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UNIVERSITY

LIFE

ay! University! We reach! University life is
ften painted as a time of freedom and

discovery, yet beneath the excitement of

getting into tertiary education and fulfilling
the dreams of your parents and yourself, lies
several pressures that make students more
vulnerable to mental health challenges than
many other groups.

The transition from home to campus can be
disorienting, stripping away familiar support
systems and routines. Students suddenly face
the demands of independence, the weight of
academic competition, and the need to forge new
social identities.

Financial strain adds another layer, with tuition
fees, living costs, and part-time jobs creating
constant stress. And let’s not forget rigorous
exam study and sleep disruption, irregular
schedules, and unhealthy coping mechanisms
such as substance use, vaping, and alcohol which
can further weaken a student’s resilience.

Therefore, many persons are unaware that
university students are at a higher risk of mental
health problems than many other groups
because they face a unique combination of

e academic pressure

« social transition

« financial strain

« and identity challenges

All these issues are experienced while often
living away from established support systems
like parents, grannies, and family friends for the
first time. Unlike older adults, you may be
simultaneously navigating multiple transitions
which they seldom adequately prepare for. Many
often lack stable support networks while on
campus, and their coping skills are still
developing.

The combination of high expectations, limited
resources, and social isolation makes them
disproportionately vulnerable compared to other
age groups. Together, these factors explain why
university students are statistically more at risk
of anxiety, depression, and suicidal thoughts
than many other groups.

The above risk factors can be mitigated by
several protective factors which can help you
navigate these challenges and thrive. These
protective factors include building strong social
connections through clubs, peer networks, and
friendships which reduces isolation and fosters
belonging.

Developing resilience skills such as problem-
solving, emotional regulation, and critical
thinking equips you to manage stress more
effectively. Maintaining healthy routines
including regular sleep, balanced nutrition, and
physical activity, strengthens both body and
mind.

Accessing professional support early, whether
through campus counselling services or trusted
mentors, ensures problems are addressed before
they escalate.

Mindfulness practices, journalling, and creative

outlets provide healthy ways to process
emotions, while reducing stigma around mental
health empowers students to see counselling not
as a last resort but as part of their academic
success strategy.

At the University of Trinidad and Tobago (UTT),
students can access the Student Counselling
Services across all campuses. These services are
free and confidential, offering individual
counselling sessions, crisis intervention, and
referrals to specialised care when needed. The
counsellors are trained professionals with
expertise in trauma, substance abuse, family
therapy, and crisis management.

Whether a student is struggling with academic
pressure, personal relationships, or sudden
emotional distress, help is available at every
campus and students can reach out by calling
642-8888 or 223-4888, with extensions varying
by location.

In a similar way, The University of the West
Indies, St Augustine, provides support through
its Counselling and Psychological Services,
known as CAPS. This unit offers individual and
family therapy, crisis intervention, diagnostic
assessments, and referrals for psychiatric
evaluation when necessary.

CAPS also organises mindfulness workshops
and peer support forums such as ‘Mind Matters’
and ‘Safe Space,’ which give students practical
tools for managing stress and opportunities to
connect with others facing similar challenges.

Students can contact the office at 662-2002
extensions 82491 or 83584, or email counsellor@
sta.uwi.edu

Suicide remains one of the most tragic
outcomes of untreated mental distress, and its
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impact reverberates across families, campuses,
and comm unities. The recent death of a
22-year-old law student is a painful reminder
that behind academic achievement and outward
success, many young people struggle silently
and as previously stated, are particularly
vulnerable due to the pressures of academic
competition, isolation, and transition which can
intensify feelings of hopelessness and despair.

September is Suicide Prevention Month and if
we have to change the narrative, as the theme
calls us to do, we all as a community—Church,
school, family—we have to break the silence,
recognise the silent warning signs, and affirm
that despair is not destiny.

Seeking help is not weakness but courage, and
services at UTT and UWI exist precisely to
provide lifelines in moments of crisis. By
normalising conversations about mental health
and encouraging students to reach out early, we
can lessen the risks and ensure that no one feels
they must face despair alone.

University life is not only about grades and
achievements; it is about your growth and well-
being. The risks are real, but so are the resources
and strategies that can protect your mental
health. By cultivating supportive communities,
practising resilience, and making use of available
services, you can balance the demands of
independence and competition while
safeguarding your well-being. In doing so, you
ensure that your university years are not just
successful, but also fulfilling. Take care.

— Dr Margaret Nakhid-Chatoor, Psychologist/
Educator, mncpsychl7@gmail.com



