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EXPLORING FACULTY RESPONSIBILITIES TOWARD STUDENTS IN DISTRESS 

Recommendations and Resources 
 

On November 18, 2015, the Center for Ethics Education and the Institutional Equity and 
Compliance Office hosted discussion with Fordham faculty and teaching fellows entitled 
"Exploring Faculty Responsibilities Toward Students in Distress." This seminar featured 
brief presentations by Fordham faculty from different departments and an illuminating 
discussion about experiences, challenges, and opportunities for faculty encountering students in 
distress.  One set of issues concern the following reporting obligations: 

• How should faculty handle their reporting obligations when they learn a student has 
been a victim or perpetrator of sexual harassment, rape or other forms of sexual 
violence?   

• How should faculty respond when they have knowledge of imminent student harm to self 
or others 

A second set of issues concern what types of interventive actions are appropriate when a 
faculty member is told or suspects a student is distressed as a result of mental health issues, 
substance use, or family, economic or life stressors, microaggressions, or other issues.            	

• How can a faculty member act in helpful ways that do not violate responsible student-
faculty boundaries? 

• What are appropriate faculty responses to microaggressions reported by students, both 
in and outside of the classroom?                             

• How should faculty address distress communicated in class papers and other writing?   
    

These situations require thoughtful reflection on the most appropriate way to respond, balancing 
our commitment to Cura Personalis--providing not only for the student’s academic needs, but for 
other aspects of their well-being--while also ensuring that our actions are appropriate and do not 
overstep the boundaries between student and faculty, potentially creating harm.  Our 90-minute 
faculty discussion focused on three main themes with respect to helping faculty professionally 
address their responsibilities toward students in distress: commitment, competence, and 
responsible decision-making.  

 
Please visit our website for an online version of these recommendations and a 

continuously-updated list of recommendations. 
 

http://www.fordham.edu/StudentDistressResources 
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COMMITMENT 

 
 

Faculty commitment to making a difference both in and outside of the classroom reflects a moral 
disposition and emotional responsiveness that move faculty to assist students in need. 
 

Commitment calls for faculty to:  
 

• Diligently determine what is right and reasonable in fulfilling their reporting obligations 
under university policies. 
 

• Be discerning and prudent in bringing contextually and relationally sensitive insight, good 
judgment, and an objective understanding to determine the right solution given the 
nature of the problem and the individuals involved. 

 

• Establish relationships of trust with students by letting students know mandatory 
reporting and related responsibilities, limits on confidentiality and any other information 
that might be helpful for students to know before they reach out to faculty for assistance. 

. 

• Provide on course syllabi, e-mail signature and/or door signs a notice to students that 
affirms the University commitment to help them in areas of distress created by sexual, 
racial/ethnic, religious, gender or others forms of discrimination, as well as contact 
information for relevant student services.  
 

• Develop strategies and policies that communicate that diversity is celebrated and critical 
to the success of the academy, and reflect a university-wide commitment that these 
actions are deliberate, effortful and constant. 

 

• Remember that graduate teaching assistants are students, too; they also struggle with 
these same dilemmas, but may lack the experience and/or training to appropriately 
address them.  

 
 
 

COMPETENCE 
 

Faculty competence in addressing students in distress includes knowledge about student 
resources and reporting procedures, as well as understanding faculty responsibilities to seek 
consultation from senior colleagues and university administration and staff, when appropriate.   
 
Competence calls for faculty to: 

• Approach problems of student distress not as an afterthought, but see university 
regulations and resources as integral, rather than tangential, to their teaching and faculty 
responsibilities.   
 

• Acknowledge and value the diversity that exists in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, 
sexuality, religion, economic, ability and other dimensions and actively and consistently 
confront over and under-estimations regarding the role that students’ backgrounds, 
values and history play in college life.  
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• Seek direct guidance about dealing with safety and mental health emergency situations 
when necessary and be familiar with related university-provided resources, including 
materials on Responding to Mental Health Emergencies, Responding to Students in 
Emotional Distress, Responding Students’ Alcohol and Drug Abuse, Responding to a 
Students’ Threatening Behavior. Departments should ensure that all faculty have 
opportunities to speak with counseling, health and public safety staff to discuss specific 
procedures and protocols when faculty encounter students in distress. Finally, 
undergraduate class deans (Christopher Rodgers, Rose Hill; Keith Eldridge, Lincoln 
Center) can also provide guidance and resources for faculty. 

 

Competence calls for senior and supervisory faculty to proactively work with junior 
faculty, graduate student instructors, and adjunct faculty to:  
 

• Provide guidance on resolving difficult student situations and to serve as a 
knowledgeable and trusted resource. 

 

• Provide information about university resources, including information about mandated 
reporting responsibilities (who to report to, and methods to connect students in need). 
 

• Advise on establishing and maintaining appropriate boundaries 
 

• Serve as a non-judgmental sounding board  
 

• Establish a climate that encourages consultation and open, honest and non-punitive 
discussions about difficult student or classroom situations. Keep in mind that graduate 
students, adjunct instructors, and junior faculty members may feel uncomfortable 
seeking consultation with tenured faculty in the department, possibly fearing negative 
reactions or reviews from supervisors. 

 
 

RESPONSIBLE DECISION-MAKING 
 

Commitment and competence will reduce, but not eliminate, challenges that emerge when 
faculty are confronted with students in distress.  When responding to a situation involving a 
student in distress, responsible decision-making is imperative.  
 
Responsible decision-making calls for faculty to:  
 

• Acknowledge that all faculty struggle with difficult questions in terms of their 
responsibilities toward students in distress, best practices and responsible decision-
making, and methods of assisting students in ways that do not violate faculty-student 
boundaries. 
 

• Determine and maintain appropriate professional boundaries with students.  Although 
faculty intentions may be well-meaning, pushing boundaries beyond the faculty-student 
relationship (e.g., frequent sharing highly personal experiences), may have unforeseen 
negative consequences unhelpful or harmful to student. 
 

• Once a problem is identified, know the extent to which reporting or other actions are 
required. In situations where reporting is not required, be familiar with and understand 
the resources that are appropriate and available.  
 

• Make efforts to understand and address the perspective of the student in distress, 
including their expectations and beliefs about the nature and extent of faculty assistance 
 

• Monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of a recommendation or intervention. 
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SPECIFIC GUIDELINES AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
In this section we draw on the commitment, competence, and decision-making framework to 
illustrate ways in which faculty can respond to specific incidents of student distress.  
 
SEXUAL MISCONDUCT 
Fordham, like many schools, has mandatory reporting requirements for faculty and staff who 
learn that a student has been the victim of a sexual assault, harassment or some other type of 
misconduct (click here to view the policy). Seminar participants stressed that students may view 
faculty as a trusted resource to confide in, bestowing a special responsibility for faculty to 
address these disclosures in ways that meet their reporting requirements and also address the 
student’s distress.  Below are some considerations raised during the seminar: 
 
Guidelines and Recommendations 
 

• Faculty should be familiar with responsibilities and obligations set out in the 
university policy and contact the Title IX coordinator with any questions, especially 
when faculty are unsure if they are obligated to report. 
 

• Consider including the University sexual harassment mandatory reporting 
responsibilities on their course syllabi.  This provides students with the knowledge 
that the university and faculty are committed to supporting victims of sexual 
harassment and assault and also alerts students that such information, should they 
choose to disclose to faculty or other mandated reporters, will be disclosed to the 
responsible authorities. (The Title IX Coordinator can assist in drafting syllabus 
language). 
 

• Although faculty may worry that mandatory reporting requirements may dissuade 
students from confiding in faculty, seminar participants advocated that being honest 
and up-front with students about reporting obligations is the best policy. Faculty who 
have displayed their reporting obligations on an office door or syllabi have actually 
experienced an increase in student disclosures related to sexual assault. 
 

• Although students may already be aware that that a faculty member is required to 
report sexual misconduct, it’s recommended that faculty discuss with the student the 
reporting procedure, including when and to whom such a report is being made.   
 

• When speaking with a student making a report of sexual misconduct, do not press 
for details about the misconduct.  It’s important to remember that the role of faculty is 
not of fact-finder or clinician. The Title IX Coordinator is responsible for investigating 
a complaint. 

 

• The responsibility as a mandated reporter ends with the report. Faculty reporters will 
not be involved in the investigation, be informed about the outcome and should not 
discuss the case with the parties affected.  The Title IX officer and or investigator 
assigned to the case will not provide the alleged perpetrator with the name of the 
reporting faculty. 

 

• Reporters should not contact an alleged perpetrator prior to making a report, should 
not discuss any ongoing investigation with an alleged perpetrator, and have no 
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obligation to tell an alleged perpetrator that a report has been made. If an alleged 
perpetrator is a student in the instructor’s class, reporters must consider steps to 
ensure that their coursework evaluation of the student is not biased.   

 
IMMINENT HARM TO SELF AND OTHERS. 
 

• Faculty have a responsibility to contact Public Safety or Counseling and Psychological 
Services if they believe a student is an imminent threat to self or others. Faculty should  
be familiar with university procedures for responding to mental health emergency. 

 

• It’s important to remember that faculty may learn about threats to self or others directly 
from the student, friends of the student, or in a paper the student may write. 

 

• If faculty are unsure about the seriousness of the distress, faculty are advised to contact 
Counseling and Psychological Services or Public Safety (if after hours)for guidance. 
 

• Faculty should be familiar with the University’s policy on bias-related incidents and/or 
Hate Crimes, including the New York State Penal Law definition of Hate Crimes, when 
behaviors are consider bias-related, and the procedures for reporting these incidents to 
Public Safety.    
 

• Students who are intoxicated may also pose a  serious risk of harm to self or others. The 
Cura Personalis brochure on responding to students’ alcohol and drug abuse  includes 
guidance for responding in emergency situations.  

 
 
PERSONAL DISTRESS REPORTED TO FACULTY 
The majority of distress reported by students is likely not imminent in nature and may not be 
covered under mandatory reporting guidelines.  This can include personal distress that does not 
appear imminent (including general distress, anxiety, family problems, economic anxiety and 
substance use) and can be communicated through a number of ways, including class 
discussion, individual meetings in office hours, class assignments, and through friends and 
family of the student. 
 
IN THE CLASSROOM 
There are times when faculty may be able to anticipate distress in students, such as when 
course materials or faculty discussions touch on sensitive topics. Students may also report 
discomfort related to experienced macroaggressions in the classroom.   
 
Guidelines and Recommendations 

 
• Faculty can take pre-emptive steps to minimize the possibility of distress by including in 

their course syllabi all topics that will the focus of class material, lectures and discussion.   
 

• Omitting critical topics due to fear of potential student discomfort may violate our faculty 
responsibilities to present unbiased, accurate and comprehensive information. At the same 
time, limits on class time may prevent a full discussion of all topics and perspectives on a 
given subject. Faculty should be responsive to reported student discomfort about topics 
that are not included in course syllabi or discussion, as students may incorrectly assume 
that faculty do not believe these topics have value, merit or importance. 

 

• The decision for faculty to share personal information with students, either in the classroom 
or in individual meetings, can be a source of confusion.  Faculty should carefully consider 
the appropriateness of personally disclosing information to students, and evaluate whether 



	
	
	
	

6	
	

the personal disclosure has didactic, pedagogical or other teaching-related value.  Faculty 
also clearly indicated that the focus should be on the student’s experience, rather than that 
of the faculty.  

 

• At the same time, senior faculty should be aware of and mentor graduate students 
instructors and junior faculty who may be struggling with decisions to disclose minority 
identities (including sexuality, gender and other identities) in the classroom that might have 
unanticipated effects on classroom climate. 
 

MICROAGGRESSIONS IN AND OUTSIDE OF THE CLASSROOM 
In class or during office hours faculty may become aware of student distress in response to 
overt or subtle forms of prejudice and stereotyping based on their membership in racial/ethnic, 
religious, or sexual orientation or gender socially marginalized groups. The majority of distress 
reported by students is likely not imminent in nature and may not be covered under mandatory 
reporting guidelines. Microaggressions are “everyday verbal, nonverbal and environmental 
slights, snubs or insults, whether intentional or unintentional, which communicate hostile, 
derogatory or negative messages to target persons based solely on their marginalized group 
membership” Sue, 2010).  Below are some recommendations generated by faculty: 
 

• When student’s discuss reactions to microaggressions it is important to discuss and 
affirm their feelings and provide appropriate campus referrals, such as the Office of 
Multicultural Affairs.   
 

• Student reports of microaggressions should inform class curriculum and/or classroom 
management style.  Faculty from all disciplines should seek to include course material 
reflecting the contributions of minority scholars or written works on the life histories of 
socially marginalized groups in their course curricula.   

 

• Faculty should also be sensitive to and prepared to address negative stereotypical 
language that may emerge in the classroom.   
 

• When the faculty shares a similar racial/ethnic, religious, or sexual orientation or gender 
identity background to the student, they should not assume that the student has confided 
in the faculty member exclusively for this reason.  Sharing personal experiences of 
microaggressionsare often unhelpful, as faculty maybe unduly burdening the students 
with their own personal experiences.  Faculty should thus strive to focus on the student’s 
distress using an affirming and resource oriented approach. Our resource section below 
includes suggested interventions for addressing microaggressions. 

 
Outside of the Classroom 
Students may seek faculty assistance outside of class (e.g., office hours) or communicate 
distress in class papers.  For example, faculty often come across student papers that describe a 
highly distressful or personal experience.   

 
Guidelines and Recommendations 

 
• Understand your role and limitations. As you address a student’s distress, be careful that 

you are not creating a potential therapeutic relationship. 
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• Seek advice from counseling services or other university resources, including any of the 
class deans, to determine whether a referral is warranted and the resources available to 
the student. 
 

• Avoid prying for details – it’s best to leave this to trained professionals. Asking for details 
that a student does not wish to divulge may be an invasion of privacy, cause harm, and 
violate student-faculty boundaries. 

 
• In addition to mental health concerns, faculty encounter distress of other types, including 

economic, familial, and legal concerns for which faculty would benefit from additional 
university-based resources and guidance. For example, some faculty who participated in 
the seminar indicated that they frequently encounter students with significant financial 
concerns who are worried about paying for their education and other expenses; participants 
suggested that having a university-designated representative to whom faculty can refer 
students would be enormously helpful.  

 
• Students also communicate distress through class papers and written assignments. It is 

difficult in these situations to know whether the student is reaching out for support or would 
perceive faculty follow-up as an intrusion or under which conditions such statements are 
subject to faculty reporting requirements. For example, faculty who learn about a sexual 
assault incident through a student’s written assignment must follow the University’s Sexual 
Misconduct policy mandatory reporting requirements.   
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COLLEGE STUDENTS IN DISTRESS RESOURCES 

CONFIDENTIAL REPORTING: UNDERSTANDING AND IMPLEMENTING YOUR 
CAMPUS RESPONSE PROCESS 
Online Resource | NASPA | Student Affairs in Higher Education 

WHEN AND HOW SHOULD WE INTERVENE IN STUDENTS’ LIVES? CRITICAL 
CONVERSATION 
Online Resource | NASPA | Student Affairs in Higher Education 

ESSENTIAL COUNSELING KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS TO PREPARE STUDENT 
AFFAIRS STAFF TO PROMOTE EMOTIONAL WELLBEING AND TO INTERVENE 
WITH STUDENTS IN DISTRESS 
M.A. Swanbrow Becker & D. J. Brume | Journal of College & Character | Student Affairs 
in Higher Education (2015), Volume 16, Issue 4 

CREATING A COMMUNITY OF CARE 
Online Resource | NASPA | Student Affairs in Higher Education 

WHEN A STUDENT LEAVES 
C. Salazar | NASPA | Student Affairs in Higher Education (2015) 

SUPPORTING MINDS 
Online Resource | EDU.gov.on.ca | The Ontario Public Service  

ACADEMIC POLICIES: BARRIER OR SUPPORT TO STRATEGIC ENROLLMENT 
MANAGEMNT AND STUDENT SUCCESS 
D. Wood (2009) | AARCRAO | SEM Source 

BEYOND GENDER BINARIES: WAYS TO BE AN ALLY TO NON MONOSEXUAL/BI 
PEOPLE 
Online Resource | NASPA | Student Affairs in Higher Education 

COLLEGE STUDENTS IN DISTRESS: A RESOURCE GUIDE FOR FACULTY, STAFF, 
AND CAMPUS COMMUNITY 
B. Sharkin | Haworth Series in Clinical Psychotherapy | 1st Edition, Online PDF 

SUPPORTING COLLEGE AND UNIVERSITY STUDENTS WITH INVISIBLE 
DISABILITES: A GUIDE FOR FACULTY AND STAFF WORKING WITH STUDENTS 
WITH AUTISM, AD/HD, LANGUAGE PROCESSING DISORDERS, ANXIETY AND 
MENTAL ILLNESS  
C. Oslund | Jessica Kingsley Publishers | 2013 
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COLLEGE STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH CRISIS 
Online Resource | G. Henriquess | Psychology Today (2015) 

LGBT STUDENT HEALTH 
Online Resource | NASPA | Student Affairs in Higher Education 

DAILY CHALLENGES OF LGBT STUDENTS 
Online Resource | ULifeLine | The Jed Foundation (2015) 

PRINCIPLES OF DEALING WITH STUDENTS 
Online Resource| L. Bird & S.A. Tucker | Council of Graduate Schools 

I’M YOUR PROFESSOR NOT YOUR THERAPIST 
Online Resource| Blog Post  

THE TEACHING TRANSGENDER TOOLKIT 
Green, E. R. & Maurer, L., (2015) | Ithaca, NY: Planned Parenthood 

THE PREVALENCE OF PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS AND HELP-SEEKING IN A 
COLLEGE STUDENT POPULATION 
D. Mechanic| University of Wisconsin—Madison |Center for Medical Research and 
analytic report series  

HELPING STUDENTS WITH EMOTIONAL PROBLEMS SUCCEED 
M. Henley & N. Long| Classroom Leadership| (2003), Volume 7, Issue 3 

COLLEGE COUNSELING RESOURCE SURVEYS 
Online Resource| Research Survey Links  

CAS COUNSELING STANDARDS  
Online Resource| Counsel For the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education  

CAMPUS MENTAL HEALTH PLANNING 
Online Resource | The Jed Foundation (2015) 
 
RESEARCH ON ADOLESCENT MENTAL HEALTH 
Online Resource | Healthy Minds Network  

Microaggression Resources  

MICROAGGRESSIONS IN THE CLASS ROOM 
K. Griffin | Online Resource  

UNIVERSITIES AND MICROAGGRESSIONS  
Online Resource | The Huffington Post  
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MICROAGGRESSIONS HAVE NO PLACE IN SCHOOLS 
Online Resource | Teaching Tolerance 

UNIVERSITY REPORT: A ROOM FULL OF WHITE PEOPLE IS A 
MICROAGGRESSION 
K. Timpf | Online Resource | National Review  
	

THE VOICES OF DIVERSITY 
P.J. Caplan & J.C. Ford | APORIA | Volume 6, Issue 3  

UNMASKING MICROAGGRESSIONS 
Online Resource | American Psychological Association | T. DeAngelis, Volume 40, 
Issue 2 

MICROAGGRESSIONS IN EVERYDAY LIFE 
D.W. SUE | Section 4  

DIFFICULT DIALOGUE IN THE CLASSROOM 
Online Resource | ConditionallyAccepted.com 

COLORBLIND & MICROINVALIDATIONS 
G. Miller | Online Resource  

MICROAGGRESSION ACTIVITY 
Online Resource | Breaking the Prejudice Habit  
STUDENT ENGAGEMENT TECHNIQUES: A HANDBOOK FOR COLLEGE FACULTY 
Barkley, E. (2010) | San Francisco: Jossey-Bass 

SILENCE AS WEAPONS: CHALLENGES OF A BLACK PROFESSOR TEACHING 
WHITE STUDENTS 
Landson-Billings, G. (1996)| Theory Into Practice, Volume 35, Issue 2, pp. 79-85 

RACIAL MICROAGGRESSIONS AND DIFFICULT DIALOGUES ON RACE IN THE 
CLASSROOM  
Patterson, K., Grenny, J., McMillan, R., Switzler, A (2002).| Cultural Diversity and Ethnic 
Minority Psychology, 15(2), 183-190. 
 

TEACHING GENDER AND MULTICULTURAL AWARENESS 
Bronstein, P, Quina, K. | Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. 

DEMOCRATIC DILEMMAS OF TEACHING SERVING-LEARNING 
Cress, C. M., Donahue, D. M. |Curricular Strategies for Success | Sterling, VA: Stylus 
Publishing. 


