruitment, data collection, and analysis. The qualitative nature of this study inherently involves a
degree of subjectivity, as | served as the primary instrument for data collection, conducting interviews
and interpreting results. In qualitative research, the researcher is often described as the primary
instrument for data collection, requiring heightened awareness of subjectivity and bias to ensure the
credibility of findings (Patton, 2015). Reflexivity, or the process of critically reflecting on one’s role
and influence throughout the research, is essential for maintaining integrity and transparency in
qualitative studies (Creswell & Poth, 2018). To mitigate potential bias, | employed rigorous
methodological practices, maintained transparency in my processes, and engaged in continuous self-

reflection. For example, | documented any personal or professional relationships with participants and
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adhered to ethical research principles to ensure that all participants were treated with respect and
fairness throughout the study.

At the start of my doctoral journey, my research focus was on the development of social capital
among first-generation college students. However, through daily interactions on my campus and
observations within the broader higher education landscape, | recognized the growing prominence and
critical importance of mental health issues. This realization led to a shift in my research focus toward
understanding student perceptions of mental health services across community college campuses in
Maine.

Throughout this study, I maintained a reflective stance by carefully documenting my decisions
and adhering to protective measures for participant confidentiality. | actively worked to ensure the
integrity of the research process by employing thematic analysis to derive authentic insights into the
mental health perceptions of community college students. By remaining cognizant of my positionality

and striving for transparency, | provided a rigorous and ethical foundation for this research.

Participant Selection

The population examined for sample selection includes community college students in the U.S.
Currently, there are over 1,000 public and private community colleges located throughout the U.S.,
with 2.1 million (34%) students attending classes full-time and 4 million (66%) attending part-time
(American Association of Community Colleges, 2023). The average age of a community college
student is 27 years, with the median showing 23 years (American Association of Community College,
2023). The participants’ age in this research was in line with the national averages. According to the
American Psychiatric Association (2021), more than 50% of community college students show
symptoms of a mental health condition, with less than 16% receiving treatment. Depression, anxiety,

addiction and substance use, and eating disorders are common among community college students,
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with only one in three seeking help through the mental health services department on campus (Cadigan
etal., 2022).

From this general population, | focused on recruitment from a target population of community
college students attending three specific community college campuses located in Maine. The study was
designed as a single case study with nested sites, where the overarching case represents the Maine
Community College System (MCCS), and the three individual community college campuses serve as
nested units within this larger system. Participants were recruited from these three campuses to explore
their unique and shared experiences, providing a comprehensive understanding of mental health
perceptions across the nested sites.

This research used a purposive sampling strategy to recruit these participants from the target
population. Using a purposive sampling strategy allowed me to select only those individuals with the
experience to answer the research question (Patton, 2015). For this study, | purposively selected the
sample from a population of community college students currently attending a community college.
Using a purposive sampling strategy lets the participants answer the interview questions, which drew
themes to answer the research question. Purposive sampling involves the intentional selection of
individuals or groups based on their ability to contribute meaningful information about the research
phenomenon (Patton, 2015). This method is widely used in qualitative research to facilitate a deep
understanding of complex social phenomena (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Within purposive sampling, the study applied criterion sampling, a focused technique where
participants are selected based on specific, pre-established criteria that directly relate to the research
question (Tracy, 2020). Purposive criterion sampling was particularly appropriate for this qualitative
case study because it aligns with the methodological aim of obtaining detailed, context-rich data from a
targeted group. This approach facilitated the identification of patterns and themes within and across the

three sites, thereby enhancing the study’s analytical rigor (Stake, 1995). This dual approach was
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selected because purposive sampling ensures the recruitment of individuals directly relevant to the
study, while criterion sampling narrows the focus to participants who meet specific conditions essential
to exploring the research question in depth. This combination allowed the study to capture rich,
context-specific insights while ensuring a consistent basis for comparison across the three cases.
Criterion sampling ensures that all participants possess characteristics or experiences necessary for
addressing the phenomenon under investigation, allowing for more targeted and relevant data
collection (Palinkas et al., 2015). The students were selected based on the following inclusion criteria,
(@) currently enrolled in one of three specific community college campus in Maine, (b) enrolled in the
same community college for one year, (c) are aware of student mental health issues, and (d) are willing
to volunteer for participation in an in-person or virtual interview.

The methodology followed an iterative approach, which allowed for an investigation of the
programs and policies at each community college based on the information elucidated during the data
collection process. The three case studies included six students from each campus selected as the
sample, which is a total of 18 students. In addition, the counseling program administrator at each
campus was interviewed to collect information on the services available and the distribution of
information to students. Six currently enrolled students who met the inclusion criteria and the

counseling services administrator at each campus (totaling 21 participants) were included in this study.

Protection of Human Subjects

Ethical procedures were outlined and followed in this study to ensure that it is clearly addressed
how I will protect the rights of their participants and establish ethical processes guided by Kansas State
University’s Institutional Review Board. The IRB application was completed and approved prior to
moving forward with the data collection in this study. All participants were sent an informed consent,
which outlined the overall object of the research and assurance of anonymity. All campuses and

participants (students and counseling services administrators) are given a random number and only the
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number was used in the interview transcripts. Once the participants reviewed and signed the informed
consent, they were enrolled in the study. This signed form guarantees that the participants understood
all expectations with participation in this study. Further, the informed consent provides information on
each participant’s required protection, such as protecting all personal identifying information. This
form also explains all benefits and any risks (which are negligible) with participation in this study.
However, the consent form explains to each participant that they are not required to do so if they feel
uncomfortable or do not wish to answer any question. Further, if the participant chooses to discontinue
their participation, they can leave the interview without consequence, and all collected data for the
participant will be destroyed.

Beneficence, considered a principle showing kindness and magnanimity, is established by
providing security for all data and information collected from the participants. Once collected, the data
were de-identified and assigned a pseudonym (number). The informed consent was also saved and
protected with a password. This data is securely stored on my laptop in a password-protected file,
locked in my office. All data saved will be entirely deleted from the computer at the end of five years.
Additionally, all participants volunteered their participation with no coercion and were treated equally
and fairly in every aspect of the study.

| first requested site authorization to recruit student participants from the college campus. Since
the president of the community college campus typically gives this permission, | emailed (Appendix A)
my request to each college president to post a recruiting flyer throughout main areas on campus. This
email shared the details of this study, such as the purpose, significance, and expectation for
participation, along with the eligibility criteria. Because requesting individual student's contact
information was difficult, to further recruit students I talked with them in the hallways while visiting
each campus and held information sessions to review the research recruitment flyer and recruit student

participants.
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Once individuals contacted me with interest in participation, | emailed them the inclusion
criteria questions which all questions must be answered yes by the individual. Further, an informed
consent form (Appendix C) was also supplied to all participants which reiterates the purpose and
problem being addressed, the requirements for participation selection, and what the participant will be
asked to do in the study. The informed consent form was signed and returned by email to me for
participant selection. Once the informed consent was returned, | emailed the participants an online link

to set up a day and time convenient for the interview.

Pilot Study and Bracketing Interview

A pilot study was completed on the interview questions with both a student and a counseling
service administrator at a Maine Community College not being considered for inclusion in the actual
study. The pilot study allowed the researcher to practice the interview process with participants who
meet the inclusion criteria. The collected data were not used in the study. Two pilot study participants
(one student and one counseling service administrator) were required to meet the criteria, sign the
informed consent and attend an interview call. The interview protocol was followed, and | made notes
of any discrepancies or issues within the interview process. At the end of the interview, | asked the
pilot study participants if they had any suggestions for changing this process. The recorded data were
downloaded and transcribed through the Zoom™ transcription application. The video recording was
deleted and only the audio portion was retained. This data were coded for my practice of the coding
process but is not included in the study’s results. A few small changes were made to the interview

questions to minimize redundancy of questions.

Data Collection

In this section, the means of collecting data are reviewed. Figure 1 illustrates a flowchart of the

methods used for collecting and analyzing data in this study.
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Figure 1

Flowchart of Study Design
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The primary data collection instrument was a semi-structured interview. The secondary data
collection were documents and the administrators’ descriptions. The interviews and document review,
which are commonly used in qualitative research, were intended to allow for method triangulation
(Carter et al., 2014; Guion, 2002). In the next sections, the reasoning for these data collection methods

is discussed.

Interviews

Once the information (both signed informed consent and responded inclusion questions) were
returned to me, participants meeting the selection criteria were contacted with a web link with days and
times open for interviews. Each participant selected the most convenient day and time from which | set

up the Zoom™ call or a face-to-face meeting. Each interview lasted 60 to 90 minutes.
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The college administrator who was responsible for the mental health services at that campus
were also contacted and provided the consent form. Once the signed consent form was received the
interview was scheduled using the same process.

The interviews were held in person or via Zoom™ and were audio-recorded. The interview
questions (Appendix F) were researcher-developed and validated as reliable through a pilot study. The
purpose of the interview questions was to extract as much information from the study participants as
possible based on their perceptions while sharing their experiences with me.

The purpose of the interview of the administrator was to provide background information on
what mental health services were provided and to gather documentation. This information provided a
baseline of the services offered at that campus.

Trustworthiness of the questions was established by enlisting a professional expert who is
familiar with the position of community college president to review and offer suggestions for change of
the interview questions. The expert reviewed the interview questions and determined the alignment
with the purpose of the study and research question. The expert shared their opinions and suggestions,
which | reviewed before determining and changing the questions. The expert was an individual with

experience serving in the role of president at a community college.

Document Review

While visiting the college campuses in person and through a request from the study
participants, | selected documents to be retrieved and analyzed. The document review included
published information and service protocols established for mental health assistance to the campus
communities. The documents analyzed include (a) employee handbooks, (b) student handbooks, (c)
service protocols established for mental health assistance, (d) promotional materials referencing mental
health support and resources, (f) college websites, and (g) other mental health-related information

communicated to the campus communities in electronic and print versions. Documents included
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website main pages, e-mails, text messages, and social media text (Creswell, 2013). The documents
collected for the document review were used to confirm interview data and interpretations, a critical
component of triangulation (Stake, 1995). The documents assist with corroborating information
obtained during the interviews and establishing external validity with the goal of adding credibility to
the findings (Guion, 2002). The document review results are shared in the data analysis section of the

study.

Data Analysis

The data were first transcribed through Zoom™, which supplied a transcript from the finished
audio-recordings. After transcribing, the data were uploaded into NVivo 12, a qualitative software that
allowed for organization and clear coding of the textual data. The data collected and saved was
analyzed using a reflexive thematic process which allowed the researcher to analyze the sample’s
opinions, perceptions, experiences, and representations of the discussed phenomenon (Byrne, 2022).

To facilitate a systematic analysis of the qualitative data, this study employed a descriptive
coding approach as outlined by Saldana (2016). Descriptive coding involves summarizing the primary
topic of a passage in a word or short phrase, allowing the researcher to categorize the data effectively
while preserving its contextual meaning. This method was particularly suitable for this study, as it
provided a structured way to capture the essence of participants’ perceptions of mental health services,
as well as institutional practices and challenges.

The descriptive coding process began during the initial coding phase, where broad concepts
were identified. For example, phrases such as "faculty support™ and "peer acceptance™ were labeled
with descriptive codes that reflected their primary meaning. Saldana (2016) emphasizes that descriptive
coding is especially useful in studies exploring lived experiences and social phenomena, as it allows
researchers to identify patterns and relationships across multiple data sources. By adhering to this

approach, the study ensured consistency in the coding process.
54



The QSr NVivo version 12 software was used to analyze and organize all data and perform text
analysis queries supporting the process to determine themes (Dhakal, 2022). Using a reflexive thematic
analysis allowed me to comprehensively understand the perceptions of student mental health through
the participants’ honest reporting of their firsthand knowledge. Thematic analysis was used to identify
patterns that formed themes from the data. Many researchers are guided using Braun and Clarke’s
(2019) six steps for thematic analysis. Braun and Clarke (2019) have established a thematic technique
for reflexive thematic analysis providing a means for a case study and analysis. These six steps are
illustrated with their respective description and assumed actions in Table 2.

Table 1 Phases of Reflexive Thematic Analysis

Analytical Phase Description Actions

Data familiarization

Initial code generation

Generating (initial) themes

Theme review

Theme defining and naming

Report production

Immersing oneself in the data
to understand depth and
breadth of the content.
Searching for patterns and
meaning begins

Generating of initial codes to
organize the data, with full
and equal attention given to
each data item

Sorting of codes into initial
themes

Identifying meaning of and
relationships between initial
codes

Identifying coherent patterns
at the level of the coded data
Reviewing entire data set as a
whole

Identifying the story of each
of the identified themes
Fitting the broader story of
the data set to respond to the
research question
Presenting of a concise and
interesting account of the
story told by the data, both
within and across themes

Transcribing audio data
Reading and re-reading
data set

Note taking

Labelling and organizing data
items into meaningful groups

Diagramming or mapping
Writing themes and their
defining properties

Ensuring there is enough.
data to support a theme.
Collapsing overlapping
themes

Re-working and refining
codes and themes

Cycling between the data and
the identified themes to
organize the story

Writing a compelling
argument that addresses the
research question.

Writing beyond the simple
description of the themes

Note. From Campbell et al. (2021)
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The first step of the data analysis followed familiarization procedures, which involved reading
and re-reading the data to fully immerse me in the data collected (Braun & Clarke, 2019). This
familiarization process included taking notes to capture potential perspectives on the textual data as
they emerged. Each transcript and document were reviewed multiple times to identify key points,
ensuring a deep understanding of the responses from students, the counseling services administrator,
and the collected documents for each case (college).

The second step included the initial code generation, where repeating words, phrases, or
concepts were identified and grouped under a code name. The appearance of these repeating textual
components was tagged in NVivo 12 for further analysis. The codes, as the building blocks of the
analysis process, are crucial for developing categories and themes. The initial codes represented broad
or general concepts. For example, the code "social acceptance” referred to students' perceptions of
support and acceptance from peers and faculty in the collegiate setting. This process of code generation
was conducted separately for the students, the counseling services administrator, and the collected
documents for each case to ensure all perspectives were appropriately captured.

The third step involved refining these initial codes into final codes, which provided more
nuanced meanings. In this stage, broader initial codes were reviewed and divided into more specific
ones. For instance, the initial code "social acceptance™ was further refined into the final codes of

"inclusive practices,” "perceived acceptance by peers,” and "faculty and staff acceptance.” These final
codes offered a clearer representation of how students, the counseling services administrator, and the
collected documents expressed social acceptance. This process was completed independently for each

data source—students, the administrator, and documents—to maintain a clear distinction between their

perspectives.
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After generating the final codes, the fourth step was the creation of categories by grouping
together similar codes. Categories were formed based on conceptual similarity, with each representing

a minimum of two related codes. For example, the final codes of "inclusive practices," "faculty and
staff acceptance,” and "teacher and counselor validation™ were combined into the category
"Institutional support and practices." This category encapsulated the support structures and practices
implemented by the institution, aimed at promoting an inclusive student environment. Again, this
process of category creation was completed separately for the data from students, the counseling
services administrator, and the documents to ensure that the unique aspects of each case were
respected. Two iterations of review were conducted to ensure that all codes were appropriately
grouped.

The fifth step involved the development of emergent themes by combining categories that
shared similar concepts. These emergent themes were generated through a pattern analysis of the
developed categories, with each theme comprising a minimum of two categories to ensure data
saturation. For example, categories related to institutional support and peer validation were combined
to form a broader theme. Four final themes were identified and reviewed twice to confirm that they
were comprehensive and supported by sufficient data. This process was also completed separately for
the students, the counseling services administrator, and the documents across each case to accurately
reflect the unique contributions of each data source.

The sixth and final step included reviewing each theme, assigning appropriate names, and
defining each theme. Each theme was aligned with the combined categories that informed it.
Additionally, a brief definition was developed for each theme to summarize its meaning and reflect
participants' perspectives. After naming and defining the themes, the final presentation of the themes
was produced and is reported in Chapter 4. This thematic review was conducted separately for each

data source at each of the campuses—students, the counseling services administrator, and the
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documents—to ensure that the final themes represented the different perspectives. Detailed information
on code, category, and theme development for the students in campus one is provided for reference in
Appendix G.

The data analysis process was guided by Social Safety Theory (Slavich, 2022), which provided
a foundation for analyzing participants’ perceptions of mental health services within the context of
their experiences of social safety and threat. For example, during the development of categories, data
related to students’ feelings of inclusion and support were interpreted through the lens of Social Safety
Theory, identifying how these factors contribute to a sense of safety in their campus environment.
Categories such as "inclusive practices™" and "peer validation™ were directly informed by the theory’s
emphasis on the protective effects of positive social interactions.

During the theme development phase, the framework helped ensure that the emergent themes
reflected the dynamic interplay between safety-promoting factors (e.g., institutional support, faculty
validation) and threat-related experiences (e.g., exclusion, lack of accessibility). By grounding the
analysis in Social Safety Theory, the study captured the nuances of how students perceive and navigate
mental health services in their social and institutional contexts. This alignment ensured that the
findings were not only thematically rich but also theoretically robust, offering insights into the role of

social safety in shaping mental health outcomes in the community college setting.

Issues of Trustworthiness

Ensuring trustworthiness is a critical aspect of qualitative research, as it establishes the
credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability of the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Credibility asks if the result of the research is accurate and plausible (Stahl & King, 2020). To ensure
credibility, member checking was utilized, inviting participants to review and validate the accuracy of
their interview transcripts and the themes identified from the data. This process ensures that the

interpretations align closely with the participants’ intended meanings, minimizing the potential for
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misrepresentation. Additionally, triangulation was employed by integrating data from multiple sources,
including interviews, document analysis, and field notes, to provide a comprehensive understanding of
the phenomenon under study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Dependability was maintained by documenting all research procedures in detail, including the
recruitment, data collection, and analysis processes. This transparency allows for an audit trail,
enabling other researchers to trace the study’s methodology and assess its reliability (APA, 2020).
Reflexive journaling was also used throughout the study to record thoughts, decisions, and potential
biases, further ensuring the dependability of the findings. Using a reflexive journal mitigates researcher
bias by allowing the researcher to actively reflect on their role and influence on the study (Johnson et
al., 2020).

Confirmability was achieved by implementing strategies to minimize researcher bias.
Reflexivity, or the process of critically reflecting on one’s role and influence as the researcher, was a
key practice throughout the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The use of a reflexive journal served as a
critical tool in this process, enabling the documentation of decisions, justifications, and potential
biases, thereby ensuring that the findings were grounded in the data rather than personal assumptions
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Johnson et al., 2020). | used the reflexive journal to document my personal
thoughts, noting processes and how I feel about these processes. Reflexive journaling was completed
during this phase by taking notes, considering participants' responses, and marking any personal
opinions to bracket biases in the data analysis process. This step ensured that personal reflections were
documented and then set aside to avoid influencing the coding procedures that followed. Reflexive
journaling was utilized to provide a clear framework of documenting and setting aside the biases that |
may hold that may have impacted the research findings.

Transferability is considering how applicable the results of a study are when applied to a project

in a different setting (Stahl & King, 2020). Transferability was addressed by providing rich, thick
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descriptions of the research context, participants, and findings. These detailed descriptions allow
readers to determine the applicability of the findings to their own contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). By
highlighting the unique characteristics of the Maine Community College System (MCCS) and its
campuses, this study offers insights that may resonate with similar institutions while acknowledging

the contextual boundaries of the research.

Summary

In this chapter, the means of collecting and analyzing data were detailed. A qualitative case
study research design was used, in which data from across three different community college campuses
was gathered. The IRB and site authorization were first gained, and a pilot study was conducted to
assess the applicability of the interview questions. The participants were recruited, and data collection
occurred through interviews and document review. Data collection involved semi-structured interviews
with participants following an interview protocol. After data collection, the information was
transcribed using Zoom™ software services, which provided an automatic transcript of the audio-
recorded interviews. Post-transcription, all textual data were uploaded into NVivo 12, a qualitative
software that aids in organizing the textual data to support data analysis procedures (Byrne, 2022). The
six steps of Braun and Clarke’s (2019) thematic analysis were then applied to identify emergent

themes. Chapter 4 will review the findings of the data collection and analysis procedures discussed.
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Chapter 4 - Findings

In Chapter 4, the research findings are presented. The collected data, derived from semi-
structured interviews, are discussed throughout this chapter. Each emergent theme is discussed
alongside participant quotes. Chapter 4 is concluded with a summary that transitions to the implications
of the findings in Chapter 5. The results of the thematic analysis are organized by campuses. For each
campus, thematic analysis was performed separately for the student transcripts, counseling services
administrator transcript, and documents. Each section concludes with a discussion of the similarities
and differences across the themes for each data type. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the
similarities and differences across the themes of the three campuses (Pinecrest, Seaside, and

Harborview).

Pinecrest Community College

Advising and student counseling services are centrally located in the Student Success Center
building at Pinecrest Community College, featuring a full-time licensed counselor who also manages
accessibility services and provides disability accommodations. The counselor's office, situated in a
private hallway near the Student Success Center, offers a welcoming atmosphere with soft lighting and
comfortable seating for private appointments. Additionally, the researcher observed a combination of
flyers and digital signage promoting mental health services on campus.

Three themes concerning mental health services are highlighted below from the student and
counseling services administrator interviews and the document review. These themes include
awareness and accessibility of mental health services, addressing isolation and stress through

engagement, and creating safe, inclusive, and protected environments for mental health support.
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Awareness and Accessibility of Mental Health Services

Theme 1 captures students' perceptions that being informed about mental health issues and
having easy access to support services are crucial for effectively addressing their mental health needs.
Students believe that educational initiatives and the availability of resources play a significant role in
creating a supportive environment. Students saw awareness and accessibility as fundamental to seeking
and receiving the help they needed.

This information was also mentioned by the counseling services administrator (Katherine)
interviewed. Katherine reported various strategies were used by the institution to disseminate
information and how these efforts are supported by faculty and staff. She highlighted the crucial role of
communication and community support in shaping students' overall perceptions of mental health
service accessibility. Katherine thought the widespread distribution of information about mental health
services on campus contributed to creating a sense of social safety among the students. “I think that
because it seems to be readily available to in a lot of different areas, whether it's enrollment or
instructional staff or the advising center is also another area.”

Students reflected on the availability and ease of access to mental health services provided by
the institution and the challenges and barriers students may face in utilizing these resources. According
to Olivia, “I think it's very accessible if you're looking for it." Michael stated:

The counseling services. | went and saw her. I think I don't remember her name, but | saw

someone, | think, once or twice to help until I got, and she just kind of sat me down, was like,

whatever you want to talk about. That's what we'll talk about. It doesn't have to be about school.

Sarah also felt: “If | was to speak to my advisor or speak to a sort of a student success person,
or whatever, | would feel comfortable doing that. I wouldn't be worried about any repercussions."
Regarding challenges to mental well-being, Daniel felt “I was struggling. And my teachers were good

at being understanding and trying to work with me. But | did.” Michael emphasized feelings of
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burnout: “Burnout, I think, is a big one. Because most of the population works and goes to school. |
know I'm an | work at a nursing home. | used to be a CNA, so that really entails, entitled A Lot of my
Burnout." James also emphasized the difficulty of struggling with loneliness: “I think it increased the
number of students with mental health problems. | mean, there were a lot of students who were, you
know, kind of stuck at home by themselves."

Students also reflected on their personal mental health experiences. Olivia stated, “I'm a full-
time college student. I'm a full-time employee and a part-time employee at the same time. There's a lot
of things that I'm juggling in my life." Daniel stated, "My mental health was okay. But like | was not
okay with, nobody's gonna be okay. When they just saw their mom die, like when they took their
parent off life support like they're not going to be okay." James agreed on the need for addressing
mental health: "I think there's an increase in mental health issues and an increase in students actually
talking about them."

Students also perceived that support systems and available resources are integral to their ability
to seek mental health services. In regard to family, Michael stated:

They helped me. They pointed me in the right direction. They couldn't put in a referral or

anything like that. That had to go through my doctor, but they were able to point me in the right

direction. These are some things | have gone through in behavioral health, and they have been
able to point me in the right direction. Be like, these are really great, you know. They'll help
you.

The students’ responses were reinformed by the counseling services administrator. Katherine,
the counseling services administrator, also mentioned the future development of peer-group
counselling to build a sense of community around mental healthcare access and mental health

awareness:
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I would love to do group counseling. maybe at some point. But for people who really know
what that is, or are educated about it, and then still want to do it. But also, I think, just like the web
groups are really important, like that about stress, about all kinds of things like time, not time
management, but the including of self-care.

Pinecrest Community College’s documentation regarding mental healthcare accessibility and
quality also reflected the ease of obtaining and using support services, combined with the
professionalism and competence of the support provided and shaped students' overall perceptions.
When students find it simple to access services and feel that the care they receive is effective and
respectful, their overall experience and satisfaction with mental health services improve significantly.
The balance of availability and high standards of service contributes to a positive perception of mental
health support. From a Pinecrest Community College brochure on virtual mental healthcare:

[Pinecrest Community College] also offers free access to a mental health peer support network

called TalkCampus. TalkCampus is here for everyone and anyone who just needs someone to

talk to. Get instant support for your mental health any time of day and night.

A Pinecrest Community College web page on mental healthcare access provides information
for extra-campus resources:

If you or someone you know is in an immediate mental health crisis, please call one of the

following: [State] Crisis Line at 1-888-XXX-XXXX. The Suicide Prevention Hotline has an

online chat feature and you can get support by text through Crisis Text Line that is Free, 24/7 &

Confidential — (Text START to XXX-XXX). Or you can always call 1-800-XXX-XXXX

(XXXX) and speak with someone by phone.

Olivia also found aid in their advisor: “I reached out to my advisor, who then recommended me
to her." Emily relied on friends for support: "I do have a friend that did go there and went through their

process, and he said that they did pretty well.”
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For many students, a welcoming environment was central. For instance, Sarah stated, “I've
always felt like this college has been very welcoming, and people have been very supportive.” Overall,
family support and personal coping mechanisms played a vital role in students' lives, highlighting the

external and internal resources they rely on to navigate their academic and personal challenges.

Addressing Isolation and Stress Through Engagement

Theme 2 highlights students' recognition of the negative effects of isolation and stress on their
mental health and their appreciation for programs that promote social interaction and provide stress
management resources. Students emphasize the importance of engagement activities in reducing
feelings of isolation and helping them cope with academic and personal pressures. They see these
initiatives as vital for maintaining their mental well-being and fostering a supportive campus culture.

The theme underscores the effectiveness of the institution's efforts in creating a supportive
environment that addresses both immediate needs and long-term mental health. Katherine, the
counseling services administrator, spoke about access to resources in Maslow’s hierarchy, first about
lower order needs:

When you're talking about the hierarchy of needs.... A lot of things are like the basic needs that

people don't have. And I think that I will work, especially this summer when | have more time

to really make some lists of resources in the community where | can direct students for things
that that we might not have available at the college.

The documentation also supported Katherine’s comment. A Pinecrest Community College
brochure includes information about two mental healthcare programs that the local community offers:
[Program name] provides professional home health and mental health services to Maine
residents since 1991. [Program name] provides services to help people in the community who

are dealing with abuse and violence in their relationships or in their family.

Katherine then moved to the higher order needs of students in terms of personal identity:
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Resources are, well, they are more than just making ends meet... it's like, a good amount of
have students struggling with transgender issues as well. And | need to be more aware of what
resources are available in that area.

The impact of isolation and stress management arose as a key sentiment amongst some
students. James stated, "I definitely feel like I'm more used to social interaction because | feel like |
missed that a lot. My first two years of high school.” James also felt that a need existed for them to
interact more with fellow students. "I think being able to interact with more people definitely improves
stress. Like, I guess, the freshman at the start of my year seemed a lot more withdrawn but got a lot
better as the semester went on."

Community engagement and integration were also integral to student mental health. Emily
stated, "My friends and | often talk about our mental health and support each other." Sarah
recommended improvements to the integration of resources within the campus. I think that having in-
person talk therapy or even online stuff but with a more traditional therapist with a more long-term
relationship definitely has a place.”

Michael also reflected on the connection with other resources on campuses: “A couple of
students that I've talked to have found the disability access center to be really helpful.” Olivia also
agreed that support systems are very useful for students. She stated, “There are a lot of programs that |
feel could help your mental health.”

Students also reviewed the various opportunities for students to engage in campus activities and
the sense of belonging within the campus community, emphasizing the importance of active
participation in fostering a connected and supportive environment. In regard to participation in campus
activities, James stated, "l think being able to interact with more people definitely improves. Like, I
guess, the freshman at the start of my year.” Daniel also supported this idea and stated, “They try to

make it so the students have a campus life as well." However, James reflected on the value of
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improving integration and connection: "Being able to hang out with more people and get to know new
people would probably be a big improvement.”

The level of student integration varied by student. Michael reflected that they were not
necessarily involved on campus: "I'm not very involved on the campus, so | kind of just show up for
class and leave." According to students, various opportunities for students to engage in campus
activities and the sense of belonging they feel within the campus community exist. Thus, it emphasizes

the importance of active participation in fostering a connected and supportive environment.

Creating Safe, Inclusive, and Protected Environments for Mental Health Support

Theme 3 reflects students’ views on the importance of environments where they feel
emotionally and physically secure, respected, and protected from threats. These secure environments
foster trust, confidentiality, and a sense of belonging, making it easier for students to seek mental
health support without fear of judgment, reprisal, or harassment. Students emphasized the need for
spaces that ensure their privacy and promote a community atmosphere where mental health challenges
are normalized and support is readily accessible.

Students reflected on the measures taken to ensure their private information was protected when
accessing campus resources, creating a safe environment for them to seek help. For example, Daniel
shared, “I feel like they're good. They're pretty safe.” Michael also commented, “I feel as though
they're just about as safe as any other counselor. Obviously, she tells me. She told me at the beginning
of our conversation. You know, if | feel like you're going to be in danger to yourself or others. I'm
gonna have to report it like. I'm a mandatory reporter if you report abuse."

Katherine, a counseling services administrator, supported students’ views on mental health care
as a normal and accepted part of student life. She emphasized how this normalization and
confidentiality foster trust and safety: “I do feel like a lot of people send that same message, and that's

helpful, for to increase the feeling of safety, and to make it so. There's no stigma. If you want to come
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to counseling.” Katherine further noted the importance of ensuring that mental health events are not
codified in student records, stating, “It can just be a safe space to have somebody to talk to about
whatever. It's not seen on their permanent record, or going follow them for life.”

The documentation reviewed also supported this emphasis on confidentiality. A Pinecrest
Community College webpage stated: “Is the information we talk about part of my Student Record? No,
the information shared is confidential unless you sign a release indicating otherwise.”

Students also reflected on their experiences with confidentiality and safety in accessing mental
health resources. Sarah commented, “I was going through a couple of personal issues, and it was a free
counseling service through my college. And | had an appointment every week.” James added, "You
can contact them via email. They wait on the portal. They have a TRIO contact. | guess a link right
there on the main portal page. So it's pretty easy to talk to them, | guess.”

Both emotional and physical safety were important to students. Sarah shared, “I have never
perceived anything as being unsafe, and | have heard... | haven't heard programs talked about that
much, but | have heard faculty talk about mental health as an issue.” Michael also appreciated the
safety of online settings: "I've never actually been to their offices. I've always done Zoom™ Meetings
because that's what I'm more comfortable with."

Students noted that confidentiality was integral to accessing resources, and they valued
counselors' transparency about mandatory reporting requirements. Michael shared, “She told me at the
beginning of our conversation. You know, if | feel like you're going to be in danger to yourself or
others. I'm gonna have to report it."

Participants also reflected on the emotional safety fostered through confidentiality, as James
recounted, “One of my friends went to go see them about their anxiety, and they said they felt totally
comfortable talking to them, and they didn't think that they were gonna like blab about what they said

to other people or anything like that.”
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This theme captures students' belief in the necessity of strong measures to protect them from
threats and harassment, coupled with assurances of confidentiality and safety. Effective mental health
services must include strategies to identify and mitigate risks, ensuring a secure and supportive
environment. Students value initiatives that safeguard their well-being and maintain their trust in the

campus's ability to provide confidential and reliable help.

Summary of Pinecrest Community College Analysis and Results

Thematic analysis was performed separately for the Pinecrest Community College student
participants, the Pinecrest Community College counseling services administrator participant, and the
documentation for Pinecrest Community College. The thematic analysis of the student semi-structured
interview transcripts elicited three themes which were supported by the counseling services
administrator’s interview and public documents at the institution.

All three data sources—student interviews, counseling services administrator interviews, and
documents—consistently highlight the importance of accessibility, safety, engagement, and stigma
reduction in mental health services. Theme 1 from the student interviews focuses on students'
awareness and accessibility of mental health services, with an emphasis on the need for more effective
communication. Students reported varying levels of awareness about available services, with some
finding the information accessible only if actively sought. The documents, such as brochures and
online resources, highlight the availability of services like the TalkCampus peer support network. The
counseling services administrator acknowledged the challenges in reaching all students. While the
student comments emphasized on-campus services, the document extended to include off-campus
resources.

Theme 2 from the student interviews focuses on addressing isolation and stress through
engagement opportunities. Students emphasized the negative impact of isolation and stress on their

mental health, particularly highlighting the need for more social interaction and stress management
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resources. They noted that involvement in campus activities and peer interactions plays a critical role in
mitigating the challenges of isolation and withdrawal. While some students found the existing
engagement opportunities helpful, they expressed a desire for more in-person events to strengthen their
sense of community. The counseling services administrator’s interview supported this by highlighting
the importance of providing both basic and higher-order needs, such as social engagement, through
campus resources.

Theme 3 from the student interviews emphasizes the importance of creating safe, inclusive, and
protective environments for individuals dealing with mental health issues. Students underscored the
need for a supportive atmosphere where they feel secure, respected, and free from judgment when
accessing mental health services, while also emphasizing the need for protection from threats and
harm. Both students and counseling services administrators highlighted the importance of reducing
stigma, maintaining confidentiality, and fostering a non-judgmental space where students can seek help
without fear of repercussions.

Counseling services administrator comments reinforced this shared understanding, with
Katherine emphasizing the need for a non-judgmental, confidential environment that ensures both
emotional security and physical safety. The college's documentation supports this emphasis by clearly
outlining policies that protect student confidentiality and ensure safety, further reinforcing the
institution’s commitment to providing high-quality, accessible services.

Despite overall alignment on key themes, there are differences. While all sources acknowledge
the importance of engagement to reduce isolation and stress, there is a distinction in the preferred
methods of engagement. Students expressed a preference for more in-person interactions and social
opportunities, which they believe are essential for fostering a sense of community and reducing
isolation. In contrast, the counseling services administrator and documents place greater emphasis on

structured peer support groups and virtual engagement options, such as the TalkCampus network. This
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suggests that while virtual support networks are beneficial, there is also a significant demand for
diverse engagement strategies that include both virtual and in-person formats to accommodate different
student preferences.

Differences also exist in how barriers to accessing services are perceived. Theme 1 from the
student interviews focuses on personal and structural barriers, such as time constraints, stigma, and the
challenges of balancing academic and work commitments while accessing services. The counseling
services administrator interviews supported this student theme by addressing the counseling services
administrator's perception of barriers to accessing services, particularly highlighting institutional

limitations such as staffing and resources.

Seaside Community College

At Seaside Community College, the in-person counselor is situated near the campus dining hall
within the student services office, alongside various other campus support resources. The counselor's
office, which mirrors the appearance of other offices within the student services office suite, does not
seem to prioritize confidentiality or provide a welcoming environment with comfortable seating, soft
lighting, or other components typically associated with mental health services. During an in-person
visit conducted by the researcher, minimal flyers promoting mental health services were observed
throughout the campus. However, the college uses digital signage and other technological solutions,
including a campus app, to disseminate information to students.

Four themes concerning mental health services are highlighted below from the student and
counseling services administrator interviews and the document review. These themes include
accessibility and effectiveness of support services, creating a safe and confidential environment,

community and belonging, and mental health awareness and proactive management.
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Accessibility and Effectiveness of Support Services

Theme 1 captures students' views on how easily they can reach and utilize mental health
services on campus. It also emphasizes the importance of these services being effective in offering both
continuous support and immediate assistance during critical times. Participants reflected on the
availability and ease of access to mental health services provided by the institution and the challenges
and barriers students may face in utilizing these resources. According to Liam:

So the current ones that | know of is, there's quite a bit of counseling on campus, and there's

plenty of resources from all of the professors that are on campus that are always willing to help,

and there are plenty of different ways that people can talk about their feelings, and what is
going on, based upon their mental health
However, other Seaside Community College students reported that they felt access was limited. From
Benjamin: “So we have the counseling that's available. Only days. They're not 24/7. But if you schedule
a meeting you can get a time set up for that;” and from Grace: “I do believe we only have a counselor.
Besides that, | don't think there's any other big mental health avenues that they advertise.” This contrast
between the availability of resources and the limited hours reflects a need for better service flexibility.

Seaside Community College students did generally feel that the mental healthcare they had

access to was effective when they had access to it. From Sophia: “I feel that during the pandemic, there
was a lot of support with mental health online.” And from Ethan: “A lot of the staff are, in my
experience, very welcoming, and when 1 first meet them, they are just generally warm people who are
willing to talk to you and help you however needed.”

Supporting these student perspectives, counseling services administrator, Robert, emphasized
that the institution is continuously working to make mental health services easily accessible and visible
to students. Robert focused on the importance of making mental health services easily accessible to

students and integrating these services with other aspects of health and well-being. Outreach on
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campus include efforts to provide clear information about how to access mental health support,
offering multiple service options, and promoting a holistic approach to health. By ensuring that mental
health services are part of a broader health and wellness strategy, students are more likely to perceive
them as valuable and essential. Robert spoke about multi-media access to resources: “We distribute our
mental health services information through our website, through our student handbook, college catalog,
and weekly communication through constant contact with all students.” Robert then discussed having
mental health services collocated with other health and wellness services on campus: “We try to couple
mental health with physical and nutritional health as a whole package of what does it mean to be a
healthy person, a healthy lifestyle.”

Institutional documents demonstrate an integrated approach to mental health services. Students
are informed that these services are integrated into the broader health resources available on campus,
addressing both their physical and mental health needs. The seamless accessibility of these services
contributes significantly to their overall well-being. From a Seaside Community College brochure on
virtual mental healthcare: “Personal counseling is available to students on our campus multiple days a
week through an arrangement with a local healthcare provider.” A Seaside Community College web
page provided instructions for gaining access: “Resident hall students must stop by the Student

Services office to complete a healthcare referral form and have an appointment made with the clinic.”

Creating a Safe and Confidential Environment

Theme 2 reflects students' views regarding the creation of safe spaces and a climate of
confidentiality on campus. This theme reflects the need for students to feel secure and assured that their
privacy is protected when seeking mental health services. It also underscores the importance of
fostering an inclusive environment where all students feel welcomed and integrated into the campus
community. Benjamin highlighted the importance of having a designated space for privacy during

stressful situations, such as tests:
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They have this place where they let you go to a different testing room. And but, like, during the
tests, you can go to a different testing room, and you get extended time. Have a place that's like
specifically for yourself.
Liam echoed this remark about safe spaces on the campus of Seaside Community College: “Finding a
very confidential space that is private between just the student and then the professor or the counselor;”
as did Ava: “They definitely make you feel safer and like when you talk to some of the other staff
about needing therapy.”

The Seaside Community College counseling services administrator, Robert, reinforced the
institution's commitment to creating such safe spaces and protecting confidentiality. He highlighted
that mental health services are provided in discreet, private locations, ensuring that students feel secure
when seeking help. "We are trying to create, not just mental health awareness, but a culture of this
being a safe place, and if a student felt differently, please come and tell us immediately,” Robert
explained, illustrating the proactive approach the institution takes in fostering a safe, confidential
environment.

Robert also stressed that the college's services are designed to address not only day-to-day
concerns but also crises. "We do a lot with our residential students primarily... there are other issues
that we're, you know, sexual assault and sexual assault prevention,” he noted, tying the importance of
safety and confidentiality to the broader mission of supporting students through potentially traumatic
events. Additionally, Robert pointed out that the college is actively working to prevent bullying: "We
want a culture where people aren't being bullied."

Confidentiality was often mentioned in the same statement as safe spaces. Just after their
comments about safe spaces, Ava, Benjamin, and Liam uniformly mentioned the importance of

confidentiality. From Ava:
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[The Seaside Community College counselor] does a pretty good job at letting people know that
if they do feel a certain way about themselves, or if they have like a plan that they're going
through with, or something like that, that she's available to talk to in privacy.
From Benjamin:
And there hasn't been like the counselor going and telling the other people in the office about
like the students she just had. So it's not like any issues in that way. There, from what I've heard
pretty good on the confidentiality sense.
And from Liam: “They work really well, trying to make it as confidential as possible and make it so
nobody knows that they are having these meetings and having these talks about their mental health.”
Institutional documentation supports these claims by underscoring the importance of
confidentiality and security in mental health services. Students trust that their personal information is
kept confidential and appreciate the institution's readiness to respond to crises. The perception of safety
and reliability in accessing these services enhances their sense of security and support during
challenging times. From a Seaside Community College brochure: “Personal issues and concerns can be
discussed confidentially to help students deal with issues that may hinder their ability to fully attend to
their studies.” A campus-wide email emphasized student safety after a community shooting:
Last night's events and their rippling impact are deeply disturbing and leave us with heavy
hearts... Expanded counseling services are available if you want to talk to someone. To access
those services, please contact Associate Dean [Name] at [email address]. He and his team are

ready to help you.

Community and Belonging

The third theme highlights students' sense of community and belonging, which can affect
mental health. This theme focuses on how students' perceptions of mental health services are

influenced by their sense of belonging and feeling valued within the campus community. It emphasizes
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the role of engaging students in campus activities and recognizing their contributions to foster a
supportive environment. Liam from Seaside Community College specified a community building
group:

I know that they do like things like that. They're not like directly related to mental health, but

they do have things that in to help people with that. And that's like one of the ways that you

can. You can be part of [Community group name] is like students with mental health, or like
certain disorders and stuff like that.

Liam's reflection aligns with the counseling services administrator (Robert's) emphasis on the
importance of faculty playing a proactive role in guiding students toward support systems. Robert
emphasizes the critical role of faculty and peers in supporting students' mental health and encouraging
their engagement in campus life. It includes the proactive involvement of faculty in guiding students to
appropriate resources and the encouragement provided by peers. By fostering strong support networks
and creating opportunities for student involvement, the institution helps students feel more connected
and supported, positively influencing their perceptions of mental health services. Robert spoke of
faculty who are proactive when a student seems in need of mental healthcare: “The most common
process that students seem to encounter is they have a conversation with a faculty member and the
faculty member knows how to get them to our office.” This connection between community groups and
faculty intervention illustrates how students, through peer interactions or faculty recommendations,
find their way to supportive resources, reinforcing a sense of belonging and care.

Other students mentioned social events more generally. From Benjamin:

I know that they do like things like that. They're not like directly related to mental health, but

they do have things that in to help people with that. And that's like one of the ways that you

can. You can be part of TRIO is like students with mental health, or like certain disorders and

stuff like that.
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And from Grace: “We do have a couple of like events to kind of get us like out and about like we just
start doing karaoke once a month, and that's pretty fun.”

These examples of student involvement connects with Robert’s comments of how peer
encouragement plays a vital role in supporting students' mental health. He mentions the use of the
college's mobile app, where students actively encourage each other to take care of their mental well-
being: “I have one example of a student responding on the college Mobile app just encouraging other

students to take care of their mental health.”

Mental Health Awareness and Proactive Management

The final theme captures students' perceptions of mental health awareness on campus and
Seaside Community College’s pre-emption and preventative efforts regarding mental health events.
This theme addresses the importance of actively raising awareness about mental health issues and
providing resources for managing stress and well-being. It highlights the need for ongoing education
and support to help students maintain their mental health proactively.

For awareness, a number of the Seaside Community College student participants mentioned
campus-wide emails about mental health and mental health care resources. From Liam:

I know they do send out an email like every so often. It’s like once a year at the beginning of

the year. But | feel if they do one every so often, just to remind students, 'Hey, there is help

here. If you do need help, you can contact this email or this phone number to help out with your
mental health.

This aligns with the college’s documented efforts to keep mental health services visible. A
Seaside Community College campus-wide email inviting students, faculty, and staff to meet with the
on-campus counselor to share their experiences was sent in response to a mental health event on
campus: “TOGETHER: A time and place to join other students, faculty, and staff with our on-campus

counselor to be together and talk about our shared and individual experiences of the last few days.”
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From the counseling services administrator perspective, Robert noted that communication is
key to ensuring students feel connected to available services. He mentioned how faculty and staff help
reinforce these efforts by encouraging students to access resources. He addressed the broader impact of
the theme by changing campus culture through promotional activities: “We are trying to create, not just
mental health awareness, but a culture of this is a safe place, and if a student felt differently, please
come and tell us immediately.”

Seaside Community College’s proactive mental health programming also received attention
from students, who acknowledged the importance of initiatives like stress management programs.
Benjamin highlighted the potential value of integrating mental health days into the academic calendar
during peak stress periods:

I, personally, can't think of a reasonable solution for this. building in any type of mental health

days. throughout the academic calendar would be helpful. Or I mean, obviously, we already

take spring break. We do some of those things. But are there other peak times when it's highly
stressful that we can build in some. either, even if it's not full days off of class some half days
or so, or days where it's just an event, and you just eat. You don't have to worry about classes.

Anything like that that we could build into the academic calendar.

Robert, the counseling services administrator, echoed this idea of proactive programming by
discussing the institution’s efforts to plan events that promote mental health. He shared that the college
had considered organizing mental health awareness events, such as an awareness week or bringing in
guest speakers: “We have talked about doing like mental health awareness month or mental health
awareness week and doing specific programming, bringing in speakers.”

This was further supported by the documentation. Campus-wide emails for Seaside Community
College are not just reactive but proactive when it comes to engagement: “During October, we’re doing

Mobile App challenges focused on mental and physical health.”
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Robert, the counseling services administrator, perception is that providing access to mental
health services facilitates a sense of community regarding the importance of mental health on campus.
Robert reported various strategies used by the institution to disseminate information and how these
efforts are supported by faculty and staff. The theme highlights the crucial role of communication and
community support in shaping students' overall perceptions of mental health service accessibility. This
theme highlights the importance of fostering a campus culture that encourages open discussions about
mental health and actively works to reduce stigma. It encompasses efforts to educate the community,
promote mental health awareness, and ensure that students feel safe and supported. By addressing
issues such as bullying and harassment, the institution creates an environment where students are more
likely to seek help and utilize mental health services.

The integration of proactive mental health management and awareness initiatives plays a vital
role in creating a supportive campus culture. Liam suggested that counselors could take a more active
role in directly introducing themselves to students early in the academic year to make services more
approachable:

I think what they could do is have one of the counselors introduce themselves to the upcoming

students and be like, 'l am a counselor. If you need any help, this is where I am located. This is

my email. This is my phone number.
The documentation reflects this goal, as seen in the promotion of group therapy sessions in response to
a traumatic event, which Sophia described as a helpful resource: “I know after a recent traumatic event,
when it happened, they held like group therapy sessions for people which was nice.”

The documentation highlights the role of mental health services in fostering a sense of
belonging and supporting academic success. Students perceive these services as essential for their

engagement with the campus community and see them as well-integrated into their academic journey.
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The availability and integration of support services contribute to a positive and holistic college

experience, aiding both their social and academic development.

Summary of Seaside Community College Analysis and Results

Thematic analysis was performed separately for the Seaside Community College student
participants, the Seaside Community College counseling services administrator participant, and the
documentation for Seaside Community College. The thematic analysis of the student semi-structured
interview transcripts elicited four themes which were supported by the counseling service
administrator’s interview and public documents at the institution.

All three data sources—student interviews, counseling administrator interviews, and
documents—consistently highlight the importance of accessibility, safety, community belonging, and
proactive management in mental health services. Theme one from the student interviews focuses on
accessibility and the effectiveness of mental health support services. Students reported varied
experiences with access, with some, like Liam, noting available resources and faculty support, while
others, like Benjamin and Grace, pointed out limitations in service hours and lack of promotion.
Institutional documents, such as brochures and the college website, highlight a more comprehensive
approach, emphasizing the integration of mental health with overall well-being. The counseling
services administrator acknowledged the challenges of ensuring all students are aware of and can easily
access services, reinforcing the need for greater visibility and flexibility in services.

Theme two from the student interviews underscores the creation of a safe and confidential
environment for those seeking mental health services. Students, including Liam and Ava, emphasized
the need for privacy and security when discussing personal issues. Benjamin also highlighted the
college’s success in maintaining confidentiality, noting the discretion of counseling staff. The

counseling services administrator reinforced the institution's commitment to creating secure, private
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spaces for mental health support. Institutional documentation echoes this priority, stressing the
importance of confidentiality in promoting student safety and trust.

Theme three from the student interviews emphasizes the importance of fostering a sense of
community and belonging. Students discussed how peer interaction, social events, and campus
activities positively impact their mental health. For example, Liam and Benjamin both mentioned how
community groups and events like TRIO and karaoke help build a sense of connection. The counseling
services administrator supported this, emphasizing the role of faculty in guiding students toward
resources and encouraging involvement. Institutional documents further support this theme by
highlighting peer encouragement through the college’s mobile app and promoting engagement through
campus programs.

Theme four from the student interviews addresses mental health awareness and proactive
management. Students appreciated the institution's efforts to raise awareness through campus-wide
emails and stress management programming. Benjamin suggested adding mental health days to the
academic calendar to reduce stress during peak periods. The counseling services administrator echoed
the value of proactive initiatives, mentioning potential mental health awareness events and guest
speakers. Documentation supports these proactive measures, reflecting efforts to integrate mental
health promotion into the broader campus culture, such as mobile app challenges focused on mental
and physical health.

Despite overall alignment on key themes, there are differences. While all sources agree on the
importance of accessible services, students emphasized more flexibility and visibility, whereas
institutional documents reflect efforts to provide integrated and holistic support. Similarly, while
students and the counseling services administrator both highlighted the importance of a safe,

confidential environment, students placed more emphasis on the day-to-day privacy of mental health
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services, while the counseling services administrator also linked this to broader safety initiatives, such

as crisis management and bullying prevention.

Harborview Community College

Harborview Community College faces unique challenges in providing mental health support to
its students, as it does not employ a licensed mental health counselor nor offer in-person mental health
counseling services on campus. Instead, the college relies on online mental health counseling services
and contracts for in-person, off-campus counseling when referrals are made by college staff. To
support students' general well-being, the college employs several admissions and advising staff
members who offer academic and career counseling. These staff members are housed within the same
office unit, ensuring easy access for students seeking guidance. Despite the absence of on-campus
mental health professionals, Harborview Community College demonstrates a commitment to mental
health awareness and support through various means. The campus has several flyers and posters spread
throughout campus buildings that focus on mental health resources, counseling, suicide awareness, and
other community supports. This in-person promotional material is complemented by regular email
communications to students, ensuring that information about mental health resources is widely
disseminated.

Four themes concerning mental health services are highlighted below from the student and
counselor interviews and the document review. These themes include the awareness and accessibility
of mental health services, the creation of safe and inclusive environments, addressing isolation and

stress through student engagement, and ensuring safety and protection from threats.

Awareness and Accessibility of Mental Health Services

Theme one captures students' perceptions that being informed about mental health issues and

having easy access to support services are crucial for effectively addressing their mental health needs.
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It considers the effectiveness of various communication methods and the integration of these services
into the overall student experience. Students' perceptions of how easily they can find and use mental
health resources are central to this theme.

Students believe that educational initiatives and the availability of resources play a significant
role in creating a supportive environment. They see awareness and accessibility as fundamental to
ensuring they can seek and receive the help they need. According to Chloe: “There's a lot more
awareness about it like at schools there. Like | said, there they have many facilities to contact someone
about it and get it all figured out.” Similar, Isabella reflected on the increased dialogue around mental
health: “Mental health is talked about a lot more in this day and age than it was, say back when I was in
high school, or even just starting out college.”

Accessibility to resources was also a key factor. Lucas found online services to be helpful: “I
felt like it was convenient for me to go online and select a therapist.” The counseling services
administrator, Laura, reinforced this viewpoint by emphasizing how the institution frequently
communicated these services to students via email, ensuring consistent awareness: “We would use a
variety of methods to distribute that information, kind of the most basic being the email.” Laura also
noted that the tone of these communications played a significant role in accessibility: “So much of
what we really want to change is simply the delivery and simply the tone that we’re setting.”

The document review revealed that Harborview Community College actively promotes mental
health awareness through flyers, posters, and campus-wide emails, all aimed at ensuring students are
aware of the services available to them. From a Harborview Community College brochure on the
integration of mental healthcare with related services: “Counseling services are offered to students
through the Student Services Office. Services available include: academic counseling, personal
counseling, student advocacy, coordination of related support services, and referrals to other service

providers.” The documents revealed a wide range of support options that cater to both academic and
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personal needs of students. The availability of external resources and community involvement

enhances their perception of these services as comprehensive and accessible.

Creating Emotionally Safe and Inclusive Environments

Theme two reflects students' views that environments where they feel secure, respected, and
included are essential for encouraging them to seek mental health support. Students value the creation
of spaces that ensure their privacy and promote a sense of belonging and community. They believe that
such environments foster trust and openness, making it easier for them to utilize mental health services
without fear of judgment or reprisal. From Lucas: “They have small events in the library where it's
every Wednesday. They provide food and drinks, and people can interact and socialize there.” And
from Chloe: There's a lot of community-driven things, even with the students that aiming towards
improving the mental awareness.”

Not all students felt completely comfortable with the options available. Alexander expressed
concern about using online services: “I'd be nervous like if, like the school got a hold of it, and like use
it against me, or something. I'd be nervous like if I had said something in those apps that it could be
used against me or other like. I would never go on it personally, because | wouldn't feel safe on there.”
This highlights the need for a more secure and private mental health environment, both in-person and
online.

Laura, the counseling services administrator, reinforced the college’s commitment to creating
safe spaces where students can seek help confidentially. She highlighted the importance of proactive
outreach and support efforts to engage students from the very beginning of their campus experience:
“Every student is invited. We...doing outreach, saying, 'Hi! My name is John. I'm your counselor.”
Documentation reviewed from Harborview Community College also aligned with these explanations,
emphasizing confidentiality in counseling services and efforts to create secure spaces for students to

seek help.
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Addressing Isolation and Stress through Engagement

The third theme highlights students' recognition of the negative effects of isolation and stress on
their mental health and their appreciation for programs that promote social interaction and provide
stress management resources. Students acknowledge the negative impact that isolation and stress can
have on their mental health and emphasized the importance of programs that foster social interaction.
Students emphasize the importance of engagement activities in reducing feelings of isolation and
helping them cope with academic and personal pressures. They see these initiatives as vital for
maintaining their mental well-being and fostering a supportive campus culture. Noah reflected on his
experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic:

I think the pandemic resulted in worse mental health problems, because whenever the pandemic

hit, I got a lot worse personally... So I've noticed like before and after the pandemic. And |

don't remember like I've did notice, like a few more like groups where people could like come
together and interact. So that would be like better on one's mental health as well when having
like friends to play with and whatnot.

Emma spoke to the effects of isolation more generally, highlighting the need for connection,
especially for students who might be far from home: “With the isolation, especially if let's say there's
someone who's away from family like moved here from somewhere else, or are more of the we'll type
that need social interaction.”

Students also mentioned social events and engagement activities as a way to alleviate stress and
isolation. More from Noah:

But well I know interacting with people is a better thing for like mental health to take. Because

just being alone with your thoughts isn't really like a good thing to stay in there for a good

amount of time
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Emma echoed this, stressing the importance of engagement for students needing social
interaction.

Laura, the counseling services administrator, discussed the active participation of students in
mental health initiatives and the comprehensive support they receive and how the college fosters
engagement through peer-led initiatives. She discussed how involvement in mental health activities and
events fosters a sense of community and contributes to students' overall well-being and the importance
of both practical and emotional support in enhancing students' mental health was emphasized. Laura
mentioned both peer and faculty efforts to better engage students early in their college careers and
ensure they are aware of available mental health resources through ongoing efforts to revamp
orientation programs: “We're trying to revamp our orientations...it's gonna be a process to revamp our
orientations.”

Harborview Community College’s documents revealed that the college promoted group
activities and social events, further supporting the idea that engagement plays a critical role in
addressing isolation and stress. The college emphasized community-driven approaches and proactive
management of student mental health, aiming to integrate social interaction with well-being support.
The documents shared services that promote healthy thinking patterns and self-care practices, which
contribute to a sense of well-being and resilience. The combination of effective coping strategies and
encouragement of positive mental habits fosters a supportive environment for students' mental health.
From a Harborview Community College brochure: “Taking Care of your Mental Health Amid
Distressing News Stories... Consider Your Thinking... Remind yourself that you are safe, challenge any
thoughts that have no basis of fact and try to ground yourself in the present” and “Channel your
emotions into positive action, within your own emotional capacity. That may be attending a vigil,

supporting others in your community or donating to local charities.”
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Ensuring Safety and Protection from Threats

The final theme captures students' perceptions of the necessity for strong measures to protect
them from threats and harassment, combined with assurances of confidentiality and safety when
seeking mental health support. Students believe that effective mental health services must include
strategies to identify and mitigate risks, ensuring a secure and supportive environment. They value
initiatives that safeguard their well-being and maintain their trust in the campus's ability to provide
confidential and reliable help. Lucas addressed ensuring safety informally amongst peers: “We have to
pay attention and recognize certain types of behaviors that will, you know, light up red flags to say,
Hey, something's not right with this student.” Alexander addressed the emphasis on mental health in
her course syllabuses: “They do in a lot of the teacher syllabuses. They're all like kind of mandated by
the school. They do put like mental health crisis, the number on the back and like other stuff like that,
like crisis numbers on the back of the syllabuses.”

Chloe and Noah addressed formal mental health campaigns for students following sexual
assaults on campus. Chloe stated, “The one that | am aware of is the sexual assault and all that. They
actually have a website at the school that you can go on, and you can talk to other students that are
having the same issue.” Noah commented, “I think that one of the ones that I noticed was like when |
want to say it was involving, like the mental health aspect, that of like after the effects of like if people
were sexually assaulted, and whatnot.”

Laura, the counseling services administrator, emphasized that students’ sense of safety is
central to their willingness to seek help, underscoring the importance of a supportive environment
where confidentiality is respected. She highlighted how these perceptions influence their willingness to
seek help and the effectiveness of the services provided. Ensuring confidentiality, building reliable
relationships, and managing crises effectively are crucial aspects that shape students' trust and sense of

security. Laura spoke about formal ways to achieve a sense of safety: “I would hope that it increases
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their sense of safety on campus...the tone that you set whether it's...in emails.” They also emphasized
the importance of instilling a sense of safety to ensure that students who need mental healthcare will
actually engage in mental healthcare-seeking behaviors: “If students view me as a threat...are they less

likely to walk into my office.”

Summary of Harborview Community College Analysis and Results

Thematic analysis was performed separately for the Harborview Community College student
participants, the Harborview Community College counselor participant, and the documentation for
Harborview Community College. The thematic analysis of the student semi-structured interview
transcripts elicited four themes, which were supported by the counselor’s interview and public
documents at the institution.

All three data sources—student interviews, counselor interviews, and documents—consistently
highlight the importance of accessibility, safety, engagement, and protection in mental health services.
Theme one from the student interviews focuses on awareness and accessibility of mental health
services. Students reported varying levels of accessibility, with some finding the online services
convenient, while others noted the increased awareness around mental health. The counseling services
administrator emphasized the role of communication in making these services accessible, particularly
through email outreach. Documents such as flyers and promotional materials complement this,
highlighting the college’s efforts to promote mental health services on campus.

Theme two from the student interviews underscores the importance of creating emotionally safe
and inclusive environments for students seeking mental health support. Students highlighted the value
of community-driven events and secure spaces, while others expressed concerns about the safety of
online services. The counselor mirrored these concerns, focusing on fostering trust and ensuring
confidentiality in mental health services. The documents also reinforced the importance of creating

secure environments, emphasizing the privacy and safety in counseling services.
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Theme three from the student interviews emphasizes the significance of addressing isolation
and stress through engagement. Students discussed the negative impact of isolation, particularly during
the pandemic, and the importance of social interaction for mental well-being. The counselor supported
this view, noting the role of peer-led events and engagement activities in promoting mental health.
Institutional documents further support this theme by highlighting social events and community-driven
initiatives aimed at fostering engagement and reducing isolation.

Theme four from the student interviews highlights the need for safety and protection from
threats when accessing mental health services. Students mentioned the importance of peer and
institutional support in recognizing warning signs and ensuring student safety. The counseling services
administrator emphasized the necessity of maintaining a sense of security, particularly in relation to
confidentiality and crisis management. Institutional documents echoed these perceptions, highlighting
the college’s commitment to safeguarding student well-being through secure and confidential mental
health services.

Despite overall alignment on key themes, there are differences. While all sources agree on the
importance of accessible services, students emphasized convenience and flexibility in accessing online
resources, whereas the counselor and documents focused on communication efforts. Similarly, while
students and the counselor both highlighted the need for safe, confidential environments, students were
more concerned with the day-to-day privacy of online services, while the counselor emphasized

broader safety initiatives and engagement activities.

Comparative Analysis of Findings Across Sites

Across the three campuses, there were 29 themes resulting from thematic analysis. The
thematic analysis of Pinecrest Community College elicited three themes, while each thematic analysis
of Seaside Community College and Harborview Community College student transcripts elicited four

themes. The thematic analysis of the counselor transcript for Pinecrest Community College and
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Harborview Community College elicited three themes, while the thematic analysis of the counselor
transcript for Seaside Community College elicited two themes. The Pinecrest Community College and
Seaside Community College thematic analyses of the documentation provided by each counselor
elicited three themes each, and the Harborview Community College documentation elicited two themes
upon thematic analysis. To address the research question (How do the students’ perceptions of mental
health services on community college campuses compare to the description from program documents
and counseling services administrators?), a cross-case analysis was completed.

The first similarity was that all campuses emphasized awareness and accessibility of mental
health services. The findings demonstrated vital information about how students perceive their mental
health, access, and support services, and address their needs. According to students, educational
initiatives across the campus and resources aided in creating a supportive environment. The ability to
conceptualize the available awareness and accessibility on campus was vital to ensuring they could
allocate the necessary services to support their mental health during times of need.

The second similarity was that all campuses emphasized creating emotionally safe and
inclusive environments. Participants emphasized the importance of creating emotionally safe and
inclusive environments. The second theme highlighted the importance of creating a safe space that was
safe, confidential, and guided by integrated community engagement. Participants highlighted that
students perceive environments as secure and respected and are more likely to seek mental health
support based on their own reported perceptions. The ability to create a safe space while promoting
privacy and confidentiality can encourage individuals to seek mental health services without fear.

The third similarity was that all campuses address isolation and stress through engagement.
This theme indicated the importance of understanding the adverse effects of isolation and stress, which
can impact the mental health of students. Students relied on stress management resources to improve

their ability to access engaging activities while improving academic pressure coping. Initiatives, guided
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through the community and integrated on campus, were considered helpful and essential for fostering
supportive cultures.

Another similarity was that all campuses ensured safety and protection from threats and
documented the importance of establishing a safe and protected environment for campus mental health
support. Furthermore, improving the ability to protect students from threats and harassment, as well as
providing an effective support service for seeking mental health services, was considered integral to
mitigating potential adverse outcomes, such as declining mental health amongst students. In the next
section, these themes are discussed in relationship to the guiding literature, discussed throughout
chapter two.

In sum, there were no differences across the campuses except for protection against threats. All
campuses similarly emphasized awareness and accessibility of mental health services, the importance
of creating emotionally safe and inclusive environment, the ability to addressing isolation and stress

through engagement, and the vitality of ensuring safety and protection from threats,

Chapter Summary

The results of the qualitative analysis were presented. The emergent themes included awareness
and accessibility of mental health services, creating safe and inclusive environments, addressing
isolation and stress through engagement, and ensuring safety and protection from threats. Each of these
themes was reviewed and discussed alongside participant quotes in chapter four. In the following
chapter, chapter 5, the findings of the thematic analysis are discussed in relation to the literature

reviewed in Chapter two. The implications for practice and research are discussed.
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Chapter 5 — Analysis and Discussion

Crisis events can lead to difficult outcomes for students' mental health in higher education
settings across the United States (Baik et al., 2019; Sahu, 2020). The purpose of this case study was to
develop an understanding of Maine community college students’ perceptions of mental health services
within the framework of Social Safety Theory. The services as described in public program
documentation and the description provided by the counseling services administrator were also
investigated for a relationship with the students’ perceptions. The problem that this research addressed
was that during crises, as seen with the COVID-19 pandemic, many community college students faced
mental health issues, which triggered concern from these institution presidents as an increase of over
50% in mental health issues was noted within student populations (Turk et al., 2020). The research
question for this study was: How do the students’ perceptions of mental health services on community
college campuses compare to the description from program documents and counseling services
administrators?

In this chapter, the findings presented in Chapter 4 are reviewed, and their relationship to the
known empirical and theoretical literature is discussed. Throughout Chapter 5, | describe the
implications of the findings by considering how the participant's reflections align with or present new
information and prior empirical literature. | also present a series of recommendations and implications
specific to the research findings and in alignment with the purpose of the study. Chapter 5 concludes
with a summary reiterating the most salient information identified via the thematic analysis procedures

conducted in this study. The first section covers the overview of the results related to prior literature.

Relationship of Findings to Literature

The findings of this study align with and extend the existing literature on mental health in

community college settings. The literature reviewed in Chapter 2 is discussed in relationship to the
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findings, both to extend transferability and to contextualize such reflections within prior assessments.

Each theme is organized under a heading associated with the topical literature.

Awareness and Accessibility

The first theme, awareness and accessibility, elucidated participants’ experiences with
accessing and their general perceived awareness of campus resources. Students reflected on the
importance of resources and supportive environments and the need to improve general awareness to
support students seeking mental health services. According to Alexander (2020), accessibility is
considered vital to ensuring that the mental well-being of students is effectively addressed. The
available research indicates the importance of access, awareness, and resources to support the well-
being of students (Jaworksa et al., 2016). This study confirms the previous research by demonstrating
that students’ awareness and general accessibility of sources are integral to students’ access and use
(Gigliotti, 2019; Staley, 2019).

This study also expands upon previous literature by demonstrating the need for continued
allocation of resources and integration of programs designed to improve awareness specific to
community college campuses. The perceptions of counseling services administrators elucidated the
value of safety via the ability to create awareness and accessibility amongst college students. The
findings demonstrate the critical value of the counseling services administrator in terms of supporting

students and creating awareness surrounding campus resources and fostering a supportive system.

Creating Safe and Inclusive Environments

The second theme, creating safe and inclusive environments, demonstrated the importance of
exploring and understanding how safe and inclusive environments are created for the benefit of
students. Participants emphasized that accessing a safe and inclusive environment can provide integral

support for students needing mental health support and services. All students reflected on the general
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safety and well-balanced nature of confidentiality embedded within the mental health resources
accessed on campus. Concerning well-being, research has emphasized the value of safe and inclusive
environments for well-being and stress (Baik et al., 2019; Lederer et al., 2021). Researchers
encouraged the integration of such resources on college campuses to ensure the continued seeking and
use of services by higher education students (Nambiar, 2020; Wang et al., 2022).

Jaworksa et al. (2016) also highlighted the value of community college counselors via
emphasizing the importance of awareness and safety at the campus. Similarly, McBride (2019)
emphasized that counselors are effective for reducing stress and providing a safe environment for
students of diverse needs. This study further corroborated previous research by showing the value of
safe and inclusive environments on community college campuses. Furthermore, the study findings
demonstrated the unique perceptions of these counseling services administrators, a priorly understudied
element in the reviewed literature. The ability to promote safe and inclusive environments emerged as a
key finding of this study that emphasizes the critical role of counseling services. In alignment with the
prior literature, the study indicates the importance of safe and inclusive environments that can integrate

students while in need and offer services that support all needs.

Addressing Mental Health Through Engagement

The third theme, addressing mental health through engagement, considered how students seek
resources based on their engagement within the student learning community. According to students,
isolation can be a central concern, which can lead many students to feel increased levels of anxiety or
depression. The ability to engage with other students was considered crucial to mitigating concerns of
stress, isolation, and fear. However, students recommended that the campus continue to foster
engagement among students to allow them to connect with other students and through community
events on campus. The topics of isolation and stress are common regarding reviewing well-being and

mental health needs (Subedi et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2022). Researchers demonstrated that well-being
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is integrally impacted by students’ increased stress and isolation (Fried et al., 2022; Schultz, 2022).
Students who experience increased stress, as well as isolation, may also experience increased levels of
depression and anxiety (Curtis et al., 2023). This study indicated that addressing stress and isolation
through improving engagement is integral to Community College well-being methods. Furthermore,
improving the allocation of resources may be required to ensure that students are actively engaged on
campus, seeking the necessary resources, and are supported effectively by community college leaders

and staff.

Ensuring Safety and Protection

The fourth theme, the relevancy of safety and protection from threats, discussed the importance
of supporting students’ mental well-being on campus. All students reflected that the resources and
support systems offered on campus provided a safe and confidential space. Students also emphasized
the value of safety and seeking resources to encourage their continued engagement with mental health
resources. Students’ reflections illustrate the importance of understanding how to access resources by
fostering safe and inclusive environments. Data from Abelson et al. (2022) and Lee et al. (2022) also
emphasized that mental health support of students can sometimes be best met via the support systems
of counselors who provide the added ability to ensure protection via resources in the campus and the
associated mental well-being services. Wasil et al. (2022) also illustrated the value of mitigating stigma
amongst students via ensuring a safe and protective environment. In this study, the findings illustrated
the value of safety and protection directly from a community college aspect, which had priorly been
unexplored in the available literature.

Safety and protection from threats are integral to supporting the well-being of students (Morris
et al., 2022). Educators, staff, and leaders who ensure that students are protected from threats are more
likely to experience a positive sense of well-being from students (Chen & Lucock, 2022). However, if

students feel unsafe, unprotected, and lack the necessary resources, their well-being may decline
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(Morris et al., 2022; Patsali et al., 2020). In this study, the findings indicated that students who felt safe
and protected from threats on campus were more likely to also relate to an improved sense of well-
being. Students also reflected that the ability to access resources, integrate with their community, and
seek help if needed are integral to the sense of safety and protection felt in the community.

Some of the key knowledge obtained from this study indicated a potential disconnect between
the counseling services administrator and the students. For example, all individuals emphasized the
importance of stress education. However, the engagement methods varied, with students preferring in-
person interactions for the community. However, counseling services administrators emphasized the
need for structured settings and virtual engagement for a more accessible and documented access
mode. The known literature indicates that students have unique preferences for seeking help and
treatment (Crawford, 2023; Liu et al., 2022). Yet, there also appears to be an emphasis on the college
administration to ensure students have the necessary outlets to support their diverse preferences, such
as in-person versus online engagement (Mahdavi et al., 2023). This study shows that offering multiple
engagement opportunities may be needed to meet divergences in counselor and student preferences for

stress reduction and community building.

Social Safety Theory

The findings of this study are informed by Social Safety Theory, providing a robust theoretical
foundation to explain how community college students perceive and engage with mental health
services. The application of Social Safety Theory in this study provides a crucial lens for interpreting
the findings from Chapter 4, bridging the gap between theoretical constructs and students' lived
experiences with mental health services at community colleges. Social Safety Theory emphasizes the
importance of fostering inclusive, accepting, and secure environments to mitigate perceived social

threats, such as rejection, isolation, and exclusion. These dynamics are evident across the data and offer
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a fresh perspective for understanding students’ perceptions and engagement with mental health
services.

The study’s findings underscore the importance of creating safe and inclusive environments, a
central tenet of Social Safety Theory. Students from all three community college campuses consistently
highlighted the need for visible, accessible, and confidential mental health services. They expressed
that these services provided not only practical support but also emotional security and a sense of
inclusion. Social Safety Theory asserts that environments fostering acceptance, belonging, and
inclusion can reduce stress and encourage positive behaviors. This was evident in the way students felt
more comfortable seeking help in settings where mental health services were visible and perceived as
welcoming. The theme Creating Safe, Inclusive, and Protected Environments for Mental Health
Support directly aligns with the theory’s construct of social safety by demonstrating the important role
of inclusivity in promoting psychological well-being. Students emphasized the importance of
confidentiality and anonymity in accessing mental health services. These reflections illustrate how
confidentiality directly impacts a sense of social safety, reducing fear of judgment and fostering trust.

The study’s emphasis on awareness and accessibility of mental health services aligns with the
theoretical framework’s focus on reducing social threats through visible and reliable support systems.
Students across the cases indicated that the visibility and promotion of mental health resources were
crucial in fostering a sense of safety and belonging. This finding supports Social Safety Theory’s
assertion that individuals are more likely to access resources and engage with their communities when
they perceive their environment as secure and supportive. Student participants also indicated that peer
acknowledgment and group mental health activities played a significant role in fostering inclusion and
connection on their campuses. These findings align with the Social Safety Theory construct of

community affiliation, which emphasizes the protective role of belonging in mitigating stress and

97



promoting resilience. However, some gaps in service awareness and accessibility remained barriers,
underscoring how the absence of social safety can amplify social threats.

The findings of this study contribute to the broader theoretical understanding of Social Safety
Theory by demonstrating its applicability in higher education, particularly within community college
settings. By applying Social Safety Theory, this study advances the understanding of how relational
and systemic factors shape students’ engagement with mental health services. The findings highlight
the nuanced dynamics of social safety and threat, providing a unique understanding of the lived
experiences of community college students. The findings also highlight the importance of addressing
systemic barriers, such as stigma and resource limitations, that exacerbate social threats. The unique
challenges faced by community college students, such as balancing academics with external
responsibilities and overcoming stigma, highlight the importance of fostering inclusive and accessible
environments. By aligning institutional practices with the constructs of social safety and addressing
social threats, community college campuses can create environments that promote well-being and

inclusivity.

Implication of Findings

In reflection of the four themes identified through the thematic analysis, implications were
identified regarding practice and research. The findings reveal that Social Safety Theory not only
contextualizes students’ experiences but also offers actionable strategies for improving mental health
service delivery in community colleges. The following implications are derived from the study’s
findings and framed through the lens of social safety. The first call to action centers on the need to
provide inclusive and safe spaces to support student mental well-being via community college support
systems. Students’ reflections centered on the importance of accessing inclusive and safe spaces. The
ability to provide a safe space for all students can promote well-being and potentially mitigate adverse

outcomes, such as depression, anxiety, or other mental health-associated issues. The findings highlight
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the importance of creating safe and inclusive spaces by implementing specific actions, such as
establishing dedicated mental health resource centers, training faculty and staff to recognize and
respond to signs of distress, integrating mental health education into the curriculum, and enhancing
access to telehealth and in-person counseling services. These steps can provide students with the
necessary opportunities, resources, and interventional strategies to improve their well-being and ensure
equitable access to support systems.

The second implication calls for the need for continued privacy and confidentiality methods to
support help-seeking behaviors amongst students. The findings also demonstrated that students value
privacy and confidentiality. Seeking services in a safe space can reduce stress and ensure they can rely
on resources supporting them through their academic and personal journeys. The implications of such
findings indicate that stress management resources and interventions, which focus on confidentiality,
trust, and safety, are integral to supporting community college students. Institutions must ensure that
counseling environments and protocols prioritize confidentiality, clearly communicate this
commitment, and provide discrete pathways to access services. The ability to rely on such safe spaces
ensures students access mental health services to support their well-being.

The third implication centers on the need for the creation of engaging and interactive safe
spaces that reduce stress at the community college level. The research findings also indicated that
students rely on community integration to succeed academically and garner support systems such as
friends to prevent reduced feelings of isolation and stress. These findings imply that community
college leaders must ensure safe and integrative spaces that reduce isolation to mitigate stress. Stress
management can be effectively accessed via their ability to engage in activities and cope with academic
pressure. Interventions on campus are considered helpful and supportive but can be continuously
improved to ensure students are effectually guided toward success for both academic and personal

well-being purposes.
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The fourth implication demonstrated the value of integrating resources across campus, for all
students, to ensure the support of well-being. Students in this study also reflected that as long as they
were aware of such resources, they would access mental health if needed. Many students reflected on a
sense of inclusivity, safety, and widely available resources for their well-being. However, some
students stated that they need to increase awareness, which could be useful to ensure all students,
regardless of off or online location, can access resources if needed. As such, it's important for
researchers and practitioners to continually evaluate how resource awareness is distributed amongst

community college campuses to ensure the continuation of positive well-being amongst students.

Recommendations for Practice

The first recommendation for practice is to encourage community college leaders to ensure
awareness is appropriately engaged across campus for all students. The recommendation relates to the
first finding regarding the need to provide inclusive and safe spaces to support student mental well-
being via community college. The findings demonstrated the value of creating a safe space to promote
well-being amongst all students. As many students attend online, student awareness techniques may be
ineffectual for some students, typically targeted toward community events and physical posters or
flyers. Promoting inclusivity and awareness involves targeted campaigns that ensure all students,
regardless of the location of classes, are aware of mental health services on campus. Colleges should
focus on increasing visibility through targeted marketing campaigns and integrating mental health
information into new student orientations, class syllabi, and social media.

The second recommendation for practice includes ensuring community college leaders
continually promote safe and inclusive environments. The second recommendation refers back to the
findings regarding the need for privacy and confidentiality methods to support help-seeking behaviors
amongst students. According to students in this study, supporting safe, inclusive environments

encourages them to seek mental health services as well as rely on friends, staff, and family to support
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their mental health needs. Integrating a safe and inclusive environment ensures that all students have
accessible resources, such as those targeted toward race, gender, and sexual orientation. Furthermore,
the communication of resources and accessibility of such services can further ensure a safe and
inclusive environment that welcomes all students to seek and gain help as needed throughout their
academic careers. Developing more confidential and stigma-free mental health environments is crucial.
This includes training staff to create welcoming, non-judgmental spaces.

The third recommendation for practice centers on isolation and stress mitigation. This finding is
directly related to the study findings showing the importance of engaging and interactive spaces
designed to reduce stress, and isolation via community building. Students in this study reflected on the
isolation often associated with the higher education experience. Some students also reflected on
burnout and stress, which can challenge their overall mental well-being and health. To address such an
issue, community college leaders should be aware of appropriate strategies to integrate isolation and
stress reduction techniques. Allowing community events that encourage students on and off campus
further can be integral to reducing isolation. Encouraging programs that not only focus on newly
incoming students, but also on returning students and adult learners can potentially reduce isolation and
thus provide a strategy to mitigate stress. The overwhelmingly stressful nature of higher education
should also be a focus of interventions developed and implemented by community college leaders.
Integration of such approaches can allow for the reduction of isolation and address the needs of student
well-being. Addressing isolation through increased engagement opportunities can support students'
mental well-being. Community colleges should prioritize activities that connect students to peer

networks and build community to reduce stress and isolation.

Recommendations for Future Research

There are several recommendations for future research. The recommendation for researchers

centers upon the reflections identified through student interviews in this study. During student
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interviews, some participants reflected that burnout can increase their feelings of stress and potentially
discourage their ability to seek well-being resources. Future researchers are recommended to further
examine such a topic by exploring other community college settings, assessing differences in on
campus and online students, and considering and evaluating latent factors, such as gender, race,
ethnicity, and sexual and gender orientation. Expanding upon such topics within the context of
community colleges potentially allows for improved interventions to address issues associated with
student well-being and access to mental health resources. Researchers should also consider focusing on
specific demographic groups, such as first-generation students, students of color, or LGBTQ+ students,
to explore whether these populations have unique mental health support needs.

The second recommendation is to assess the confidential and trusting processes fostered on
community college campuses designed to support mental health-seeking patterns. According to some
participants, hesitancy to seek mental health services was associated with fear of being reported due to
self-harm or suicidality. Students indicated that they understood that counselors were mandated
reporters and, as such, felt that their trust only extended as far as reporting well-being with the
limitation of self-harm or suicidality. Future research may consider such a topic to understand how
councilors can best approach the topics of student well-being, foster their trust, and ensure a safe and
inclusive environment that allows them to report and reflect upon their experiences in a safe space.
Some students expressed hesitation about seeking help due to concerns over confidentiality, especially
related to mandatory reporting for self-harm. Future research should investigate how counselors can
maintain trust while fulfilling reporting obligations.

The third recommendation for research is to further explore stress and isolation amongst
community colleges. The third theme of this study indicated that engagement can address stress and
improve isolation among some students. Researchers should consider prior interventions and current

policies and even assess students' perceptions of engagement tactics to develop better interventions that
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can support the well-being of students by reducing isolation and potential stress. Addressing such
recommendations can provide renewed information regarding isolation, stress, and engagement
strategies to mitigate adverse outcomes associated with students' well-being. Future research should
examine how student perceptions of mental health services change over time, especially as colleges

introduce new interventions post-crisis events such as COVID-19.

Conclusion

The research findings from this study resulted in four themes that showed that students
experience stress isolation and often seek to support adverse mental health outcomes through resources
both on and off campus. The ability to turn to friends met on campus or family can be vital strategies
for students to overcome feelings of depression or anxiety. Furthermore, students reported that the
available resources were accessible as long as they were aware of such programs. These findings align
with Social Safety Theory, which emphasizes the importance of fostering environments where
individuals feel secure, supported, and connected to others. As such, community colleges are urged to
continue raising awareness, expanding resources, and ensuring students have an engaging community
experience. Addressing issues such as isolation and stress may be mitigated through an interventional
strategy designed to increase the community college level of collaboration through events, workshops,
and social opportunities. This aligns with Social Safety Theory principles by promoting social bonds
and a sense of safety, which are essential for mitigating stress and supporting mental well-being.
Students' mental well-being is critical to all community college leaders, staff, and educators. This study
reinforces the need for mental health services to be accessible, inclusive, and visible. Community
college leaders must ensure that students are aware of the services available and feel safe accessing
them. Creating emotionally supportive and confidential environments not only fosters a more positive

mental health culture on campuses but also enhances the social safety that underpins students’
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academic success and overall well-being. By addressing the recommendations for research and
practice provided in this chapter, community colleges have the opportunity to further support students
by implementing strategies that prioritize emotional safety, connection, and inclusivity. This approach,
grounded in Social Safety Theory, offers a pathway to improve students' well-being and ensure they

thrive in a secure and welcoming environment.
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Appendix A - Site Authorization Email

My name is Tyler Stoldt, and | am a doctoral student at Kansas State University. | am
conducting a research study to develop an understanding of community college student
experiences regarding mental health at the student level and shared through similar and
comparative experiences. | am requesting permission to post recruiting flyers throughout public
areas on your campus for student recruiting purposes.

I am recruiting individuals who meet all of these criteria:
(@) Must be 18 years of age
(b) Currently enrolled in one of three specific community college campuses in Maine,
(c) Enrolled in the same community college for one year.
(d) Aware of the student mental health issues,
(e) Are aware of the programs affording strategic methods to assist in counseling those
with mental health on the community college campuses,
(f) Willing to volunteer for participation in a Zoom™ call or in-person interview

If a student decides to participate in this study, they will be asked to do the following activities:
1. Complete an interview with the researcher that will be audio-recorded and last 60-90
minutes.

During these activities, participants will be asked questions about:

(@) Comparative programs and protocols that address the mental health of students amid
crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic and current practices.

(b) Perceptions regarding the safeness and effectiveness of comparative programs and
protocols that address the mental health of students.

Interested parties are asked to please contact me at tdstoldt@ksu.edu.

If you have any questions, please feel free to email me. Thank you for allowing me this
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permission.

Tyler Stoldt
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Appendix B — Campus Administrator Email

Dear Counseling Services Administrator,

Hi! 1am Tyler Stoldt, doctoral candidate, at Kansas State University and | am working on my
dissertation research. The purpose of this research is to case study is to develop an

understanding of community college students’ perceptions of mental health services. To further
understand the services provided, | would like to interview the campus administrator responsible for
the mental health services. This is to provide a baseline of information to better understand the
student’s responses.

Your name was listed on the website as responsible for the counseling services on campus. If you are
not the correct person, then please let me know who I should contact for this research study.

The practices of community college currently enrolled students expressed in this study will ideally
supply information that will further allow practitioners, administration, or higher education
interventionists to develop improved policies and practices that address the mental health of individuals
at the student levels among community colleges.

For your convenience, | have attached an informed consent form. If you would let me know if you
would be willing to be interviewed or could provide the name of a person that I could talk with about
this research.

This research has been approved by the Kansas State University’s IRB Committee. You may also
contact my major professor, Dr. Royce Ann Collins (racollin@ksu.edu) if you have any questions or
concerns about this research.

Thank you for considering my request.

Sincerely,

Tyler Stoldt, doctoral candidate
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Appendix C — Student Informed Consent

PROJECT TITLE:

A Multiple Case Study of the Students Perceptions of Mental Health at Three Maine Community College Campuses

PROJECT APPROVAL PROJECT EXPIRATION LENGTH OF
DATE: DATE: STUDY:
PRINCIPAL Royce Ann Collins, Ph.D., Professor and Chair

INVESTIGATOR:

CO-INVESTIGATOR(S): Tylor Stoldt, Doctoral Student

CONTACT DETAILS FOR Dr. Royce Ann Collins, racollin@ksu.edu, 785-532-
PROBLEMS/QUESTIONS: 5535
Lisa Rubin, Chair, Committee on Research Involving Human
Subjects, 203 Fairchild Hall, Kansas State University,
IRB CHAIR CONTACT Manhattan, KS 66506, (785) 532-3224; Brad Woods, Associate
INFORMATION: Vice President for Research Compliance, 203 Fairchild Hall,
Kansas State University, Manhattan, KS 66506, (785) 532-
3224,

PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH:

The purpose of this research is to understand student’s perceptions of the mental health services available on
the community college campus. This includes student’s knowledge of services, ease of access, perception of
safety (i.e., helpfulness, inclusion, belonging, reliability, friendliness, acceptance). This research also reviews
public materials about the mental health services, a description of the mental health services available, and
protocols described by the administrator responsible for the mental health services.

PROCEDURES OR METHODS TO BE USED:

If you agree to participate in this research, you will be asked to participate in an interview approximately 60 to
90 minutes long. The interviews will be audio-recorded and held in a secure location by the researcher. If
you prefer, we may schedule an interview remotely using password-protected Zoom™ link. The video file
will be deleted, and the audio file retained for transcription purposes. You will be assigned a pseudonym and
all identifying information will be removed. You will be provided the opportunity to review all interview
transcripts for accuracy. Follow up interviews may be completed to clarify information and to allow you to
give feedback. We will complete the interviews in a location convenient to you and to recording.

RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS ANTICIPATED:
There are no known risks to participate in this research. You may withdraw from the research at any time and
any data collected will be deleted.
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BENEFITS ANTICPATED:

The benefits of the study are that you will learn more about mental health programs and protocols at
community colleges.

EXTENT OF CONFIDENTIALITY:

You will be assigned a pseudonym which will be used for all documents including the transcript of the
interview. The school will also be given numerical pseudonyms to aid in confidentiality. You will have the
opportunity to review the transcript to identify potentially sensitive data for exclusion. Electronic files will be
kept on the researcher’s password-protected computer and any hard copies will be kept in a locked cabinet in
the researcher’s locked office. All data will be shredded and electronically deleted five years after the
completion of the dissertation.

The information or biospecimens collected as part of the research, even if identifiers are removed, will
not be used or distributed for future research studies.

Terms of participation: | understand this project is research, and that my participation is voluntary. | also
understand that if | decide to participate in this study, | may withdraw my consent at any time, and stop
participating at any time without explanation, penalty, or loss of benefits, or academic standing to which |
may otherwise be entitled.

I verify that my signature below indicates that I have read and understand this consent form, and willingly
agree to participate in this study under the terms described, and that my signature acknowledges that | have
received a signed and dated copy of this consent form.

(Remember that it is a requirement for the P.I. to maintain a signed and dated copy of the same consent form
signed and kept by the participant).

PARTICIPANT NAME:

PARTICIPANT _
SIGNATURE: DATE:
WITNESS TO SIGNATURE: _
(PROJECT STAFF) DATE:
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Appendix D — Campus Administrator Informed Consent

PROJECT TITLE:

A Multiple Case Study of the Effectiveness of Programs and Protocols that Address the Mental

Health of Students at Three Maine Community College Campuses.

PROJECT PROJECT LENGTH

APPROVAL DATE: EXPIRATION OF STUDY:
DATE:

PRINCIPAL Royce Ann Collins, Ph.D., Professor and Chair
INVESTIGATOR:

CO- Tyler Stoldt, Doctoral Student
INVESTIGATOR(S):

CONTACT DETAILSFOR Dr. Royce Ann Collins,
PROBLEMS/QUEST'ONS racollin@ksu.edu, 785-532-5535

Lisa Rubin, Chair, Committee on Research Involving Human

IRB CHAIR CONTACT Subjects, 203 Fairchild Hall, Kansas State University,

INFORMATION: Manhattan, KS 66506, (785) 532-3224; Brad Woods, Associate

Vice President for Research Compliance, 203 Fairchild Hall,

PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH:
The purpose of the proposed multiple case study is to develop an understanding of the

perceptions of community college students’ perceptions of mental health services.

PROCEDURES OR METHODS TO BE USED:
To gain an understanding of the counseling services provided and the communication

about services to students, | would like to interview a campus administrator responsible for
oversight of the mental health services. In this study, you will be asked to describe the
services and mass communication with students about services, share links to websites and

describe how students can access information. Interviews will last 60 to 90 minutes. | will
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RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS ANTICIPATED:

There are no risks. The only potential discomfort would be recalling the crisis of the COVID-
19 pandemic which can be difficult for some individuals.

BENEFITS ANTICIPATED:

The benefits of the study are that you will learn more about mental health programs and
protocols and students’ perceptions of mental health services at community colleges.

EXTENT OF CONFIDENTIALITY:

Each interviewed participant will be assigned a pseudonym which will be used for all
documents and reports, except personal correspondence with the participant. The school and
any work locations will also be given numerical pseudonyms to aid in confidentiality.

Each interview participant will have the opportunity to review transcripts to identify

potentially sensitive data for exclusion. Electronic copies will be kept in a locked cabinet in

The information or biospecimens collected as part of the research, even if

identifiers are removed, will not be used or distributed for future research studies.

IS COMPENSATION OR MEDICAL TREATMENT AVAILABLE IF INJURY
OCCURS? CIYes XINo
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Terms of participation: | understand this project is research, and that my participation
is voluntary. 1 also understand that if | decide to participate in this study, | may withdraw my
consent at any time, and stop participating at any time without explanation, penalty, or loss of
benefits, or academic standing to which I may otherwise be entitled.

I verify that my signature below indicates that | have read and understand this consent
form, and willingly agree to participate in this study under the terms described, and that my
signature acknowledges that | have received a signed and dated copy of this consent form.

(Remember that it is a requirement for the P.I. to maintain a signed and dated copy of the
same consent form signed and kept by the participant).

PARTICIPANT NAME:

PARTICIPANT _
SIGNATURE: DATE:
WITNESS TO SIGNATURE: _
(PROJECT STAFF) DATE:
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Appendix E - IRB Approval

K ANSAS STATE | university Research
UNIVERSITY Compliance Office

T Royee Ann Collins Proposal Number IRB-11998
Educational Leadership
Manhattan, KS 66306

FROM: Lisa Rubin, Chair
Committee on Research Involving Human Subjects

DATE: (2072024

RE: Approval of Proposal Entitled. “A Multiple Case Stdy of the Smdents Perceptions of Mental
Health at Three Maine Community Colleges.”

The Committee on Research Involving Human Subjects has reviewed your proposal and has granted full
approval. This proposal is approved for three vears from the date of this correspondence.

APPROVAL DATE: (2072024
EXPIRATION DATE: (2062027

In giving its approval, the Committee has determined that:

Mo more than minimal risk to subjects

This approval applies only to the proposal currently on file as written. Any change or modification affecting
human subjects must be approved by the IRE prior to implementation. All approved proposals are subject 1o
continuing review, which may include the examination of records connected with the project. Announced
post-approval monitoring may be performed during the course of this approval period by URCO staff. Injuries,
unanticipated problems or adverse events involving nsk to subjects or to others must be reported immediately
to the Char of the IRB and / or the URCO.

Electronically signed by Lisa Rubin on 0207/2024 6:07 PM ET

203 Fairchild Hall, Manhattan, K5 66502 | (785) 532-3224 | fax: (7B5) 532-3278
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Appendix F - Interview Protocol

Interview Questions for Students

1. What are the mental health programs for students currently?

2. What do you know about the mental health services on your campus?

3. Share your knowledge regarding any programs or protocols offered to students regarding mental health?

4. What is your perception of the ease in which students can access mental health services on your
campus?

5. How do you perceive the increase in mental health issues among students since the pandemic on your
campus?

6. How safe are the mental health programs currently for students? Give examples as to why you state this.

7. What do you think are the mental health needs of the students on your campus community?

8. How could the institutions provide better assistance or information to students about mental health
services?

9. What practices do you feel would strengthen mental health programs or practices on your campus for the
future?

10. What alterations or enhancements to existing programs or practices would you suggest to better address
mental health concerns among students?

Interview Questions for Counseling Services Administrators

1. How is information distributed to students about the mental health services on campus?

2. Can you provide insights into the various materials and platforms used to disseminate information
regarding mental health services, such as websites, social media, and established procedures? How do
these channels impact students' awareness and utilization of services?

3. How does the distribution of information about mental health services on campus contribute to creating
a sense of social safety among students?

4. How safe do you perceive students feel about using the mental health services?

5. From your perspective, what level of safety do students typically feel when accessing mental health
services? How can this sense of safety be further enhanced to encourage more students to seek help?

6. What do you think are the mental health needs of the students on your campus community? How can a
deeper understanding of these needs inform the development of more tailored and effective support
services?

7. What strategies or approaches do you believe the institution could implement to improve the
accessibility and clarity of information regarding mental health services for students? How can
communication be enhanced to ensure students are aware of available resources?

8. What practices or enhancements do you feel would strengthen mental health programs or practices on
your campus for the future? How can these enhancements contribute to fostering a culture of well-being
and support?

9. What changes or modifications to programs or practices do you recommend?

10. Based on your expertise and observations, what specific changes or adaptations would you recommend

for the mental health programs or practices on campus to better align with the evolving needs and
challenges faced by students? How can these recommendations lead to more comprehensive and
sustainable mental health support systems?
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Appendix G — Codes, Categories, and Themes

Code and Example Direct Quotations — Seaside CC Students

Initial codes Final codes

Example direct quotation

Social Positive
Acceptance Feedback

Inclusivity
Initiatives

Social Value Recognition
Programs

Student
Involvement

Protection and  Confidentiality
Security Measures

"You know that a lot of the teachers are really supportive of mental health and taking
care of it. And I know that a lot of our teachers at my college are very understanding

of mental health and of yeah, they're just They know they know that how to handle it,
I guess.” (Sophia)

"A lot of the staff are, in my experience, very welcoming, and when | first meet
them, they are just generally warm people who are willing to talk to you and help
you however needed.” (Ethan)

"The professors that are on campus are always willing to help, and there are plenty of
different ways that people can talk about their feelings and what is going on, based
upon their mental health.” (Liam)

"We do have a couple of like events to kind of get us like out and about like we just
start doing karaoke once a month, and that's pretty fun.” (Grace)

"And then there's a | believe she's a diversity specialists or something like that, where
she specifically deals with kids that are like part of minorities, or LGBT or like
autistic and stuff like that.” (Grace)

"It varies on cases and stuff like? And it really depends on who you ask. I've had
people I've known people to go to them, and they've done everything in the power to
help them.” (Benjamin)

"The person who | had originally come to ask about the services on campus... made
me feel welcomed into the office and | felt like I could talk to him about what |
needed.” (Ethan)

"They try and hold trivia nights, a lot of games at night and stuff like that, a lot of
just fun things to do around campus when students don’t have classes during the day
or during the night.” (Liam)

"We have things like trivia, little like outings like I believe in a couple of days we
have a thing called a spring fling, and it's supposed to be a little barbecue and some
fun games.” (Grace)

"And there hasn't been like the counselor going and telling the other people in the
office about like the students she just had. So it's not like any issues in that way.
There, from what I've heard pretty good on the confidentiality sense.” (Benjamin)

"They work really well, trying to make it as confidential as possible and make it so
nobody knows that they are having these meetings and having these talks about their
mental health.” (Liam)

"She does a pretty good job at letting people know that if they do feel a certain way
about themselves, or if they have like a plan that they're going through with, or
something like that, that she's available to talk to.” (Ava)

"I don't think it makes it less easy. | think it's more just like a confidentiality kind of
thing.” (Sophia)
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Initial codes

Final codes

Example direct quotation

Social Support

Social
Integration

Safe Spaces

Crisis
Intervention

Counseling
Services

Academic
Support

Health Services

Community
Building
Activities

"They have where they let you go to a different testing room. And but, like, during
tests, you can go to a different testing room, get extended time. Have a place that's
like specifically for yourself.” (Benjamin)

"Finding a very confidential space that is private between just the student and then
the professor or the counselor.” (Liam)

"They definitely make you feel safer and like when you talk to some of the other
staff about needing therapy.” (Ava)

"If someone's really struggling, most of the teachers at your school will help you
through it. Whether that means you need an extension, or you just need to not come
to class and give you an excused absence for a bit.” (Benjamin)

"They have someone they can always text or email and say, 'Hey, I’m not feeling so
good today. Can we talk a little bit?" (Liam)

"I know after a recent traumatic event, when it happened, they held like group
therapy sessions for people which was nice.” (Sophia)

"So we have the counseling that's available. Only days. They're not 24/7. But if you
schedule a meeting you can get a time set up for that.” (Benjamin)

"So the current ones that | know of is, there's quite a bit of counseling on campus,
and there's plenty of resources from all of the professors that are on campus that are
always willing to help, and there are plenty of different ways that people can talk
about their feelings, and what is going on, based upon their mental health.” (Liam)

"I do believe we only have a counselor. Besides that, | don't think there's any other
big mental health avenues that they advertise.” (Grace)

"I know that we have a like therapist here. Kind of that you can sign up for it's free.
She works over at St. Mary's, and then she works here like part time, for, like people
who sign up for therapy.” (Ava)

"TRIO has some things they do for it. And in some ways they can help like they help
you set up like a better studying area as one of the things that they can help you do.”
(Benjamin)

"The school is really good about that. They always have a bus that comes every half
hour on the mark, so that way someone has some sort of transportation. They provide
food all the time.” (Liam)

"I think if you communicate with someone that is connected, like either with a
student services or anybody that's like working for the school. | feel like it's very
easy to get in.” (Sophia)

"A local community service provides on-campus and virtual counseling services for
our college students. Contact student services for more details to book an
appointment.” (Ethan)

"I know that they do like things like that. They're not like directly related to mental
health, but they do have things that in to help people with that. And that's like one of
the ways that you can. You can be part of TRIO is like students with mental health,
or like certain disorders and stuff like that.” (Liam)
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Initial codes

Final codes

Example direct quotation

Absence of
Social Threats

Mental Health
Impact

Orientation
Programs

Anti-Bullying
Policies

Monitoring and
Reporting

Mental Health
Awareness
Campaigns

Stress
Management
Programs

"It’s a little bit of just connecting the community together to try and get people to
know each other.” (Liam)

"We do have a couple of like events to kind of get us like out and about like we just
start doing karaoke once a month, and that's pretty fun.” (Grace)

"Maybe even group therapy like for people that go through the same stuff to just give
people that little bit of I'm going through the same thing.” (Sophia)

"We have the counseling that's available. Only days. They're not 24/7. But if you
schedule a meeting you can get a time set up for that.” (Benjamin)

"I think what they could do is have one of the counselors introduce themselves to the
upcoming students and be like, 'l am a counselor. If you need any help, this is where
I am located. This is my email. This is my phone number."* (Liam)

"Especially for the dorms. | know that we do like a meeting at the beginning of every
semester.” (Sophia)

"And there hasn't been like the counselor going and telling the other people in the
office about like the students she just had. So it's not like any issues in that way.
There, from what I've heard pretty good on the confidentiality sense.” (Benjamin)

"They work really well, trying to make it as confidential as possible and make it so
nobody knows that they are having these meetings and having these talks about their
mental health.” (Liam)

"She does a pretty good job at letting people know that if they do feel a certain way
about themselves, or if they have like a plan that they're going through with, or
something like that, that she's available to talk to.” (Ava)

"If someone's really struggling, most of the teachers at your school will help you
through it. Whether that means you need an extension, or you just need to not come
to class and give you an excused absence for a bit.” (Benjamin)

"They've been trained to handle that stuff. But | feel if we did have something that
was more on demand, it would better for the school.” (Sophia)

"So we have the counseling that's available. Only days. They're not 24/7. But if you
schedule a meeting you can get a time set up for that.” (Benjamin)

"I know they do send out an email like every so often. It’s like once a year at the
beginning of the year. But | feel if they do one every so often, just to remind
students, 'Hey, there is help here. If you do need help, you can contact this email or
this phone number to help out with your mental health." (Liam)

"I feel that during the pandemic, there was a lot of support with mental health
online.” (Sophia)

"I, personally, can't think of a reasonable solution for this. building in any type of
mental health days. throughout the academic calendar would be helpful. Or | mean,
obviously, we already take spring break. We do some of those things. But are there
other peak times when it's highly stressful that we can build in some. either, even if
it's not full days off of class some half days or so, or days where it's just an event,
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Initial codes

Final codes

Example direct quotation

Community
Connectedness

Regular Check-
ins

Social Events

Volunteer
Opportunities

and you just eat. You don't have to worry about classes. Anything like that that we
could build into the academic calendar. “ (Benjamin)

"Schooling can be really hard, especially in college. So having the struggles of
having a big workload of classes and building that stress up.” (Liam)

"I feel like it's more the transition and anxiety of college. And the burnout. | feel like
those are the the 3 big things in college. | feel that. I feel like, if they were deeper,
like mental health issues, | feel like the therapist could either give like a referral to
somebody else. or just make it easier to transfer to a different someone who
specializes in it.” (Sophia)

"I know that at 1 point last year some students tried putting in the effort of just like
creating a group for people to just exist in and talk if needed.” (Ethan)

"I think what they could do is have one of the counselors introduce themselves to the
upcoming students and be like, 'l am a counselor. If you need any help, this is where
I am located. This is my email. This is my phone number.” (Liam)

"I know that they do like things like that. They're not like directly related to mental
health, but they do have things that in to help people with that. And that's like one of
the ways that you can. You can be part of TRIO is like students with mental health,
or like certain disorders and stuff like that.” (Benjamin)

"It’s a little bit of just connecting the community together to try and get people to
know each other.” (Liam)

"We do have a couple of like events to kind of get us like out and about like we just
start doing karaoke once a month, and that's pretty fun.” (Grace)

"We have TRIO that does the accommodations and the accommodations vary based
on your needs. That you talk about with them.” (Benjamin)

"I know that at 1 point last year some students tried putting in the effort of just like
creating a group for people to just exist in and talk if needed.” (Ethan)

From Codes to Categories — Seaside CC Students

Category Final codes Definition
Support and Counseling Services This category encompasses various forms of assistance provided to
Resources ) students to help them succeed academically and maintain their overall
Academic Support well-being. It includes services that offer guidance, educational support,
. and healthcare to address students' physical and mental health needs.
Health Services
Safety and Confidentiality Measures  This category focuses on the measures and environments that ensure

Confidentiality

Safe Spaces

students feel secure and their privacy is protected. It involves practices
that safeguard personal information and provide safe spaces where
students can seek help without fear of exposure or judgment.

Anti-Bullying Policies
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Category

Final codes

Definition

Crisis
Management and
Intervention

Community
Engagement

Recognition and
Value

Mental Health
Awareness and
Management

Inclusivity and
Integration

Crisis Intervention

Monitoring and Reporting

Community Building
Activities

Social Events
Volunteer Opportunities
Positive Feedback
Recognition Programs
Student Involvement

Mental Health Awareness
Campaigns

Stress Management
Programs

Regular Check-ins
Inclusivity Initiatives

Orientation Programs

This category covers the strategies and actions taken to support students
during emergencies or critical situations. It includes immediate
assistance and follow-up measures to monitor and address ongoing
issues to prevent future crises.

This category highlights the activities and opportunities that foster a
sense of belonging and involvement within the student community. It
includes events and initiatives that encourage social interaction,
community service, and active participation in campus life.

This category addresses the acknowledgment and appreciation of
students' efforts and contributions. It includes various forms of feedback
and recognition that make students feel valued and motivated within the
academic environment.

This category involves efforts to educate students about mental health
and provide tools for managing stress and emotional challenges. It
includes campaigns and programs aimed at promoting mental well-
being and regular support to monitor students' mental health.

This category focuses on creating an inclusive environment that
welcomes and supports diverse student populations. It includes
initiatives and programs designed to integrate new students into the
campus community and ensure all students feel included and supported.

From Categories to Themes — Seaside CC Students

Theme

Categories

Definition

Accessibility and
Effectiveness of
Support Services

Creating a Safe
and Confidential
Environment

Community and
Belonging

Support and Resources

Crisis Management and
Intervention

Safety and Confidentiality

Inclusivity and Integration

Community Engagement

Recognition and Value

This theme highlights students' views on how easily they can reach and
utilize mental health services on campus. It also emphasizes the
importance of these services being effective in offering both
continuous support and immediate assistance during critical times.

This theme reflects the need for students to feel secure and assured that
their privacy is protected when seeking mental health services. It also
underscores the importance of fostering an inclusive environment
where all students feel welcomed and integrated into the campus
community.

This theme focuses on how students' perceptions of mental health
services are influenced by their sense of belonging and feeling valued
within the campus community. It emphasizes the role of engaging
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Theme

Categories

Definition

Mental Health
Awareness and
Proactive
Management

Mental Health Awareness
and Management

Support and Resources

students in campus activities and recognizing their contributions to
foster a supportive environment.

This theme addresses the importance of actively raising awareness
about mental health issues and providing resources for managing stress
and well-being. It highlights the need for ongoing education and
support to help students maintain their mental health proactively.
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