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Mind
Viatters

Students Require Mental Health Resources

throughout Their Education

By Brian Justice

oung people across the country
Yare facing large amounts of stress.

Social, educational, and economic
issues—not to mention COVID-19—are
impacting them in such a way that they can
experience setbacks in most areas of their
lives, including their mental health. Those
dealing with stress on a daily basis may see
it affect their academic performance and,
later, how they move through the world as
employees.

“[The percentage of] young adults
[ages] 18 to 25 experiencing mental illness
has been on the rise, from 18% in 2008 to
nearly 30% in 2019, writes Lauren Drake,
a licensed clinical social worker. “Of these,
[those who] experienced mental illness that
was severe in nature, meaning an illness that
substantially interferes with or limits major
life activities, [nearly doubled] from 3.8% in
2008 to 8.6% in 2019. Young, college-aged
adults have become the most vulnerable
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population in terms of mental well-being,
with rates of mental illness rising higher

»]

than that of any other age group!

Tired and Tested

About 75% of all lifelong mental illnesses
begin by age 24,' so young people in any
kind of post-high school educational pro-
gram are at risk.

“The most common psychological
problems are forms of depression and anxi-
ety, and this is especially true for adolescents
and young adults,” says Carol Landau, PhD,
clinical professor of psychiatry and human
behavior at Brown University in Providence,
Rhode Island. “Mental health problems in
young people were an [issue] before the
pandemic, and the situation has only got-
ten worse. The second area of concern is
family conflict—divorce, stress on couples,
[or] caretaking needs for children or aging
parents. Students don’t need to [have] clini-

cal anxiety or depression to be upset, but all
this affects their academic work”

“Other common stressors include
issues about relationships, family, academic
demands, and finances,” adds Larry Marks,
PhD, a licensed psychologist working in
counseling and psychological services at the
University of Central Florida in Orlando. “A
lot of students are struggling with readjusting
to normal, in-person, on-campus routines
after having been isolated and taking classes
online since the start of the pandemic”

Safety Net

Educators can recognize indicators that
students are having trouble outside of the
classroom.

“If a student is suffering from either
mental or behavioral health issues, the signs
are similar,” says Christine Cusano, EdD,
CMA (AAMA), director of product devel-
opment at Lincoln Technical Institute in



Bellingham, Massachusetts. “[The signs]
could include a student coming into class
late or not at all, not doing their work, talking
back, or not participating in class discussions
or laboratories.”

However, sometimes problems are not
easy to spot right away, cautions Stephanie
Miller, CMA (AAMA), lead medical assis-
tant in family medicine at Cheshire Medical
Center in Keene, New Hampshire. “I find
the first clues that a student is struggling
are often subtle, sometimes just a feeling
that something is off)” she says. “Those
[clues] can include a decrease in empathy,
a decline in performance, or a general lack
of engagement””

Student Brain Easers
So, how should a sensitive educator respond?

“Checking in with the student about
your concerns is important,” says Dr. Marks.
“Educators should not underestimate how
much impact expressing genuine concern,
understanding, and encouragement can
have on a student. Many times, a student
just needs to be heard”

Creating an atmosphere of confidence,
privacy, and safety is crucial.

“As an educator, it’s important to build
arelationship that is based on trust, respect,
and open communication,” says Dr. Cusano.
“When you recognize signs that a student
is suffering, ... address them quickly and
talk to the student privately. If you build a
trusting relationship early on, it will be easier
for the student to open up and discuss what
is happening in their life”

A complicating factor is that mental
health still carries a stigma, so educators
must be conscientious about being open-
minded, using inclusive language, and
encouraging open discussion about mental
health in the classroom.

“If a student does not respond to your
outreach, ... remember that you still have
an ongoing relationship,” says Dr. Landau.
“So, you can respond with something like,
‘Okay, that’s fine. Feel free to reach out to
me anytime, because I am concerned about

you. It’s also important for them to know
that, if they have a conversation with you,
it will remain private and have no impact
on their grades”

Feedback is one of the most valuable
tools that educators can use.

“Listen to your students. ... Show stu-
dents that feedback is taken seriously by
implementing changes to classroom dynam-
ics,” writes Drake. “These efforts go a long
way in securing student trust and setting
the stage for success.”

Educators should also respect students’
autonomy in seeking out help.

“The roles that educators play in the
mental health of their students are obser-
vational and through communication. [An
educator’s] job isn't to solve the issue themself.
That could exacerbate [the issue] or create
unnecessary tension in the student’s already
challenging life,” says Tasha Holland-Kornegay,
PhD, founder of WIRL, a free, online service
that connects health care professionals with
various wellness support services. “Educators
should have strong enough relationships with
their students to have an open-door policy that
allows for private conversations and emotional
support. However, seeking support should be
the student’s choice”

Educators should be prepared to respond
once a student decides to accept help.

“I always try to be my student’s advo-
cate, and together we come up with a plan
to work through their struggle and put that
plan into action,” says Jessica Blessinger, CMA
(AAMA), a medical assistant clinical educator
for Hancock Health in Greenfield, Indiana. “I
help them in any way I can, whether it’s [pro-
viding] words of encouragement or affirmation
or giving them tools to better understand
what they’re going through, such as handouts,
visual aids, videos, etc. The biggest thing,
though, is to be there and listen, even if the
struggles are not applicable to class itself or
even health care. Sometimes they just need
to vent, get advice, or simply be comforted
in a time of need”

Many educators can speak from a place
of genuine empathy.

“Some educators stand out as not just

Stressing the Impact
of COVID-19

Approximately 80% of students report
that COVID-19 has negatively impacted
their mental health through increased
stress, isolation, and depression.? One
year into the pandemic, a survey of more
than 2,000 higher education students
found several notable statistics®:

+  65% of students reported having fair
or poor mental health

+  62% of those with poor mental health
graded their institution’s response to
student mental health as a C or lower

47% said that they could have used
more support from their institution

+  Only 15% engaged in any kind of coun-
seling offered by their institution

teachers but role models and life guides. I
had a few of those people in my own life;”
says Dr. Holland-Kornegay. “I struggled with
burnout and mental health issues, and dur-
ing those trying times, my kindest teachers
offered a hand. My challenges never rose to
the level of requiring treatment, but their
understanding and willingness to work with
me put me on a much brighter path. A great
[educator] can have such a positive influence
on students’ lives and maybe encourage those
students to begin helping others too” 4+
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CMA (AAMA) Creates Bridges Between
Students and Future Employers

By Cathy Cassata

hristine Dzoga, CMA (AAMA), is
answering Chicago’s call for more
medical assistants. After working as
a medical assistant for more than a decade
and teaching medical assisting courses part
time, she took a full-time role as health
science director at Malcolm X College—a
part of City Colleges of Chicago—in 2016.
“When I got here, they were in the midst
of a transition in which all their health care
programs were going to be held at Malcolm X
College in the medical district,” says Dzoga.
She took the lead on revamping the cur-
riculum and obtaining accreditation from the
Commission on Accreditation of Allied Health
Education Programs upon recommendation
by the Medical Assisting Education Review
Board in 2019. The program had 30 enrolled
students at the time and has since grown to over
200 students. In 2021, Dzoga helped establish a
medical assisting program at a satellite campus
called West Side Learning Center. She is in
the process of getting a third program off the
ground at a South Side location in Chicago.
“One of our missions is to provide
diversity in health care, so we are proud to
be expanding our program to satellite loca-
tions throughout the city of Chicago. We want
to bring the program to students in their
neighborhood,” says Dzoga.
In addition to providing educational
opportunities, she is passionate about creat-
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ing job prospects for students. During her
time with City Colleges of Chicago, she
developed strong partnerships with local
employers. For instance, she helped arrange
the Medical Assistant Pathway Program
(MAPP), which is sponsored by West Side
United, Ann & Robert H. Lurie Children’s
Hospital of Chicago, Rush University
Medical Center, University of Chicago
Medicine, Sinai Chicago, and Northshore
University HealthSystem.

“If youre halfway through [one of]
the medical assisting programs, you can
apply for the scholarship, and if you are
accepted, you are matched with one of the
sponsoring organizations,” explains Dzoga.
“Plus, the rest of the program costs are paid
for, including books and uniforms. You are
placed at one of the organizations for the
clinical rotation, and then you are guaranteed
an interview after you graduate”

The arrangement helps the organiza-
tions fill staffing needs too, notes Dzoga.
She based the model on her first partnership
with Northwestern Medicine in 2018, which
took much persistence on her part.

“They didn’t place many medical assis-
tants as externs then, but after me calling
and calling, they finally agreed to have
two students go through orientation with
Northwestern and then placed them on
clinical,” Dzoga says. “It’'s been so successful

that just last week they
called and asked for 25
students!”
Northwestern
makes use of the pro-
gram to hire medical
assistants too. The

organization shared
a recent report with
Dzoga that indicated that 85% of their new
medical assistants are hired via the program.

“I'was proud of that. Students have gone
out and done so well all over the city that
were constantly asked for more and more of
them,” she says.

Common feedback she gets about stu-
dents is that they know how to communicate
with patients. This sits well with Dzoga because
her goal is to provide Chicago with medical
assistants who can relate to all patients.

“We believe medical assistants can reach
patients who wouldn’t want to seek health
care for various reasons,” says Dzoga. “It
makes a big impact when someone can go
into a [physician’s practice] and see them-
selves there, specifically [via] a medical
assistant who can relate to them because
patients spend the most face-to-face time
with medical assistants; they set the tone for
the rest of the visit and beyond, cementing
their role on the health care team.” 4



Earn a
certificate in

7

Telemedicine

4.5 ADMIN/GEN CEUS

Show employers that you have an
understanding of important aspects
of—and medical assistants’ role
within—telemedicine by completing
the program.

Topics in Telemedicine: Go the
Distance with Remote Patient Care

Users will earn CEUs as they pass the E ’i'_-::'. E
individual courses: r ..';;."" T

Introduction to Telemedicine g F,

. . . . L]
Telemedicine: Care Delivery and Patient Management 1he, ]
Telemedicine: Documentation E 2

-

Only those who pass all three courses WI|! receive Learn more on the AAMA e-Learning
a program-level certificate upon completion. Center: https://learning.aama-ntl.org
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See the latest products, publications, and Register online before September | $100 ~—
services on display at the Exhibitors Hall and l?e entered in a monthly
drawing for a chance to win a
Register online or download a registration $100 AMAZON GIFT CARD!*

brochure via the website: www.aama-ntl.org

*Anyone who has already registered for the 2022 AAMA
Annual Conference has been entered into the raffle.



