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This survey asked international 
school counselors about the impact of 
the pandemic on the well-being of their 
graduating students, and how schools 
and universities can do more to support 
the mental health of students who 
transition into higher education. 

134 counsellors based in 52 
countries answered the survey and 
provided significant insight into this 
area. We hope that this report helps you 
to support your students.

https://app.powerbi.com/reports/4f041b80-11fa-48ae-98ee-f010ad2222ea/ReportSection?pbi_source=PowerPoint


My senior students are concerned about…
International students are most worried about travel restrictions and immigration issues, missing out on extra-
curricular activities and the social aspect of university life, and not learning as much if some or all classes are online. They are less 
worried about their ability to access well-being services or feeling ill-prepared as a result of the disruption caused by the virus.

Published June 2020

https://app.powerbi.com/reports/4f041b80-11fa-48ae-98ee-f010ad2222ea/ReportSection59943f4b779a43475631?pbi_source=PowerPoint


What practices will help support students 
you are advising next year? Most counsellors believe 

increasing online support via webinars 
and prerecorded sessions, video chats, 
and emails are among the best practices 
to support students for the upcoming 
year. 
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https://app.powerbi.com/reports/4f041b80-11fa-48ae-98ee-f010ad2222ea/ReportSectionf84e20eb542cd3b4192d?pbi_source=PowerPoint
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What support has your school provided 
students who are graduating in 2020? The most common support 

given to seniors includes digital 
events and workshops, updates about 
campus plans, sessions giving advice 
on student well-being during 
lockdown, and accessibility to 
counsellors and other professionals.

https://app.powerbi.com/reports/4f041b80-11fa-48ae-98ee-f010ad2222ea/ReportSection886afd2bdd47369de3a1?pbi_source=PowerPoint


72% of counsellors agree or 
strongly agree that they know how 
students can disclose a mental health 
condition before arriving on campus.
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I know how students can disclose a mental health condition to a 
university or college admissions board before they arrive on campus, 

so that students can access the support they are entitled to.

https://app.powerbi.com/reports/4f041b80-11fa-48ae-98ee-f010ad2222ea/ReportSection3d4709782f2649610939?pbi_source=PowerPoint


There is a significant range of practices relating 
to if and when a counsellor shares information 
about a student’s mental health and/or history 
of abuse with the student’s university, and 
whether there should be a policy in place to 
regulate this. This is an area of confusion and 
concern for many schools and universities alike. 
We will be providing further guidance on this 
area in due course.

59% of counsellors surveyed agree that there 
are circumstances where they would share 
information about a student. Counsellors were 
asked to list these circumstances, and the most 
frequent circumstance given was when a student 
gave their consent.
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There are circumstances when I would 
share information about a student's 
mental health and/or history of abuse 
or harm with their university.

https://app.powerbi.com/reports/4f041b80-11fa-48ae-98ee-f010ad2222ea/ReportSection05a197c9f35271da1ef2?pbi_source=PowerPoint


Does your school have a policy regulating the process for sharing 
personal information about students with universities?

Personal information includes 
information about a student's mental 
health and history of harm or abuse.

50% of counsellors surveyed know 
that their school does not have a policy 
for regulating the process of sharing 
personal information about students with 
universities. 
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https://app.powerbi.com/reports/4f041b80-11fa-48ae-98ee-f010ad2222ea/ReportSection5b2efcdf7fb9d9a99d19?pbi_source=PowerPoint


My senior students are concerned about:

Counsellors also told us about issues not listed in our survey that their senior students were concerned about. These 
included: 

• Concerns around xenophobia against students of Asian descent and racism linked to the Coronavirus, Brexit and the Black Lives
Matter movement

• Continuing uncertainty about whether they will be able to go to university, where to go, how much of their experience will be online, 
and whether they will be experiencing the ‘full’ university experience

• Achieving entry requirements following exam and testing disruptions
• Parental pressure to study closer to home
• Employment-related issues such as what to do with their gap years, employability, concerns about fewer prospects for summer 

internships and work experience, fears that future employers might consider their education to be of less value as a result of the 
current disruptions

• Fears that their course will move online and even after it is safe to offer face-to-face classes (reducing the huge value they attribute to 
the social, face-to-face element of the university experience)

• Financial impact and ability to repay student loans, paying the same fees for in person teaching as they will for online teaching
• Anxiety about having to be face to face with other people, especially people they don’t know, when they have been in isolation for so 

long
• Access to medical care and accommodation when at university
• The impact on students who will graduate in 2021. Many counsellors are more worried about these students than they are about this 

year’s graduates, bearing in mind that their studies have been disrupted, it is unclear how their exams and grading will take place, 
entrance tests have been cancelled, those taking the IB Diploma will have a very heavy workload in their final year and they will also 
have to compete with higher than normal numbers of students who graduated this year and plan to take a gap year



What have been the most effective resources that helped you support 
your senior students?

• Know before you go
• The Global Nomad's Guide to University Transition
• The Naked Roommate
• A student's guide to your first year of college
• CIS wellbeing workshop in 2019 (our next mental health and wellbeing workshop will be virtual)
• CIS wellbeing and higher education webinars (access them on our membership portal) 
• Resources from IACAC, IBO, ACCIS, ISCA, UCAS, DRU, NACAC, and The University Guys
• Workshops using the RAFT methodology
• Virtual student fairs
• Facebook groups where updated information is shared regularly 

https://www.studentminds.org.uk/knowbeforeyougo.html
https://www.amazon.com/Global-Nomads-Guide-University-Transition/dp/1904881211
https://www.amazon.com/Naked-Roommate-Issues-College-Roomate/dp/1402280289
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLVix8d69sPe4PZ5M0YCmgdqIcFmvGuMZ0
https://www.cois.org/about-cis/child-protection/student-well-being-workshop
https://www.cois.org/log
https://communicatingacrossboundariesblog.com/2014/06/12/transition-building-a-raft/


What have been the most effective practices at your school that helped 
you support your senior students, and what will help you in future?

School practices

• Regular meetings with students through digital platforms, and reminders that we are still part of their lives (through short videos 
showing our faces posted daily)

• Information about virtual work experience

• Transition sessions (including role-play) addressing, for example: identity and belonging; accessing support at university, mental health 
and self-advocacy, managing adolescence, career aspirations, life skills, finance, health, survival skills, work skills, social skills

• Strong presence of college counsellor and IB coordinator

• One-to-one counselling session about their anxiety related to pandemic, university entrance exams. concerns, discomfort, apprehensions

• Extra support with time management to ensure students do not spend too much time online (including attending virtual university 
offerings), so that they can protect their wellbeing and are able to focus on their IB and CAS

• Enabling students to communicate directly with universities and to be less susceptible to pressure in deciding what and where they 
would like to study

• Enabling high school students to interact with and learn from students in a range of higher education institutions, who have similar 
backgrounds or interests, and can talk about their experience

• Regular grade level and individual student meetings

• Well-being surveys as a way to check in with students and see what the different needs are

• Calming down families and adopting a "wait and see" mentality

• Providing students with information about anti-racism (as many students concerned about being targeted)

• Collaborating with other schools to run webinars for students

• Virtual essay and personal statement writing workshops



What have been the most effective university practices that helped you 
support your senior students, and what will help you in future?

University practices 

• Regular communication with representatives from the university, either one to one or with small groups

• Q&A sessions with someone they can potentially meet in person as restrictions ease up would be more impactful and helpful than a
series of live or pre-recorded webinars that aren't interactive

• Flexibility around deadlines, documents and deferrals. Several universities have expressed willingness not to drop the students who 
might not score up to the minimum required grade especially during the lock down season when grades have been predicted by the 
teachers

• Overview statements from universities and groups of universities, and FAQs on university websites  

• Regional university representatives who can answer direct questions, are familiar with the region and the needs/interests of our 
students

• Small webinars from specific colleges emulating a university visit for students, multiple time zone live webinars, or at least making 
sure recordings work so students in other time zones can access them

• Live Q&A sessions with universities

• Specific webinars for admitted students with the regional reps

• Email updates on course information, entry requirements, the opening of campuses, open days, admission policies, managing 
standardised testing etc. 

• University student services professionals presenting to students

• Information and events that enable students to visualise how the campuses may look and housing with regards to social distancing 
regulations



What would you like CIS university members to know as they consider 
how best to support students who may be joining them in September?

Providing information about changes

 Make them aware of any changes to what they would expect in a "normal' year of entry. What will the break-down between online and contact classes be? 
How will the orientation look? Will there be any changes in fees or financial aid? Give them plenty of warning as to how the year will look when they begin.

Enable students to start building connections now

 Help students build relationships right away! 
 Consider creating communities for the incoming students who will be expected to complete their first semester online in their home countries. Why not 

connect these students and let them start building communities?
 Interaction with the university can start even before they join and the interaction with their class, subject teachers, counsellors (if needed) can be set up.

Social aspect of university life, relationships and community  

 My students are worried about missing the social aspect of college life more than anything else - how will they feel like they are part of the university?
 Consider how best to continue the spirit of "the first six weeks", which is so central to any residential campus in fostering community, throughout the year 

as international students slowly come to campus. Consider events when groups of students arrive on campus, to at least recreate the feel of the usual start of 
semester. This might be mini freshers/fresh-person events staged throughout the term, rather than in one week. 

 Our students are mostly coming from small, very supporting international schools where they have been "big fish in small ponds". Personal contact, 
mentoring, and consistent communication and care will help them navigate these uncertain times. No matter their passport, they should be included in 
orientation for international students and connected to international student organizations.

 Encouraging students who make it to campus to reach out and form links with students who are not there. A robust peer-to-peer buddy system. Perhaps a 
2nd/3rd year student paired with both an on campus fresher and someone who has to start online, so that online starter has a peer support network as soon 
as they arrive on campus. 



What would you like CIS university members to know as they consider 
how best to support students who may be joining them in September?

Wellbeing and mental health support

 Significant basic skills support, starting this summer if possible

 Consider having a "point person" adult (not peer/older student) who can check in with students and make sure that they are finding the resources they need, 
and can answer their and their parents’ queries and reassure them

 Be very accessible to incoming new students and making wellness and well-being resources (including counselling services) widely available. Have counsellors 
visible throughout the entire orientation process. Think about how to make it as easy as possible for students to ask for well-being and mental health support. 
Students want mental health support but worry that asking for it or researching what this might look like at university for them, might impact their chances of 
acceptance or progression once at university

 Ensure knowledge of trauma informed teaching and learning and have this taken seriously from research professors to teaching assistants, include optional 
and mandatory small group and one-on-one sessions for academic support in an emotionally supportive environment, to ensure connection with those 
unable to reach out proactively

 Be alert to and prepared to support students experiencing increased rates of anxiety, grief, stress and family pressure, financial issues, homesickness, fears 
around contracting the virus, disappointment and feelings of injustice over exam cancellations; students might require more one-to-one counselling

 Create spaces to talk to students about the losses they have suffered, and to acknowledge the losses related to the end of their high school experience and start 
of their university life. Allow them to talk about and reflect on individual experience with exam cancellations and school closures and how they have coped 
personally

 Consider and seek to address the impact on students’ well-being of having less access to gyms, sports and creative opportunities



What would you like CIS university members to know as they consider 
how best to support students who may be joining them in September?

Issues related to distance learning 

 Students are worried about the practicalities of online delivery, so it would also help if universities could be very specific about how this is going to be 
done. e.g. the issues of synchronous or asynchronous delivery is a big issue for our students, who are on a 6-12 hr time difference from Europe or North 
America

 Students may need additional support related to organisation and time-management issues, loneliness, internet connectivity and power outage, unsafe 
homes, difficulties attending synchronous learning dependant upon time zones

 If classes will be online, constant follow up will be needed. The jump from high school to university is already a big jump and since students will be fairly 
new to online learning, a lot of hand holding will be required

General

 Make sure that you are reaching out to parents as well as they are more nervous than their children
 The biggest current worry is that visa offices in my country are still closed so no student visas are being issued. This is causing considerable anxiety and 

it would be really helpful if universities could specifically address the question of what they are doing with admitted students who can't begin in 
September even if domestic 1st years do. Like in most situations it's lack of clarity which causes most anxiety. Have dedicated international officers 
available for students to speak to in case they run into trouble with their visa applications

 Be sure there is a robust plan for how international students will be provided for in the event of another lockdown and inability to travel. Are there 
advocates promoting the availability of student visas? Please make sure that you have housing if you need to close the dorms again 

 These students are strong, but vulnerable. Be patient. They want the full university experience and it will take them time to adjust not only to the 
campus, but to the hybrid models of learning that are being prepared for them

 Many students are still processing a lot regarding their own goals, motivations, and potentially hard truths about their own character; this "reflection 
and reckoning" needs time to build up



List any leading practices you have seen universities implement that 
supported the mental health and/or well-being of incoming students.

 Strong welcome including airport pick up, group meetings with representative who has worked with them online in the admissions process; coverage or help to 
purchase any onboarding supplies like bedding, boots, coats to full financial aid students if needed; holding introduction and get to know you meetings with the 
counsellors who are available so that if they need someone they have at least seen the person and know a face

 Welcoming gestures to make a student feel wanted and valued. (e.g., knowing the names of freshman, and their nationalities)

 A well-organised, inclusive 'Freshers Week'/'Orientation Week' for incoming students that helps them to explore the new physical and social environment in a wide 
range of ways. Not just through parties and club/society fairs

 Peer supports where current students (under the guidance of a mental health professional) have helped new students with their transition as well as any other concerns 
that may arise

 Pairing each student with a "navigator" who helps the student with transitioning to the university, pointing them to important resources, working with their academic 
adviser to make sure they're staying on top of things, and checking in with them. This navigator stays with the student for all 4 years that the student attends the 
university

 Supportive first year program for every single student assigned an adult mentor on the faculty in small groups and they remain with those students as a mentor for a 
long time

 Making well-being a focal point on their websites and in their virtual webinars and fairs, integrating it into campus more, normalizing well-being and conversations 
about it. I believe many universities, when sending out emails or engaging in an online discussion, will mention that they have support on campus for students well-
being and that they are using precautions to ensure the safety of students in relation to Covid

 Good lists of resources posted everywhere



List any leading practices you have seen universities implement that 
supported the mental health and/or well-being of incoming students.

 Required course in curriculum or through Residence Advisory touching upon the common mental illness and abuse - based on those that are most reported on 
university campus, how to identify in yourself and others and where to get help. Holding discussions around sexuality, intimate relationships, consent, drugs and 
alcohol

 Support for students with disabilities, food intolerances or preferences. Implementing inclusive policies and practices based on the voice of minority students. 
Addressing racism between students, in the dorms or in online environment.  Services for students who are returning to their country of origin for university

 Strong awareness of cultural issues in relation to mental health

 Strong, small communities in the dorms

 Anonymous online reporting form for peers and staff to share concerns about any given student's mental or physical health/well-being. This is then followed up by 
the mental health and wellness team at the university

 Virtual counselling services. Having mental health and well-being offices that are accessible, inclusive and open-minded

 Encouraging students to exercise their democratic right for peaceful demonstration and underlining that this would not impact offers

 Offering accommodation for international students who are not able to go back home every school break

 Offering opportunities for extracurriculars, sport, internship, research, industrial attachment, OPT, scholarships, work etc

 Support fund using donations to support students struggling financially as a result of COVID-19. Freeze on tuition fees for the 2020-21 academic year

 Being transparent with incoming students about student support services. Outreach from student services once a student has paid a deposit and intends to enroll
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