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Supporting the Mental Health 
Needs of First Gen Students

Andrea J Leach, LCSW
Rowan University
Wellness Center

856-256-4333



Agenda
● Research about Mental health and First Generation students 

● Identify the mental health needs for First Generation Students

● Counseling & Psychological Services at Rowan University



What we know (Or might not know!)…
● In 2022, roughly 19 million undergraduates enrolled in postsecondary 

education 1

● Worsening mental health 2020-2021 2

○ 60% of students experienced at least 1 clinically significant mental 
health problem

○ Roughly 50% increase from 2013
● First Generation Stressors 3

○ Basic Needs insecurity
○ Acculturative stress- Home vs school environment
○ More likely to experience:

■ Post-traumatic Stress
■ Family Achievement guilt
■ Lack of familial social support- leading to stress and depression



College mental health data
● American College Health Association (ACHA)

○ National College Health Assessment (Survey)

○ General population

○ Data by semester

● Center for Collegiate Mental Health (CCMH)
○ Penn State University

○ Specifically for students receiving mental health services (Data collection)

○ Annual Reports

● Healthy Minds Network
○ UCLA, University of Michigan, Wayne State University, and Boston University

○ General population of college students (Survey)



Mental health and first-generation college students
● Findings from the National Healthy Minds Study, 2018-2021; Published in May 20234

● 192,202 students from 277 US Campuses
● 17.3% First Generation Students
● Mental Health Outcomes

○ Continuous scales (flourishing, depression, anxiety)
○ Depression Scale
○ Anxiety Scale
○ Suicidal Ideation

● Treatment Outcomes
○ Any Treatment (therapy and/ or medication)
○ Therapy
○ Medication use

■ Barriers to mental health services





Findings…
Mental Health:

● FG slightly lower levels of flourishing (36.2% vs 37.0%)
● FG slightly higher levels of depression (43.1% vs 40.4%)
● FG slightly higher levels of anxiety (36.4% vs 34.1%)
● BOTH reported high rates of suicidal ideation with CG students slightly higher (15.1% 

to FG 14.8%)

Treatment:

● Among FG 45.5% vs CG 55.1% for counseling and medication
○ Lower rates in 2020-2021

● Counseling only: FG 32.8% received counseling vs CG 42.8%
● Medication only: FG 29.7% vs CG 36.8 
● Barriers similar for both FG and CG

○ Financial reasons 31.5% vs 25.8%



Considerations for first-generation students
● Need to further research

● Inequalities in Mental Health Prevalence:

○ Financial stress/ debt risk factor for suicide5

○ Approx 50% of FG also low-income, minority racial backgrounds, parents, 

caregivers, veterans or first-generation American citizens

● Inequalities in Mental Health Services: 

○ “Treatment Gap”

■ Untreated depression= 2-fold increase of dropout 2



Trends 2013-2021 Mental health and help-seeking by 
race/ethnicity

● >350,000 students at 373 campuses that participated in the Healthy Minds
● Study between 2013 and 2021
● Measured Flourishing, Depression, Anxiety, S/I, ED, and NSSI 

Race/ Ethnicity:

● American Indian/Alaskan Native (AI/AN)
● Arab/Arab American
● Asian/Pacific
● Islander/Desi American (APIDA)
● Black/African American
● Latino/a/x
● White
● Multiracial (comprised of students who selected more than one 

racial/ethnic identity).



Takeaways about Mental Health…
Mental Health:
● Flourishing: 32.5% decrease
● Depression: 134.6% increase
● Anxiety: 109.5% increase
● Eating Disorders: 95.6 % increase
● Self Harming Behaviors: 45.5% increase
● Suicidal Ideations: 64% increase

● Mental Health worsened for ALL racial/ethnic groups
● NSSI and ED increased most significantly for White students
● ALL other measures increased most among racial/ethnic minority students





Takeaways about help-seeking…
● The highest annual rate of past-year treatment for Asian, Black/ African American, 

and Latinx students was at or below the lowest rate for White students. 
● Arab American students experienced a 22% increase in prevalence of serious 

mental health concerns, there was an 18% decrease in treatment.
● APIDA (Asian/ Pacific Islander/ Desi American) has lowest use of mental health 

services
● Previous studies indicate that while racial/ethnic minority students experience 

mental health symptoms at similarly high rates as White students, minority 
students are less likely to access mental health treatment



What can we do?
● Expand reach of Mental Health Services

● Culturally relevant services

● Accessible services

● Funding for services beyond institutional services offered

● ALL departments have an important role to play



Rowan University- Counseling & Psychological Services
How do we meet the needs of First-Generation Students?

● First-Generation Task Force
● Collaborate with other departments
● Participate in campus-wide events
● Services at CPS

○ Crisis/ ProtoCall
○ Individual therapy
○ Pet Therapy

● Groups/ Workshops
○ We’re the First

● Let’s Talk
● Uwill



What is the best predictor of well-being?



Social Connectedness: The Best Predictor of Well-Being





Groups/ Workshops
● DBT Skills Group*
● RO-DBT Skills Group*
● Understanding Self and Others* (General 

Group Therapy)
● Grief and Loss*
● Trans Body Positive*  (Trans/ Non-Binary 

Students Process Group)
● In, Out & In Between* (LGBTQIA+ Process 

Group)
● Yoga for Healing*
● Connecting Across Cultures (Support Group 

International Students) 
● We’re the First (Support Group 1st 

Generation Students)
● Rowan Recovery Support Group  (Support 

Group)
● Adult Children of Families Affected by 

Addiction (Support)

● U Good F.A.M.? (BIPOC students)
● Queer Collective (LGBTQIA+ Support 

Group)
● ADHD Support Group
● Managing My Emotions (DBT Based 

Workshop)
● Anxiety Toolbox (Workshop- Anxiety))
● Getting Unstuck (Workshop- Depression)
● Time & Task Management (workshop- 

ADHD)
● Find Your Wise Neurodivergent Mind 

(Workshop DBT for Neurodivergent 
students)

● Reiki Workshop (1 time workshop)
● Chill-n-Chat (Peer led)
● T-Break



Let’s Talk
•No Appointment/ Virtual
•Outside Wellness Center 
•Quick check-in
•Suggestions, referrals, ideas provided 

Students may be referred to Let’s Talk because they want to get some advice, need 
some in the moment support, or to vent. Students use Let’s Talk as a consultation 
service, not as counseling. 





How do I access resources available at the 
Counseling & Psychological Services?

• Give us a call - 856-256-4333
• E-mail: wellnesscenter@ rowan.edu
• Spring hours:

⚬ Mon - Thurs: 8am-6pm
⚬ Friday: 8am-4pm
⚬ After hours care (Protocall) 

Open the camera app on your phone and 
scan the QR code!
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Questions?
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