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Abstract 

The article presents the effects of the author’s work in a psychological aid centre for 
students. On the basis of her own experience and the activities of other universities, the 
author intends to propose an organizational system and intervention strategies among 
students who encounter problems with coping with duties involved in Higher Education. 
The main topic will be students' problems and their needs during HE. The life and 
education situation of students with special needs (depression, adaptation, 
professionalization, identity and behavioural problems) will be presented and analysed. 
Clinical and social models addressing these problems will be presented. These two 
models of support for students with special needs are focused on improving the quality 
of teaching and the development of students by the use of specific methods such as 
mentalization, mentoring, coaching, trainings, therapy and teaching social skills among 
regular students and Erasmus exchange students. 
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Introduction 

In today’s changing world, with the pressure on achieving success constantly growing, 

mental health is a very important and delicate issue. Concentrated on their expectations 

of constant optimization and ever-raising efficiency, students fail to notice important 

psychological problems in their functioning. Instead of psychologists and therapists, 

they search for coaches, personal trainers or developmental, communicative or 

motivation training. 

Mobility as a Need and Challenge 

For young people, the period of studies is the time of developing interests and pursuing 

passions in various areas of life. This process is fuelled by knowledge gained during 

lectures and classes and facilitated by meeting various people. One peer group is 

substituted with another. That period also brings changes in family relations. Young 

people become more independent and exercise their right of making independent 

decisions (Brzezińska, 2002). At that stage of life, family social or religious values are 

revised and some of them become noticeably more important at the beginning of adult 

life (early adulthood -Bee, 2004, or emerging adulthood – Arnett, 2011).  

Academic mobility refered that in the 2012-13 academic year, 268,143 students went to 

another European country to study or train, which represented a year-on-year increase 

of 6%. With this new record number of student mobility the Erasmus target of 

supporting three million students by 2012-2013 had been reached. Compared with the 

latest available data on the size of national student population, in 2011-12 the highest 

numbers of outgoing Erasmus students in relative terms were reported in Luxembourg, 

Liechtenstein, Latvia, Lithuania and Spain (Raport Europe, 2015, Feyen, Krzaklewska, 

2013) 

Problems with Mobility – What is the Issue? 

Those who have decided to pursue university education face changes in their 

environment and form of learning. Evaluation and verification, hitherto regularly 

provided to a student, is now replaced with feedback delayed in time (examinations, 

tests). The contacts between the ‘master’ (teacher) and the ‘pupil’ (student) also change, 

and the crux of that change is that now those contacts are to be initiated by the student. 

The student is free to choose the classes s/he attends and persons with whom s/he 

comes into interaction. In some students, that new situation creates the sense of 

abandonment and chaos. Back at school, the assessment system was a regular source of 

information about the student’s performance and an indication of improvement 

resulting from his or her learning process. At the university, that type of regular 

feedback is no longer offered and students are expected to adequately judge the 

situation for themselves and act accordingly. Lack of proper understanding of a new 

learning environment leads to functional disorders and sometimes results in learning 



HERJ Hungarian Educational Research Journal, Vol 7 (2017), No 4 

77 

difficulties, abandoning studies, or has even graver psychological consequences, such as 

depression or attempted suicide.  

The survey made by Białkowska, Mroczkowska, Zomkowska, Rakowska (2014) showed 

that every 8th student was exposed to the occurrence of a depressive episode. Therefore 

it is advisable to conduct extended psychological research and diagnose reasons of 

depressive episodes in the group of students. Focus on the problem of students who 

taking up higher education beyond their home places were analysed by Szlendak and 

Lemska (2010). These problems involve personal difficulties and keeping single-handed 

households. Moreover, deficiencies of aid units responsible for helping students in 

personal, material, cognitive, organizational and adaptation spheres were discovered. 

Accordnig Sanchez, Fornerino and Zhang conducted a survey among 477 students from 

the United States, France, and China (2006). This survey suggests that the students who 

study in these three countries face family barriers, financial barriers, psychological 

barriers and social barriers. The psychological barriers are related to aspects such as 

homesickness or fear of the new environment; the social barriers usually are related to 

friends and family. Different students experience those problems to different degrees. 

Klahr and Ratti (2000) emphasized in their research the importance of the inadequate 

recognition of the academic year structure and subject organization. Moreover, 

insufficient foreign language skills are considered another big barrier for most mobile 

students, not only the credit mobile students. In order to show conditionigs of barriers 

of student mobility Souto-Otero, Huisman, Beerkens, de Wit and Vujic made 

comparisons between participants and nonparticipants Erasmus program (2013). Based 

on large data set on Erasmus and non-Erasmus students in seven European countries 

they recognized two main problems; financial and personal. They also suggested a two-

pronged approach to cope with them and in consequence increase the mobility of 

students. The first should focus on better information and communication with students 

and the second on stressing the benefits from Erasmus mobility. In this paper the short 

survey was presented. The main object of the case study was focused on conditionings of 

coping with stress connected with adaptation in two situation: the first year student and 

in Erasmus exchange situation.  

The Scale and Examples of Problems among Students 

In response to those functional problems, many universities have opened psychological 

aid centres for students. The official Psychological Aid Centre or sometimes called 

Career Centre offering advice and support to students. The services they offer include: 

diagnosing the nature of the problem, providing psychological support or training and 

referral to a therapeutic centre.  

In psychological center for students in Zielona Gora the most frequently diagnosed 

problems among students are adjustment disorders (45%) among first year students 

and problems with coping with stress during the first and the last examination session 

(30%) (years 2012-2015). Another frequent (15%) diagnosis is problems connected 
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with traumas related to the family of origin or family of choice (unplanned pregnancy, 

domestic violence, breaking up with a partner). A small group (10%) of those seeking 

help report pre-diagnosed conditions such as depression, schizophrenia, anorexia, 

anxiety disorders, or are victims of accidents or crimes. Another group of clients in these 

centres are Erasmus exchange. In most cases they do not contact the centre themselves; 

it is usually the exchange supervisor who asks a centre employee to undertake an 

intervention or contact a student in need.  

Cases of the Problem Studying out of Home  

Below were presented two cases of young male students from Support Centre at the 

Zielona Gora University. In the first case, grave adjustment disorders have led to a 

suicide attempt. In the second case adjustment disturbances were fairly quickly 

diagnosed and resolved. Bringing the cases of those two men into attention seems 

important due to differences among countries and people, and mobility as a trend in 

higher education.  

Tomek, aged 19, first year student, winter term, study outside home 

The student began to skip classes in November. He only attended when he was required to take tests. 
After three weeks of absence his teacher, following the procedure that was in place at that University, 
contacted the dean’s office and the group prefect. The student was found and directed to the Centre, 
where he reported loss of control over body weight (gained 8 kg within 2 months), problems with 
establishing personal contacts with other students in his group, sense of cognitive helplessness and fear 
of failure. The student employed avoidance mechanisms, i.e. he did not attend classes, academic events 
or group meetings. He was sleeping most of the time. He stopped going home for weekends in order not 
to confront himself or others with the problem. In January, when the winter exam session was 
approaching, he reported suicidal thoughts. He was asked to contact a psychiatrist as soon as possible; 
unfortunately, he did not do that. Within a week he reported a failed suicide attempt. An ambulance was 
called and he was taken to hospital. 

Imhar, Erasmus exchange student, aged 21 

Imhar came from Turkey, being the only Erasmus student from his country. When choosing the country 
and city, he had been aware of cultural differences and the possibility that there would be no other 
Turkish students there. He had also known that the language of communication would be English only. 
He came three weeks later than other students, at the end of October. After two weeks of his absence 
from classes and avoiding the foreign co-operation office, he was contacted by the exchange supervisor, 
who talked to him and took him to see a psychologist from the aid centre. At the centre, the student 
reported problems with adaptation such as lack of appetite and longing. He was beginning to experience 
sharp cultural differences and felt that his needs connected with food, religion and feeling of loneliness 
were ignored; as a result, he began to withdraw from the social life, telling his supervisors (also fellow-
students) that he was busy preparing himself for classes. Incredible as it may seem, his problems with 
food stemmed from the fact that he expected to be eating the same fruit and vegetables as in his native 
country, despite the fact that he had moved to a different climatic zone. He also began to experience 
problems connected with absent-mindedness. He left a water tap running and went to the park for the 
whole day. When he returned home, his room was flooded. He lost his keys, and soon after that he also 
lost his documents. 

When he started to attend the classes again (at the beginning of December) he began to experience 
difficulties in communication – his English proved to be insufficient to match the expectations of his 
teachers, and his own needs. Then he started to communicate with the teachers through a translator 
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tool. The assistance of a psychologist involved support and contact twice every week. Moreover, his 
fellow students were asked to visit him at least once a week at the dormitory. A three-week Christmas 
break followed, during which the student went home to visit his family. After his return he continued his 
psychological sessions. His language and communication skills suddenly returned, unexpectedly yet 
visibly. He asked for a change of lodgings and found other students from his culture. His functioning was 
gradually improving. He planned to stay for another term and he even obtained a recommendation from 
the Centre, on condition that he would go back to his family for a two-week winter vacation. 

Both examples show the way in which problems connected with the change of the 

learning environment (in both cases resulting from a voluntarily made decision) may 

influence the functioning of an individual. The same elements may be seen in both cases: 

a new environment, change of one’s social circle, being cut off from the family, pressure 

on success and feeling of loneliness. The result was the deterioration of social and 

cognitive functions. At that point it is worth reminding that every difficult, stressful 

situation triggers the process called ‘coping’ that governs emotions, controls the manner 

in which the world of inner and outer experiences is perceived and protects the image of 

self or other important persons (Heszen-Niejodek, 1991, p.19). Such situations require 

reorganization of internal psychological structure and activation of resources, and 

therefore may ‘force’ successful coping enabling better adjustment to the situation. Still, 

one should remember that the same circumstances may also trigger an unsuccessful 

coping reaction that may have grave consequences (functional disorders). 

Analysis of the Problem Studying out of Home as a Difficult Situation 

Psychology distinguishes three types of situations (difficult, stressful and crisis) in order 

to differentiate between the reactions to those situations and describe them. All these 

types may be treated as relations between an individual and his or her environment. 

Each constitutes a psychological burden for the individual and its evaluation is highly 

subjective. The term ‘stressful situation’ has different meanings. It may be described as a 

certain condition of a human organism that occurs in response to a negative event in the 

person’s environment (often called a ‘stressful situation’) or to demands put on the 

individual. By describing it in that manner, the physiological nature of the adjusting 

process is emphasised. After Selye (1977) three stages of physiological reaction to stress 

can be distinguished: 

- alarm reaction stage, involving specific and non-specific changes resulting from 

encountering a stressor or the undertaken reaction and protection attempts, 

-  resistance stage, in which the organism defends itself better and better and 

learns to live with stress, 

- exhaustion stage, which is the result of the organism’s reduced ability to resist 

stress. 

However, in the contemporary literature the relational approach to stress prevails. This 

approach does not treat stress as a result of external factors or internal processes, but 

rather as a special type of relationship between individuals and their environment in 

which the individual appraisal of the situation is what matters. 
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A difficult situation occurs when the inner balance of the ordinary situation is disturbed 

so that the ‘probability of the realization of the task at the normal level decreases’ 

(Tomaszewski, 1978, p.32). We distinguish five types of difficult situations: deprivation, 

overburdening, threat, difficulty and conflict. The types and characteristics of particular 

difficult situations are not mutually exclusive but co-exist. For instance, the situation of 

overburdening and difficulty occurring when parents with normal hearing find about 

the disability of their child influences their perception of the reality. This may cause 

conflict between the hitherto cherished values connected with parenthood and the ones 

that currently become important. According to T. Tomaszewski (1978), stress occurs as 

a reaction to difficult situations and it lasts longer than the situation that has triggered it. 

Situations in which an individual is no longer able to cope become crisis situations. 

Stressful and difficult situations can be endured without any intervention from the 

outside world. However, when a person is unable to cope with the situation for a 

prolonged period of time, feels helpless and finds out that the methods of coping usually 

employed become ineffective, an adjustment disorder or other disorders are diagnosed. 

It also becomes evident that outside help is necessary. As the situation is abnormal, it 

requires reorganization of behaviour, reinterpretation of the reality and resorting to 

one’s own resources. Various spheres of life are changed, relations with the family are 

damaged, and contacts with the circle of friends get limited. The person affected feels 

certain somatic symptoms and moods that make her or him feel lonely and sometimes 

guilty. Sometimes the adjustment disorders are diagnosed. According to ICD 10 

adjustment disorders is a subjective state of emotional disturbance and strong stress 

that occurs when an individual tries to adjust to new life situations or after negative, 

stressful events. The important thing is that those disturbances are diagnosed when the 

triggering situations do not exceed the boundaries of ordinary human experience, yet 

are major, significant life changes (logos, 2014). ‘The most typical events that give rise to 

adjustment disorders include: loss of parents or spouse, emigration, beginning a new 

school, retirement, becoming a parent, i.e. those that involve a significant change in life, 

alter plans for the future or change the individual’s social environment to a considerable 

degree. Symptoms include low mood, sense of helplessness, emotional tension, worry, 

anxiety, sometimes behavioural disorders. Those symptoms significantly impair or even 

prevent the correct fulfilment of social roles, or even everyday routines.’ (logos, 2014). One 

can say that a functional disturbance occurs in a specific difficult situation in which 

problems and impaired functioning are expected, and one is also expected to cope 

quickly and return to the optimum condition. 

How to Help in Coping with Problems? – Challenges  

The literature distinguishes two basic functions of coping. The former is an instrumental 

function consisting in changing the situation through the change of behaviour or change 

of environment. The latter is regulating emotions, i.e. controlling the somatic and 

subjective constituents of emotions so as not to allow them to disturb the social and 

psychological functioning of an individual (Heszen – Niejodek, 1991). According to 
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Lazarus, three categories of coping mechanism can be distinguished (1980). The first 

one comprises appraisal-focused strategies, i.e. those coping mechanisms which involve 

the change of mindset or a revision of thoughts. Denial is the most common coping 

mechanism under this category. The second category is connected with problem-

focused strategies, i.e. those that modify the behaviour of the person. A good example of 

this is learning how to cook a family dinner knowing that your spouse's family would 

come over to your house this weekend. The third category contains emotion-focused 

strategies including the alteration of one's emotions to tolerate or eliminate the stress. 

Examples include distraction, meditation, and relaxation techniques. 

In order to come up with effective aid, one should bear in mind that the coping process 

always relates to a specific person in a specific situation. This means that the choice of a 

certain mode of action depends on the qualities of that person and situation, and the 

effectiveness of provided aid also depends on the same factors. It should be remembered 

that the coping process may be changed or modified (‘re-valued’) under the influence of 

certain situational factors and psychological processes, but it may also modify certain 

psychological processes (cognitive evaluations). In order to understand the situation of 

the coping person one should take into account: 1) his or her personal situation (age, 

social and financial status of the family, emotional maturity, self-awareness, self-

confidence, degree of personal control, a system of religious and philosophical beliefs) 

and earlier experience connected with coping during the time of life transformations 

and crises - the realization of earlier developmental tasks; 2) factors connected with the 

change of social environment, 3) characteristic features of the individual’s social and 

emotional environment (family ties, relations with friends, distance from the family, 

communicative skills, ability to get social support). According to Smith (1989, 1999) the 

most important thing is work with self-efficacy, assertiveness, locus of control, self-

esteem and social support. Another one is spreading precise and positive information. A 

good example of this is the student book prepared by one of the universities 

(http://esn.org/studentguidebook). The challenge is to set up the aid model which will 

first of all offer access to information, not only about the student life but also about 

available aid and support services. Academic staff members should also have the 

information accessible in order to be able to tell their students where to look for help 

and what the scope of this help would be. 

Therefore, aid activities should aim at searching and obtaining social support for the 

student, making him or her feel understood and able to take control over the situation 

and perceive it as ‘making sense’. This should be achieved through the exchange of 

emotions and information and through opening up the possibilities of real-life actions 

and change of the situation (Sęk, 2006, Taylor, 1983). The aim of all those activities is to 

regain self-esteem, self-evaluation and reconstruct the concept of ‘self’ in a given 

environment (Sędek, 1991, Dudek, 2006). Processes that should be activated when 

offering support to a person who is trying to cope with adaptation problems include: – 

logical analysis of an event, – cognitive redefinition, – cognitive avoidance or repression, 
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– seeking information and support, – problem-focused activities, – seeking benefits 

stemming from the situation, – affective regulation (emotional release), – confrontation 

with reality and responding to the needs of the situation, – maintaining contacts with the 

family, – preservation of the image of ‘self’ and sense of competence (Moos, Schaefer, 

1986). 

Conclusions 

In face of modern mobility processes it seems that in the future, due to globalization 

processes (mobility) but also increasing demands related to own achievements, more 

students are likely to need psychological assistance and support in coping with problem 

with adaptation. For that reason, the number of cases should be analysed and monitored 

and the overall demand for such services assessed. A detailed analysis will only be 

possible when those institutions (aid centres) become organizational units at the 

university or faculty level. 

One element is proceduralization of psychological aid and co-operation with a medical 

facility, if only to arrange for free-of-charge emergency visits. For financial reasons, the 

operation of university aid centres is based on voluntary service or duty hours of 

academic employees, but co-operation with another (healthcare) centre will allow for 

redirecting patients whenever necessary, not merely informing them about the 

existence of these options and leaving them to their own devices. 

Another challenge is the way in which HE institutions handle organizational problems 

connected with operating aid centres. Those centres are staffed with volunteers working 

short and infrequent duty hours. The offered help is basically informal, although 

professional; yet all the certificates must be issued by a competent healthcare institution 

and this is where students are referred. In order to minimize the shame and resistance, 

students often obtain services anonymously or screening workshops are organized at 

which individuals are selected and encouraged to contact the centre for a more in-depth 

analysis. In Finland there is an Internet-based service for depressed individuals; 

unfortunately, that project is carried out in the form of a research grant, not a 

permanent form of work. 

Each of the above-listed challenges touches upon the question of providing funds for the 

activity of aid centres. A question arises whether those centres are indispensable 

elements in the structure of a HE institution or rather an ‘added value’ based on the 

enthusiasm of HE staff. Each of the universities mentioned in this study had a different 

idea and organizational structure in that respect. The most common model was a grant-

based one (a centre operating as part of a project) or one based on volunteers’ work or 

earmarked subsidies (in which case the target group was most often first-year students). 
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