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Mental health-related problems, 
increased stress and symptoms of 
mental illness have been increasing 
in Canadian postsecondary students. 
We need also focus on low barrier 
access interdisciplinary campus 
services that help  students, such as 
animal-assisted therapy on campus 
(Ecclestone et al., 2023).
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FINDINGS
●Postsecondary students struggle with mental health, and institutions can align 

services better to meet students’ specific needs by gathering feedback from 
students.

●Students prefer asking for help from within their close circles, thus educators 
need more preparation, especially in trauma-informed approaches. 

● Minoritized students struggle more, especially when they have experienced 
adversity, and they can benefit from targeted mental health advertisements and 
services by the institutions. 

● Students welcome more social activities,  other than direct mental health 
counselling to enhance well-being and social connections, such as organized 
peer groups and activities such as exercise and animal-assisted 
wellness programs, and training in grit skills.

●  Students want access to psychoeducation in coping mechanisms and 
peer-support groups. Students ask for more psychoeducation, starting in high 
school to prepare themselves for postsecondary mental health challenges.

● Lowering stigma and improving mental health attitudes on campus by 
campaigns by the institutions can lower barriers for seeking help along with 
advertising the services with emphasis on the quality of services. 5Rissanen, 2024



• A new etiology model related to ACEs and discrimination effects on young 
peoples’ mental health (Helminen et al., 2022). 

• When students seek counselling, the therapist can use ACEs scoring and 
discrimination experiences to assess stress vulnerability (Helminen et al., 2022). 

• Furthermore, as research indicates that positive social interactions and experiences 
can alleviate ACEs related mental health challenges, it is recommended to add 
targeted peer supports and activity groups to campuses (Clement et al., 2024).

• Students recommend easier, low stigmatized access to the campus in-person 
services.

• Campus counseling centers with stepped care, flexible care, and access and 
consultation and triage approaches, dding stepped care and more group 
psychotherapy could lower access barriers (Walls et al., 2023). 

• A targeted advertisement to minoritized students with high ACEs, or students with 
antisocial and anxiety could possibly lead to better mental health outcomes 
(Bourdon et al., 2020).
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FUTURE RESEARCH

● How culture, and being a member of subgroups affect feelings of 
healthy independence, development of identity, and belongingness 
to social networks?

●  A sense of belonging contributes to academic performance and 
students in minoritized groups might not have a keen sense of 
belongingness (Watt et al., 2023). 

● Cultural belongingness relates to for example if students see other 
students and faculty who are like them or have similar backgrounds 
and experiences. 

● How to increase training in grit, self-determination and self-care, 
and further research about how to incorporate these skills into the 
curriculum as they also promote well-being and life satisfaction 
(Duckworth & Gross, 2014)?

● How to educate about self-care, such as de-stressing and taking on 
pleasurable activities, as it is known to increase self-compassion, 
and life satisfaction and even decrease distress thus also could be 
incorporated in postsecondary education (Colman et al., 2016).

● Interdisciplinary supports



PAWSS

Pets Assisting with Student Success - 
PAWSS at MacEwan University 

The benefit of studying and understanding the 
effectiveness of the PAWSS program is that the animals are 
helping students in different groups who also might be 
experiencing oppression, discrimination, social loneliness, 
and other forms of distress having a compounding effect 
on their mental health (Helminen et al., 2022).



PAWSS Results
Participants (n=18) reported decreased 
anxiety and daily stress after 
participating in a PAWSS event due to 
increased social interactions and 
connection to animals. Also, 
participants highlighted that they meet 
new, different peers and maintain 
those connections. 

Future Improvements
What else would you like to share that 
helps the researcher to understand 
your experience better? 
▪ “more PAWSS capacity”
▪ “more dogs please”
▪ “great program”
▪ ”posters around the schools to 

educate others, with photos of 
volunteers”

▪ “post pet's photos”
▪ “more advertisement”

Qualitative Survey Study 



PAWSS Thematic Analysis



Trauma-Informed Services on Campus

Qualitative Survey Study 



Trauma-Informed Services on Campus Recommendations
- Walk in appointments when symptoms come up and more appointments
- Workshops, and other than mental health activities (exercise groups)
- Barriers to access services

- Waitlist
- Culture and language barriers
- Shame
- Stigma
- Need psychoeducation and advertisement of services

- Instructors: 
- Being understanding, extensions to deadlines/grading
- "Not their responsibility as they teach”
- Provide resources or links to where to go to get help
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Self-Reflection
The complexity of mental health challenges 

in the postsecondary student population is a 
challenge and richness for administrators. 

Students struggle with stress and can benefit 
from study technique tutoring, and healthy 
discourse about mental health with their faculty 
and administrators.

Students benefit from having their opinions 
heard. This confirms my experiences teaching 
for almost 20 years; they seek connections and 
we as faculty and administrators can help them 
by creating meaningful connections, and by 
hearing their feedback and incorporating it into 
the programming.
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