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Abstract
College students are facing a mental-health “crisis” with insufficient
resources to alleviate their increasing levels of distress. However, this
distress, often associated with the challenging transition from high school
to college, permeates beyond solely mental-health concerns, impacting
health-promoting habits and routines, as well as occupational
performance. Occupational therapy practitioners are equipped to address
issues surrounding this transition.

The Problem
As students enter the college years, they are faced with a complexity
of new challenges: there is often a distinct change in social
environments and academic demands, new routines and
responsibilities, and thus, a drastic shift in occupational patterns
(Keptner, 2018). The transition has proven to be a difficult one, as
nationwide, there is a mental health “crisis” among the college
student population, marked by an increase in demand for mental
health services and insufficient resources to meet students’ needs
(Goodman, 2017; Xiao et al., 2017).

Discussion
Between high school and college, there are substantial, and often
negative, changes in behavior patterns related to substance use,
physical activity levels, sleep routines, and nutritional choices, and as
a result, not only is students’ academic performance compromised,
but so is their mental and physical well-being (Keptner, 2018). In
addition to insufficient access to mental health service providers,
students face additional barriers such as mental health stigma, lack of
knowledge of available resources, and lack of self-management skills
(Goodman, 2017).
Because occupational therapy practitioners (OTPs) take on a holistic
approach to health and wellness, addressing the person, their
environment, and their occupations, OTPs have the expertise to
address these mental health concerns and related disruptions to
occupational performance that students are facing during their
transition to college (Keptner, 2018).

Applications
Areas of occupation to address with college students:
• Activities of daily living
• Sleep
• Education
• Social participation
• Leisure
• Health management and maintenance
Interventions to improve health-promoting routines and
optimize well-being and academic performance:
• Develop healthy stress coping mechanisms
• Improve organization and time management skills
• Integrate sleep hygiene strategies
• Create overall lifestyle balance

Academics &
Work

As a result of the mental health concerns among college and
university students, they are also suffering significant disruptors to
occupational and academic performance (American College Health
Association, 2019).
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Rest

Social &
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Methodology

The author conducted a search of the evidence-based research to
identify key issues pertaining to college student health and wellness,
with a particular emphasis on mental health, and presents practical
applications of occupational therapy that may be used to address
these concerns.
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Results

Conclusion

According to the 54,497 respondents of the Spring 2019 National
College Health Assessment, in the past 12 months, over half of college
students reported feeling hopeless, nearly ninety percent reported
feeling overwhelmed by all they had to do, over eighty percent felt
exhausted, over forty percent felt so depressed it was difficult to
function, and over sixty percent felt overwhelming anxiety.

As occupational performance satisfaction has been shown to be
significantly correlated to academic adjustment, personal and
emotional adjustment, and total adjustment within the college or
university setting, occupational therapy practitioners may seek to
enhance students’ occupational performance satisfaction in order to
aid students’ transition to higher education settings, thus helping to
alleviate the associated mental distress (Keptner, 2018). OTPs may
also act as additional service providers to compliment other already
available, but over-burdened, mental health providers on college
campuses (Goodman, 2017; Xiao et al., 2017).

These mental health concerns can largely be attributed to the
significant transition from high school to college, and these increasing
distress levels are impacting both students’ engagement in healthpromoting behaviors and their occupational performance (Goodman,
2017; Keptner, 2018).

Goodman, L. (2017). Mental Health on University Campuses and the Needs of Students
They Seek to Serve. Building Healthy Academic Communities Journal, 1(2), 31-44.
http://doi.org/10.18061/bhac.v1i2.6056
Keptner, K. M. (2018). Relationship between occupational performance measures and
adjustment in a sample of university students. Journal of Occupational Science, 1-12.
http://doi.org/10.1080/14427591.2018.1539409
Xiao, H., Carney, D., Youn, S., Janis, R., Castonguay, L., Hayes, J., . . . Cheng, Alice W.
(2017). Are We in Crisis? National Mental Health and Treatment Trends in College
Counseling Centers. Psychological Services, 14(4), 407-415.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/ser0000130

Acknowledgements & Contact Information
I would like to thank my academic mentor, Dr. Karen Jacobs, for her encouragement
and support during my doctoral studies exploring college student stress and mental
health. My experience would not be as rewarding or fulfilling without you.
Please email the following address if you would like to contact the primary author:
brynne.terry@gmail.com

