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December 22, 2020
Overview
•
•

•

•

This report covers Caltech Counseling Services’ efforts to meet the
emotional needs of our students during Fall 2020, the first full term of
remote learning during the COVID-19 pandemic.
We detail our efforts to shift to an exclusively phone- and video- based model
of therapy; to provide continuity of care for our students who have moved
away from campus; to meet the needs of students who live outside of
California; to understand our students’ preferred ways of engaging with our
offices; to understand students’ reasons for choosing not to engage with our
services; and to scale our outreach and workshop programs to meet the
unique needs of our students during the pandemic.
The number of students scheduling initial triage and intake meetings is
lower this term than in previous years, but the students seeing our in-house
counselors were highly engaged; we had more total therapy appointments
this term than for Fall term in 2019.
We saw notably higher engagement with asynchronous services that were not
dependent on live interactions, particularly recorded on-demand workshops
and self-directed, self-paced online services - e.g., we have had over 450
streams and downloads of our workshops since March 2020, and
anonymous online mental health screenings have increased tenfold
compared to last Fall.

Team snapshot
Currently, the Counseling Services team is comprised of:
• Jennifer Howes, Ph.D., Assistant Vice President for Student Affairs and
Wellness
• Lee H. Coleman, Ph.D., ABPP, Clinical Director for Counseling Services
• Charisma Bartlett, Ph.D., Staff clinician and liaison to International Student
Programs
• Denise Lin, LCSW, Crisis Intervention Coordinator and staff clinician
• Naj Alikhan, LMFT, Staff clinician; Alcohol and Other Drugs specialist
• Jane Tsang, LPCC, staff clinician
• Maria Lopez, Office Manager for Student Wellness Services
• Nari Shin, Administrative Coordinator for Student Counseling Services
• Mariel Tourani, MD, consulting psychiatrist
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The Transition to Remote Services
When the transition to remote learning was announced, our staff quickly
transitioned to providing teletherapy - that is, psychotherapy via either telephone or
video. This raised numerous issues, including:
Training in the unique demands of providing teletherapy
• Each staff member took 12 hours of continuing education in the legal,
ethical, and clinical aspects involved in providing teletherapy.
• We updated our electronic medical record system to include templates
specific to teletherapy.
Obtaining the technology to provide teletherapy
• We worked with IMSS to obtain special HIPAA-compliant licenses for the
Zoom video platform, which adds enhanced encryption and disables the
ability to record sessions into the cloud.
• We also obtained a Zoom webinar license to allow us to provide large-scale
workshops with greater ability to manage large groups.
Learning the legal and ethical landscape of providing remote services
• The legal landscape of teletherapy practice has not caught up with the
technology. Although it is possible to provide video therapy to a patient
anywhere in the world with an Internet connection, therapists must still
abide by the laws of the state where they are licensed.
• State laws can vary widely. There is no automatic interstate licensure
reciprocity for healthcare professionals, including psychotherapists.
• Because the transition to telemedicine happened quickly and nationally at
the beginning of the pandemic, there was confusion nationally about how to
ensure continuity of care for students who had to go home to other states and sometimes other countries.
• This temporarily became easier when the Department of Health and
Human Services announced a temporary moratorium on enforcement of
penalties for HIPAA-related problems related to interstate service provision.
• In consultation with OGC, our office initially offered teletherapy across state
lines because we needed to emphasize continuity of care. This generally
worked well, though some challenging situations arose when managing crises
in other states.
• Once the announcement came that Fall term was to be remote, the
landscape changed. Students were generally settled in their new locations by
that point, and there was no need to make rapid changes to service delivery.
As a result, we returned to following state guidelines that allowed us to

3
provide services to students residing within California, and we began
working with our out-of-state patients to connect them with providers
licensed in their states of residence. We had sufficient time to do this while
attending thoughtfully to the therapeutic relationships we had built, and we
worked closely with students to find local providers covered by their
insurance. This has generally gone smoothly.
Establishing eligibility criteria for services
• Once the announcement went out that Fall term would be remote, we
notified students of the eligibility criteria for Counseling and Occupational
Therapy services:
• All currently enrolled students, regardless of where they reside, can meet for an
initial triage visit to determine their needs and to discuss treatment options.
In this visit we assess where the student currently lives and talk with them
about what they need. We strive to make it as easy as possible to connect
with our office to determine next steps.
• If a student is in crisis, we will meet with them until the crisis is resolved,
regardless of where they reside.
• All currently enrolled students, regardless of where they reside, can access
our numerous skills-based workshops and trainings. Because these are not
considered psychotherapy, we are not limited by state licensure requirements
in providing these trainings, and can make them available nationwide and
worldwide.
• If a student lives in California and requests teletherapy, they have the option
to meet with one of our counselors if that is appropriate.
• If a student lives outside of California and is requesting teletherapy, then
during the triage we explain the eligibility criteria and offer to help them
connect with a therapist licensed in their state or country of residence.
• As appropriate, we meet with students for case management visits focused on
helping them problem-solve about how to connect with local resources.
• Psychotherapy is a large part of what Counseling Services provides, but is by
no means all that we offer. Not all students want or need psychotherapy, so
we added to our slate of options available for all students - particularly those
who reside outside of California or the US. We will describe these further
below.
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General distress and suicidality during COVID
Counseling Services administers a questionnaire called the CCAPS - the
Counseling Center Assessment of Psychological Symptoms - prior to most
counseling sessions to track our students’ progress over time. The CCAPS enjoys
national usage and is well-validated against a national college sample of over
330,000 students. We examined CCAPS data from March 1 - October 20 of this
year and compared it to national norms.
• On the question, “I have thoughts of ending my life,” 29.5% of our students
gave an answer other than “not at all”, compared to 39.8% of the national
sample.
• Furthermore, compared to the national average, our students reported
significantly lower scores on the overall Distress Index (small effect size).
• We were also significantly below national norms in terms of Depression,
Generalized Anxiety and Family Distress scores (again, with a small effect size)
• We were not different from national norms in Substance Use or Academic
Distress scores.
Comparing this year vs. 2019 and 2018 (No CCAPS data before that.)
2020 "I have thoughts of ending my life (SI)”: 29.5% Caltech vs. 39.8% National
• Distress index: 39.82% of our clients were above the national average
(Significantly less; small effect size)
• We were significantly below national norms in terms of Depression,
Generalized Anxiety and Family Distress scores (small effect size)
• No differences in Substance Use or Academic Distress scores.
2019 "I have thoughts of ending my life (SI)”: 17.7% Caltech vs. 39.8% National
• Distress index: 42.73% of Caltech students were above the national average
(No significant difference)
• We were significantly below national norms in terms of Depression,
Generalized Anxiety, Academic Distress, Family Distress, and Substance Use
scores (small effect size).
2018 "I have thoughts of ending my life (SI)”: 24.8% Caltech vs. 39.8% National
• Distress index: 40.73% of Caltech students were above the national average
(Significantly less; small effect size)
• We were significantly below national norms in terms of Depression and
Generalized Anxiety scores. (Significantly less; small effect size)
• No differences for Substance Use, Academic Distress, or Family Distress scores.
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Another measure: The 2020 Fall Mid-Quarter Feedback Survey
SWS contributed some questions to the 2020 fall-Mid Quarter Feedback Survey,
which was sent to all currently enrolled students. We asked about how students’
mental and emotional well-being have changed since remote learning began.

When explaining these changes to their mental and emotional well-being, students
responded:
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Most common responses to ‘Other’ factors explaining negative change in emotional and mental
well-being:
• Lack of social interaction/isolation/loneliness; difficulties with workload and
doing well in courses; being away from friends; feeling disconnected from
Caltech community; lack of peer support; concerns about political climate;
concerns about lack of academic/research progress; difficulties with time
zone difference (e.g., unable to attend office hours without sacrificing sleep);
difficulties collaborating remotely; inflexibility or lack of understanding by
faculty; unable to do hobbies, sports, recreation due to COVID-19
restrictions; missing out on campus experience; being on grades instead of
pass/fail; Zoom fatigue; being away from family; lack of motivation or
ability to focus on coursework; stress; blurring of work/home environments;
exacerbation of pre-existing mental health issues; concerns about access to
healthcare/health insurance; concerns about Caltech policies related to
COVID-19 (e.g., testing); Racism/Caltech DEI issues; uncertainty about visa
issues; uncertainty about living arrangements; adjusting to new routine;
difficulties communicating with advisor or research group; no way to seek
help anonymously; childcare issues; financial issues.
Most common responses to ‘Other’ factors explaining positive change in emotional and mental wellbeing:
Ability to continue research progress despite COVID restrictions; lighter course
load; increased flexibility; being away from toxic house culture.
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Clinical utilization compared to previous Fall terms:
Total appointments
What has our clinical utilization looked like during Fall term? Broadly, we had
fewer new appointments coming in the door compared to previous in-person Fall
terms, but those students who did seek services tended to stay with us consistently;
in fact, we had even more therapy appointments Fall term this year (296) than for
Fall term last year (248).
This graph shows the total number of appointments that we’ve seen for various
appointment types during Fall term for this year and the previous 3 years. The
significant drop in regular sessions in 2019 appears to be related to the departure
of two staff members in 2019; the number of students we could continue to see inhouse was necessarily lower. Before the remote term of 2020, we had comparable
numbers of new clients (triages and intakes) from 2017-2019. With fewer FTEs in
2019 and 2020, more students were referred into the community due to reduced
in-house clinical capacity.
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Clinical utilization compared to previous Fall terms:
Unique students
This graph is similar to the previous one, and shows the number of unique students
we have met with, as opposed to the total number of appointments. Again, the
trend is that we have fewer new students coming in the door this year (triages and
intakes), but we are seeing about the same number of students overall as last year.
Again, for context: The difference in regular sessions between 2017-2018 and
2019-2020 is likely due to having 2 fewer FTEs in 2019-2020.
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Understanding student engagement with Counseling
and Occupational Therapy Services
We were curious about how well our transition to teletherapy was meeting our
students’ needs - did this approach work well for them? We also sought to
understand the lower number of students seeking services at SWS this term - were
they getting the support they needed from other channels? Was teletherapy not
right for them? Were they simply tired of Zoom meetings? We had the opportunity
to find out in the 2020 Fall Mid-Quarter Feedback Survey.
Assessing who has accessed Counseling or Occupational Therapy
We asked how many students had accessed either Counseling or Occupational
Therapy services since the transition to remote learning.

Of those students who indicated that they had not sought services, we asked them
to elaborate:
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Most common responses to ‘Other’ factors explaining decision to not seek counseling or OT services:
• Already using external services/therapist; outside of California and cannot
use services due to licensure issues; don’t have time to seek out services; put
off seeking services; won’t be helpful to me; do not want to spend more time
on the computer; lack of trust in Caltech services (not specific to Student
Wellness; N=2); too stressed/anxious to reach out to seek services;
embarrassment about reaching out for services; already used maximum
number of sessions; concerns about cost.
Preferred ways of engaging with Counseling and Occupational
Therapy
Of the students who indicated that they have engaged with Counseling or
Occupational Therapy services, we asked which ways of engaging worked best for
them.
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Responses to ‘Other’ ways of engaging with counseling services and OT services that work best
during remote learning:
• Communication via phone; Silent option for counseling services due to not
being allowed to attend from home; referral to community therapist; set-up
therapy with psychologist; joined GSC’s Mental Health Conversation Circles
Summary
• Students who engage with us are generally comfortable doing so over
encrypted Zoom video connections or by telephone.
• When it comes to those students who do not engage with us for various
reasons, most indicated that they did not have a need to, or that their needs
were being met through other channels such as family and friends.
• Among other reasons given for not engaging with us, a small number of
students indicated that they did not have the privacy to do so, or were not
comfortable engaging by teletherapy.
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Workshops: Meeting students’ needs beyond therapy
Student Counseling and Occupational Therapy Services provide much more than
individual therapy. Even if we could not meet one-on-one with our out-of-state
students, we recognized our responsibility to meet all of our students’ needs in
other ways. To this end, we made the decision to increase our workshop offerings
significantly by offering at least one each week.
Students were able to join these workshops live, or on-demand via our website at
wellness.caltech.edu. Due to the time zone differences for our student body, many
more students chose to access workshops after the fact than could join at the time
of broadcast. To date (12/22/20) our workshops have had over 450 downloads
and streams since March 1, 2020.
To meet the unique needs of our incoming freshman class, two of our programs
(Tackle the Term part I and Stress Management Basics) were geared especially
towards the first-year students’ Living and Learning Groups (LLGs), and were
designated by the Office of Residential Experience as workshops that they were
strongly encouraged to attend.
Our offerings for Fall term included:
•

•

•
•

Getting Better Sleep - This 1-hour workshop is perfect for people who
have trouble falling asleep or staying asleep. We'll cover strategies for
managing insomnia, changing your sleep schedule, and dealing with worries
that might keep you up at night.
Tackle the Term Part I - A 1-hour workshop for grads and undergrads to
help you start the term off right. We'll focus on effective ways to keep a
schedule, find an ideal place to work while you're working from home,
decide how best to manage your time, and what to do when your plans fall
off track. We'll also review some popular apps that can help you stay on top
of your work and avoid procrastination.
Tackle the Term Part II: Next Steps - A workshop oriented toward
graduate students and covers strategies for scheduling and executing
research and open-ended work that takes place over longer periods of time.
Stress Management Basics - Come join the staff of Counseling Services
as we talk about some of the most important things to know about managing
your stress. We'll talk about what stress is, how to calm yourself down by
calming your body's stress reactions, and how to push back against our selfcriticisms.
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•

•

•

•

•

•

Coping with Procrastination - In this fun and engaging workshop, you'll
learn tools for coping with procrastination and work avoidance; learn
practical, behavioral strategies for responding differently to old habits;
respond differently to unhelpful thoughts like, "I can just get up early and do
this tomorrow."; and sign up for an optional text-based reminder system to
keep the lessons from the workshop fresh.
Calming Yourself Down Quickly - When we get overwhelmed, it's easy
to get caught up in the moment and forget some of the things that can help
you feel calmer. In this fun and engaging workshop, we'll cover some
strategies that you can practice, remember, and use when you need them
most. Come join us!
Staying Connected With Your Partner During the Pandemic - If
you're in a romantic relationship, the pandemic may be keeping you apart
from one another for longer than usual - or maybe even has you living
together for the first time! Either way, it's more important than ever to find
ways of creating a sense of togetherness balanced with time apart. Come join
us as we talk about some ways to negotiate these healthy boundaries and
communicate even more clearly about what you need from one another.
Coping With the Blurring of Space and Time During the
Pandemic - Our experience of time can feel warped during the pandemic what day is it again, anyway? In part this is related to disruptions in our
connections with other people. Come join us for a lively discussion of some
ways of restoring some structure to our lives and revitalizing our connections
to those around us.
Get Moving with Behavioral Activation - Behavioral Activation is a set
of evidence-based techniques derived from Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy.
This approach is useful in getting ourselves to take effective action even
when we don't feel like it. These techniques are useful when dealing with the
paralysis that depression and anxiety can cause - or even if you're just feeling
stuck and unsure how to start a task.
Meditation Mob - A weekly drop-in mindfulness meditation group open
to all Caltech students. No previous experience is required; we offer
techniques that are appropriate for everyone from newbies to more
experienced meditators. There's no religious component: We offer secular
practices that are, whenever possible, based in research.
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Workshops in late Spring 2020 - the beginning of remote learning
Even prior to the Fall, we began tailoring our workshop offerings to address the
unique mental health needs that we anticipated would arise during the pandemic.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Resolving Awkward COVID Conversations - A video workshop
focused on talking with roommates about risk tolerance, mask wearing, etc.
Preventing Depression During Quarantine - A workshop focused on
enhancing protective factors against depression
Substance Use Trends in Quarantine - Student Wellness staff answer
questions and talk about solutions to the substance use trends we're seeing
from students in quarantine.
When Stress Turns into Anxiety - Understanding when everyday stress
may reflect more serious or ongoing concerns with anxiety, and how to cope
with it.
Staying Together When You’re Apart - a workshop focused on
maintaining healthy relationships whether you're maintaining physical
distancing or spending extended amounts of time together in one space.
Resilience in the Face of Stress - Building resilience is a skill anyone can
learn. In this workshop we'll take a closer look at the four pillars of resilience
that are necessary for growth in times of stress. We'll identify your specific
stress style to better understand what unknown stressors may exist in your
life and how you can identify what you need in order to build this important
skill.

Special focus on Skills Building via DBT
• Dialectical Behavioral Therapy, or DBT, is an approach to counseling that
focuses on balancing the dual goals of trying to change while also accepting
things as they currently are. This interplay between change and acceptance
informs most of the goals of DBT.
• DBT was developed especially to help people who have longstanding
difficulties with managing intense emotions, who deal with nonsuicidal selfinjury, and those with a trauma history.
• These workshops were particularly popular, with a total of 125 combined
streams and downloads.
• This approach emphasizes learning concrete skills in four main areas, each
of which we covered in its own 50-minute workshop:

15
1.
Mindfulness - focusing on the present instead of getting carried
away by intense emotions;
2.
Interpersonal effectiveness - asserting and protecting your own
needs while also respecting those of others;
3.
Distress tolerance - keeping emotional crises at a manageable level
so that you can make better choices about how to cope; and
4.
Emotion regulation - how to reduce your vulnerability to intense
emotions.
Fostering Community Through Pop-In Groups
We also offered two live “pop-in” groups for students who wanted to interact live
with our staff and other students about their concerns. We were glad we tried
them, but these were not well-attended, and we will likely discontinue them in the
Winter.
•

Pop-in group with Student Wellness - Caltech Wellness is pleased to
offer our weekly pop-in group for students working remotely - it's a space to
mingle, discuss your experience working remotely, discuss how COVID is
impacting your routines and habits, and how you're coping. It's a great
informal way to stay connected to each other, talk about new hobbies, selfcare, academics, and emotional struggles. Come build a sense of community
and embrace new routines and healthy habits!

•

Occupational Therapy Drop-In Hours - Occupational therapy will be
holding drop-in hours focused on providing you skills and strategies you can
use right away. Come drop by and ask your questions about time
management, productivity while working from home, sleep, building healthy
habits, and more. No appointment necessary! Open to all students.
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Other programs through Counseling Services
Liaisons to the graduate students and undergraduate houses
Each staff member in Counseling and Occupational Therapy is paired with one of
the undergraduate houses as the SWS liaison to that house; the graduate students
also have a liaison. As SWS liaisons, our staff meets once a term with a committee
comprised of that house’s executive committee, Peer Advocates, and RLC to
discuss the unique needs of that house. In those meetings, we make plans for
specific workshops and outreach programs for each house to address their unique
needs. Representative programs resulting from these meetings included how to
help a friend dealing with suicidality, how to foster group cohesion in the house via
Zoom, and other topics. These meetings will continue once a term.
Peer Advocate (PA) Program
The Peer Advocate (PA) Program is an important source of student support for our
undergraduates. Dr. Lee Coleman now heads the program and teaches the PA
training class in the Spring, along with RLC Vanessa Tejada from the office of
Residence Life. 22 students returned as PAs this year, and 30 new students
completed the PA class in the Spring and are now acting as trained Peer Advocates
in their online House communities.
Once a month, Dr. Coleman and Vanessa Tejada meet with the RLCs to discuss
issues that have arisen since the previous meeting. We have particularly focused on
maintaining relationships and fostering engagement in the houses during this
period of remote learning. We also offer trainings focused on specific problems
that arise in these meetings.
We recently opened applications for next year’s Peer Advocates and will begin
interviewing potential new students in February.
SilverCloud - Online cognitive-behavioral therapy programs
To further meet the needs of our students, Caltech partners with SilverCloud, an
online service offering guided workshops in cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT).
SilverCloud offers modules covering depression, anxiety, stress, building resilience,
and improving sleep. Because these programs do not rely on verbal
communication, they are excellent choices for our students who may have privacy
concerns while at home.
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•
•

63 students have engaged with SilverCloud since March 1, 2020; the
modules on coping with depression and anxiety remain the most popular.
88.6% of our students surveyed about their experience with SilverCloud said
that they found it helpful or very helpful.

Caltech Connect Suicide Prevention Training
Caltech Connect is our popular 2-hour interactive experience designed to give
participants practical skills for having supportive conversations and making
referrals to resources for those in crisis. Caltech Connect training is based on the
Campus Connect program developed by Syracuse University. While a substantial
portion of the training is dedicated to suicide prevention and statistics related to the
mental health of college students, the skills presented are applicable to a wide range
of concerns.
Facilitators work with participants to enable role-play within a safe and contained
environment. Caltech Connect is highly interactive, as participants engage in
multiple exercises throughout the training to increase both their skills and
awareness concerning the emotional intensity of responding to suicidal college
students. The training culminates with a role play, in which participants are given
the opportunity to practice the skills they are taught during the course of the
training.
In Fall 2020, we updated the Caltech Connect training to be completely online.
We held a refresher training for 8 staff in SWS and other departments, and offered
four trainings this term to faculty, staff, postdocs, undergraduate students, and
graduate students. We will continue these trainings in the Winter term and make
them available to everyone in the Caltech community.
PE 1: Wellness
This Fall, staff clinician Naj Alikhan, LMFT, co-taught and helped create lectures
for PE 1: Wellness, a new introductory survey course of important topics of physical,
mental and overall health and wellness for students designed to be taken in the first
two years. Topics include basic principles and components of exercise and physical
conditioning, the role of sleep and nutrition in overall health, time and stress
management skills, emotional and mental self and community care principals. The
course was team-taught by members of the physical education department in
collaboration with other student affairs partners and resources. A total of 30
students took the class this term across two separate sections.
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Online Mental Health Screening
Through our website, Counseling Services offers anonymous self-directed
screenings for numerous common mental health conditions. Beginning with the
onset of the COVID pandemic in Spring term 2020, usage increased significantly
and has continued to increase each term. Usage has increased almost tenfold
compared to last fall.
•
•
•
•
•

Fall term 2019: 19 screening visits
Winter term 2020: 9 screening visits
Spring term 2020: 105 screening visits
Summer 2020: 119 screening visits
Fall 2020: 184 screening visits

October 8th, 2020 was National Depression Screening Day, which we advertised
and offered via our website. We had a bump in visits to the screening page that day
(21), and 12 students did the depression screening. There were national outages
with the screening site that day that may have led to lower numbers of people
following through on obtaining screenings. Of the 12 people that did the
screenings, 2/3 had scores consistent with depression.
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Plans for Winter term 2021
Because Winter term will also be remote, we will continue offering direct clinical
services through telephone and encrypted HIPAA-compliant Zoom video. We will
continue to make initial triage appointments available to all students regardless of
where they live. When we are unable to work with a student directly due to
licensure restrictions across state lines, we will work closely with our out-of-state
students to connect them with providers licensed in their state or country.
To help meet the social and emotional needs of our students, we are working
towards bringing back two popular group therapy options: The Interpersonal
Process therapy group for graduate students, and the Mindfulness-Based Cognitive
Therapy (MBCT) group for students who have dealt with a previous depressive
episode. Counseling Services has offered the MBCT group for the previous 4 years
to help reduce the risk of future depressive relapse, and we are working on
adapting it to an online format.
Because of the significant increase in asynchronous and self-directed engagement
with our online services, we will continue to offer weekly workshops - both live, and
then added to our growing library of on-demand workshops. In the Winter term
we will launch our yearly Emotional Well-Being Workshop Series, a series led by
SWS and community therapists that is specifically focused on building resilience
and effective coping skills. Topics will continue to be focused on both general and
pandemic-specific issues based on student feedback from student meetings. Topics
will include conflict resolution skills, which have become even more important for
groups of students living in quarantine with friends or family; parenting during the
pandemic (by request from several graduate students), coping with perfectionism,
and updated versions of popular workshops such as coping with procrastination.
We will continue to let our students know of the numerous resources available
through our office during this challenging period of remote learning, whether
through direct clinical services or indirect services such as workshops and outreach
programs. Our staff is committed to being flexible and innovative in the face of
rapidly-changing student needs, and we will strive to update our services based on
feedback from our students. The mental health challenges facing our students are
significant, and Caltech Counseling Services is committed to meeting them boldly.
Report compiled by Lee H. Coleman, Ph.D., ABPP, Clinical Director, Counseling Services
December 22, 2020

