
Breaking Down Barriers 

Helping Students with Mental Health Conditions  

Why is it important? 
“Anxiety disorders are protected under the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 and may make 

students eligible for accommodations to help compensate for symptoms of anxiety.” (Bailey, 2012) 

 

According to the Anxiety and Depression Association of America (ADAA), anxiety disorders are the most 

common mental health condition in the United States. Depression often occurs at the same time as an 

anxiety disorder. Nearly 50% of people diagnosed with depression are also diagnosed with an anxiety 

disorder.  

How do mental health conditions affect learning? 
Although mental health conditions are often invisible, they can create very real barriers to learning for 

students. 

Common barriers caused by mental health conditions 

 Trouble receiving, processing and recalling information 

o Inability to block out environmental stimuli 

o Restlessness and shortened attention span 

o Difficulty understanding or remembering verbal instruction 

 Difficulty managing time constraints, deadlines, and multiple tasks 

 Problems in interpersonal settings 

o Difficulty contributing to group work or reading social cues 

 Barriers caused by medication side effects 

o Negative impact on attention, memory, alertness, and activity or energy level 

o Drowsiness, fatigue, blurred vision, thirst, hand tremors, and slowed response time 

Accommodations 

The DO-IT (Disabilities, Opportunities, Internetworking, and Technology) Center at University of 

Washington provides a wealth of example accommodations for students with mental health conditions.  

Classroom accommodations 

 Preferential seating, such as a seat close to the door 

 Prearranged or frequent breaks 

 Allow for beverages in class 

 Audio or video recorder use 

 Note taker or assigned classmate as a volunteer assistant  

 Early availability of syllabus and class materials 



Examination accommodations 

 Allow students to take tests in a separate, quiet, and non-distracting area 

 Extended time allotment for test taking 

 Alternative exam formats, such as multiple choice, essay, oral, presentation, role play, or 

portfolio 

 Divide exams into segments that can be taken throughout the day or over several days 

Assignment accommodations 

 Substitute assignments or alternative assignments 

 Advance notice of assignments 

 Allow for assignments to be submitted handwritten rather than typed, or vice-versa 

 Written assignments instead of oral presentations, or vice-versa 

 Extended time to complete assignments 

Tips for Faculty 
“Agreement does not equal empathy; disagreement does not mean disconnection.” (How-to Tips for 

Educators) 

 

As faculty, collaborate with students and a disability resource specialist or department to facilitate 

learning and break down barriers. Students are the best resources for identifying their needs and 

appropriate accommodations. Talk to your student about the barriers they encounter in different 

situations.  

 Develop an alliance with your students. Ask how you can help and actively listen to the student’s 

response.  

 Be as clear and concise as possible. Set concrete guidelines and expectations for classwork and 

behavior.  

 Separate the person from the problem. Identify the presence of disability. Treat your student 

with respect, and do not assume you know the student’s thoughts and feelings. 

 Communicate and act with kindness and honesty. 

Sources 
Bailey, Eileen. (2012, July 26). 11 College Accommodations for Students with Anxiety Disorders. Health 

Central. Retrieved from http://www.healthcentral.com. 

Facts, Anxiety and Depression Association of America, ADAA. (n.d.). Retrieved October 4, 2016, from 

https://www.adaa.org/finding-help/helping-others/college-students/facts. 

Psychiatric Impairments, DO-IT. (n.d.) Retrieved October 4, 2016, from 

http://www.washington.edu/doit/psychiatric-impairments. 

How-to Tips for Educators, Center for Psychiatric Rehabilitation. (n.d.) Retrieved on October 4, 2016 

from https://cpr.bu.edu/resources/reasonable-accommodations/how-to-tips-for-educators.  


