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Emily Bishop (she/her/hers), Writing Instructor and  Lawyering Program Co-
Director, Loyola University New Orleans

Stevie Leahy (she/her/hers), Assistant Teaching Professor, Northeastern 
University School of Law

Addressing Mental Wellbeing in the New Virtual Classroom
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American Psychological Association, Stress in America Generation Z (Oct. 2018), https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/stress/2018/stress-gen-z.pdf2

https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/stress/2018/stress-gen-z.pdf


American Psychological Association, Stress in the Time of COVID-19 (May 2020), https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/stress/2020/stress-in-america-covid.pdf 

Parent = “Those who have at least one child under the age 
of 18 in their household at least 50% of the time for whom 
they are the parent/guardian.”
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The Racism Pandemic

“We are living in a racism pandemic, which is taking a heavy psychological toll on 
our African American citizens. The health consequences are dire. Racism is 
associated with a host of psychological consequences, including depression, 
anxiety and other serious, sometimes debilitating conditions, including post-
traumatic stress disorder and substance use disorders. Moreover, the stress caused 
by racism can contribute to the development of cardiovascular and other physical 
diseases.

“The impact of these repeated horrific incidents is inflicting trauma on the broader 
African American community. . . .”

Press Release, American Psychological Association, ‘We Are Living in a Racism Pandemic,’ Says APA President (May 29, 2020). 4



Trauma and the Fall 2020 classroom

Possible effects of trauma include

Lack of focus

Difficulty managing time

Inability to show up for scheduled events

Difficulty meeting deadlines

Lack of organization in written work

Difficulty sleeping àExhaustion 

For many students, the same screens that 
deliver traumatic content also deliver 
their online instruction.

Professors might perceive normal 
responses to trauma as lack of interest or 
effort in the classroom.

Professors’ approaches to promoting 
mental health must be intersectional

T’Airra Belcher, Ph.D., R. Scott Heath, Ph.D., Asia Wong, LCSW, & Kate Yurgil, Ph.D., Ending Keynote on Trauma, Loyola Summer Teaching Conference (June 12, 2020).5



Strategies

1. Consider making assignments due on one 
specific day of the week for the entire semester.

2. Provide assignments and readings as far in 

advance as possible.

3. Make sure all important information is 
available in writing.

4. Announce when you will return graded work.

5. Provide a pre-module or post-module checklist.

6. Be predictable, not rigid.

Design courses to reduce 
achievement-based anxiety
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Strategies

1. Look critically at your syllabus and see how much 
space you give to creating a positive mental space for 
your students. Mindfulness will start with you.

2. Use early interactions to build relationships and 
identify students who will benefit more from one-on-
one contact.

3. Connect your discussion of mental wellbeing to your 
school’s mission.

4. Use language that normalizes reactions to trauma. 

5. Have students complete a three-question “exit ticket” 
after class.

◦ What concept from today’s class did you understand 
most?

◦ What concept from today’s class did you understand least?

◦ Is there anything else you’d like to tell me today? 
(voluntary question; students may leave it blank)

Build trust from Day 1

7



Strategies

1. Consider adding a 5 minute “Moment of Zen” to 
the beginning of end of each class.

2. Or, start class with a news article, story, 

relaxation exercise, or resource that is related 
to wellbeing.

3. Share apps, podcasts, and other media that 

encourage self care outside the classroom 
(Recommendation: Headspace.  Free 
Recommendation: Calm).

Promote mental wellbeing all 
semester
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INTERACTIVE

Discussion 
boards

Breakout 
groups

Polls Chat
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Strategies

1. Make your methods visible to your 
administrators and your colleagues

2. Advocate within your school for more 

alternatives for students experiencing the 
effects of trauma

3. Advocate outside your schoolPromoting students’ mental 
wellbeing on a larger scale
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Within the past five years have you ever cited physical or mental illness, or an emotional, 
nervous or behavioral disorder as an explanation for your poor academic or 
professional performance? 
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Additional Resources

Mental Health Toolkit: https://abaforlawstudents.com/events/initiatives-and-
awards/mental-health-resources/

Center for Teaching, Mindfulness in the Classroom: https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-

sub-pages/contemplative-pedagogy/

Best Survey and Polling https://www.educatorstechnology.com/2018/02/17-of-best-
surveys-and-polls-creation.html

Email us! s.leahy@northeastern.edu eabishop@loyno.edu
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Sources Relied On

Slide 2: American Psychological Association, Stress in America Generation Z (Oct. 2018), 
https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/stress/2020/stress-in-america-covid.pdf ; Michelle Kinder, Why 
Mindfulness Belongs in the Classroom (Jan. 25, 2017), https://www.mindful.org/why-mindfulness-belongs-in-the-
classroom/ ; Diana Ward & Madison Silverstein, Creating Inclusive Environments – Online and Off-Campus, Loyola 
Summer Teaching Conference (June 11, 2020).

Slide 3: American Psychological Association, Stress in the Time of COVID-19 (May 2020), 
https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/stress/2020/stress-in-america-covid.pdf .

Slide 4: Press Release, American Psychological Association, ‘We Are Living in a Racism Pandemic,’ Says APA President 
(May 29, 2020), https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/2020/05/racism-pandemic .
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Sources Relied On

Slide 5:  T’Airra Belcher, R. Scott Heath, Asia Wong, & Kate Yurgil, Ending Keynote on Trauma, 
Loyola Summer Teaching Conference (June 12, 2020).

Slide 6:  Id.

Slide 7: Id.; Ward & Silverstein, supra slide 2; Michelle Pacansky-Brock, “He treated us like people.”, 
brocansky (Nov. 7, 2019), https://brocansky.com/2019/11/he-treated-us-like-people.html ; Leslie 
Culver, White Doors, Black Footsteps: The Leveraging of “White Privilege” for Law Students of 
Color, Association of Legal Writing Directors Biennial Conference (July 19, 2017).
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Sources Relied On

Slide 10: Shonda Buchanan, Zooming While Black, (Apr. 17, 2020), 
https://bcdiversity.wordpress.com/2020/04/24/zooming-while-black/ ; Nicholas 
Casey, College Made Them Feel Equal. The Virus Exposed How Unequal Their Lives 

Are., N.Y. Times (Apr. 2020), 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/04/us/politics/coronavirus-zoom-college-
classes.html .
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Sources Relied On

Slide 12: Marilyn Cavicchia, A new look at character and fitness: Bar leaders, lawyers, 
and others urge elimination of mental health questions, Bar Leader vol. 44 No. 3 (2020), 
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/bar_services/publications/bar_leader/2019_20/j

anuary-february/a-new-look-at-character-and-fitness-bar-leaders-lawyers-others-
urge-elimination-of-mental-health-questions/; Bar Exam Applications Pertaining To 
Mental Health, School/Criminal History, and Financial Issues as of Fall 2017, 

https://law.yale.edu/sites/default/files/area/department/cdo/document/50_state_surve
y_-_bar_exams_and_mental_health_-_fall_2017.pdf .
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