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College students are in a period of life where an abundance of new experiences and
stressors can impact students’ mental health. Students in occupational therapy (OT)
programs are experiencing even more significant stressors that affect their mental
health. From transitioning into a healthcare program and the high demand placed on
students for academic and clinical performance, OT students experience significant
stress (Everly et al., 1994). The higher levels of stress the students are experiencing are
resulting in higher rates of depression and anxiety (Hyun et al., 2006). Understanding
how to support OT students best and foster healthy coping responses is essential for
student health and academic success.

Coping consists of strategies an individual uses to reduce and manage unpleasant
emotions. Students will find ways to cope, which can be either healthy or unhealthy, and
the ways they cope can vary among situations (Algorani & Gupta, 2023). Understanding
healthy coping mechanisms that foster student success is essential for academic
educators so they can support students in managing stressors. Three forms of coping
strategies are commonly used: problem-focused coping, emotion-focused coping, and
avoidant coping.

Types of Coping Strategies

Students who use problem-focused coping will address the issue causing the distress.
Through this coping strategy, the student actively analyzes the stressor and finds a way
to cope. Confronting the problem head-on is the most effective and active coping
strategy (Chao, 2011; Stoeber et al., 2011). Students who demonstrate problem-focused
coping are more likely to have higher levels of emotional intelligence, mastery of skills,
and academic achievement. Furthermore, students who understand and implement
problem-focused coping are more likely to experience greater satisfaction in school and
life (Saklofske et al., 2012).

Problem-focused coping cannot be successful without a thorough understanding of
supportive strategies for addressing the problem. Strategies to support problem-focused
coping include active coping, instrumental support, positive reframing, and planning
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(Schoenmakers et al., 2015). Active coping and planning responses allow the OT
student to concentrate on identifying and implementing resolutions to the problem.
When additional support is needed, OT students can utilize instrumental support to seek
help or guidance from their peers, friends, family, and academic instructors. As in
academics and life, not all stress can be resolved through problem-solving. When these
scenarios occur, OT students should reflect on the problem from a different perspective
and identify ways the challenge can be used for self-growth and professional
development.

Problem-focused coping is most appropriate for situations students feel they can
control, such as failing a clinical practice exam. However, not all situations are
controllable, such as participating in a hands-on lab practical or receiving in-person
feedback from an instructor. When students feel powerless, they may need to direct
their coping strategies toward dealing with their feelings and internal distress. Emotion-
focused coping fosters emotional stability by reframing an encounter that caused
distress. Coping response is essential for helping students stay hopeful and optimistic in
challenging situations (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Research shows that college
students, especially females, are most likely to rely on emotion-focused coping (Ramya
& Parthasarathy, 2009). Common strategies used to facilitate emotion-focused coping
include emotional support, humor, venting, and seeking spiritual or religious support.
Unlike problem-focused coping, emotion-focused coping consists of maladaptive
strategies that can negatively impact the OT student and their academic performance.
Some students will begin to self-blame by criticizing and blaming themselves. Self-
blaming leads to increased isolation, feelings of loneliness, and poorer academic
performance (Compas et al., 2017; Govender et al., 2015). Therefore, when using
emotion-focused coping skills, students need to use strategies that allow them to
facilitate emotional regulation and healthy emotional expressions to reduce negative
emotions and toxic stress. Common tools students can use to promote healthy
emotional coping include journaling, listening to music, movement, meditation, and
breathing exercises (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

The third coping response, avoidant coping, occurs when students change their
behavior to avoid thinking about the stressor. Avoidant coping strategies include
maladaptive behaviors that facilitate self-distraction, denial, substance use, and
behavioral disengagement. Long-term stress avoidance may seem like a solution to
decreasing stress, but students are at a greater risk of experiencing anxiety, frustration,
and poorer academic performance and health outcomes (Dijkstra & Homan, 2016).
Avoidant coping can have detrimental long-term consequences, but in some cases, it
may be more effective for a short period. Short-term periods of self-distraction or denial
may be necessary to reduce enough stress for an individual to maintain participation
until they can eliminate other stressors (Moos & Holahan, 2003; Stowell et al., 2001).
For example, students who have multiple assignments in one week may only be able to
focus on one assignment at a time or may participate in leisure activities to help clear
their minds before working on assignments. Therefore, in some circumstances,
avoidance coping may be necessary for students to prevent their stressors from
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becoming unmanageable. Students who use avoidance coping must have a strong
understanding of the context of the situation, specifically what is causing stress and the
implications of the stress on one’s health and occupational participation (Moos &
Holahan, 2003; Stowell et al., 2001).

Implications for OT Students and Educators

Part of the profession of occupational therapy is facilitating healthy coping responses for
clients who may be undergoing stress or life changes. Therefore, it is essential to
ensure healthy coping responses are integrated into the OT academic setting for
academic success and success in the clinic. Occupational therapy educators are the
backbone of institutions and core channels of OT knowledge. A deeper understanding of
common coping responses allows faculty to facilitate healthy coping responses with
students. Research shows a correlation between student depression and poor faculty
support, demonstrating the need for faculty to actively support their students (Langness
et al., 2021). Faculty can help decrease student stress by being clearer on assignments,
establishing open communication, and demonstrating more empathy (McClain et al.,
2023).

In addition, faculty can provide support based on the students’ preferred coping
strategies through collaboration with the student (Haughey et al., 2017). A study on
healthcare students found that providing more wellness resources, mentorship
programs, and a safe and non-discriminatory learning environment assisted with stress
management and facilitated healthy coping responses (Langness et al., 2023).
Furthermore, allowing students more control and flexibility with their schedule increases
their ability to develop healthy coping skills by promoting self-efficacy. Other health
professional programs have implemented mindfulness training, mental health services,
and health and well-being programs into their curriculum to support and facilitate
student coping skills.

Occupational therapy students are highly stressed in their academic journey. To mitigate
the stressors students experience, there is a great need to foster healthy coping
responses in students’ lives. Gaining a deeper understanding of why students are
stressed, the types of coping strategies they utilize, and how faculty can facilitate
strategies is imperative to promoting student success. In healthcare programs, OT
educators need to use their knowledge of mental health, activity analysis, problem-
solving, empathy, and client-centered practice to support the success of OT students'
educational journey.
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