
General behavioural strategies for academic 
teachers when dealing with students  

experiencing mental health difficulties

When dealing with students experiencing mental health difficulties, it is vital that 
you as a teacher know how to draw the line at your personal responsibility. It 
happens sometimes that the student’s mental health difficulty is either completely 
denied or treated with anxiety; and being in doubt as what action to take under 
given circumstances may result in open hostility. Paradoxically, people close to 
the student with mental health difficulties are afraid to take responsibility for 
the potential outcome of their intuitive actions and, thus, take no action at all. 
This lack of support creates social vacuum around the student, which in turn 
aggravates the negative effect of the student’s mental health difficulties and his 
or her anxiety over the fact that their disability may be revealed to others in the 
future.

This can be prevented if you apply the following guidelines:

• You can speak to the student and/or the Disability Support Service about your 
observations concerning his or her behaviour at university. Your remarks 
should be based on concrete and observable facts. Make sure that you refrain 
from formulating any diagnosis, sharing your own conjectures or giving 
advice. In the teacher-student relationship, the student should remain 
a student and not a person living with mental health difficulties. As the 
student confronts his or her mental health difficulty, he or 
she may seek reassurance about the social roles they have 
played so far, including their natural role in relation to their 
teachers. This may help them abandon the role of the “ill”. 



It is advisable that you tell the student where he or she can obtain necessary 
support, eg at university (Disability Support Service); and that you also show 
willingness to contribute in developing a suitable support strategy. Do not 
forget that you will not be able to offer fully professional support.

• When lending educational support to the student, it is important that you 
include him or her in co-creating plans; give them the opportunity to express 
their opinion; and approve of it whenever possible. Students that went through 
a spell of mental health difficulties may appreciate a sense of control, creativity, 
autonomy and responsibility for their own decisions, which may greatly 
facilitate their return to active participation in society. This can also be achieved 
if you focus on not so much their difficulties, but their academic interests, 
educational plans and progress.

• Personal and confidential information should never be revealed to others 
except for a situation where a failure to disclose it is treated as an action against 
the safety of the student and other people. If you have any doubts or need 
advice, you will not be left to your own devices. You can obtain assistance at 
the Disability Support Service or other similar units.

• Bear in mind that students have the right to choose their field of study on 
their own. It is not the role of academic staff to restrict students’ access to 
knowledge or certain professions because of their disability. This principle is 
of particular importance with regard to students living with mental health 
difficulties since the truth about the symptoms of their disability has been 
either mythologized or distorted by stereotypes.

• It may often prove difficult to decide as to what form of inclusion is the most 
suitable for the student living with mental health difficulties. The student’s 
health and medications he or she takes may be liable to change, which in turn 
upsets their cognitive faculties and academic performance. You should bear in 
mind that it is not your responsibility as a teacher to decide on what form of 
inclusion is the most suitable for a given type of disability. 
This decision should be taken by the Disability Support 
Service consultants. You as a teacher are welcome, however, 
to provide guidelines concerning course content and 
organisation.



The leaflet is based on the materials prepared for the DARE 2 project by Edyta Dembińska, MD, 
psychiatrist, assistant at the Chair of Psychotherapy at the Jagiellonian University Collegium Medicum; 
consultant in the field of psychiatry at the Jagiellonian University Disability Support Service.


