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James Administration Building, Room 621 
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TO: Senate 

FROM: Olivier Dyens, Deputy-Provost (Student Life and Learning) 

SUBJECT: Follow-up to the Joint Board-Senate Meeting 

DATE: March 19, 2014 

DOCUMENT #: D13-55  
ACTION  INFORMATION      APPROVAL/DECISION 
REQUIRED: 

ISSUE: Report to Senate on mental health initiatives at McGill University and to 
provide an update on actions taken since the November 12, 2013 Joint 
Board-Senate meeting. 

BACKGROUND 
& RATIONALE: 

The topic of the Joint Board-Senate meeting, held on November 12, 2013, 
was “Mental Health at McGill University.” The meeting helped to 
crystalize the ongoing concern the Univeristy has with the wellbeing of 
the McGill community. The attached document outlines the ongoing 
mental health initiatives in Student Life and Learning, which where given 
new emphasis  and a coherent approach as a result of the discussions at the 
meeting. 

MOTION OR 
RESOLUTION  
FOR APPROVAL: 

N/A 

PRIOR 
CONSULTATION: 

Mental Health is an ongoing effort at McGill University. As such, 
consultation takes place at all levels, both organizationally and 
individually. 

NEXT STEPS: McGill will continue to provide services the contribute to the well-being 
of its community, as well as implement new inititives as they are 
identified and developed.  

APPENDICES: Appendix A: Report on mental health initiatives at McGill University 
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Follow-up Report to Senate and the Board of Governors on Mental 
Health Initiatives following the Joint Board-Senate Meeting of Fall 2013 

The most recent Joint-Board Senate meeting took place on November 12, 2013 during 
which participants discussed the topic of mental health at the University. Below is a 
description of how the University has been striving to continue to improve its 
community’s mental wellbeing.  

Advising Initiatives 

The advising checklist and the pre-arrival advising (course simulator) are initiatives 
designed to reduce stress by allowing students to understand the University advising 
landscape before arrival. The advising checklist provides a list of advising services that 
students should be aware of at specific times during their studies.   he checklist is 
scheduled to be available to students in the late spring of 2014. Pre-arrival advising 
consists of a series of tools that will address key, stressful transitions in a student's life 
(from high school/CEGEP to university, and from 1st to 2nd and 3rd cycles). These tools 
are currently under development at Teaching and Learning Services. 

Wait-times 

Last year there were 270 students on the wait list; currently there are 36. Wait times have 
been cut from 6 weeks to 1. 

The Bell Canada grant to McGill is intended to create an online self-assessment tool that 
would help students identify their mental health-related challenges. Via an online portal, 
students would be guided through a simple self-assessment that would begin by 
determining which module is best suited to their concerns. The modules will reflect the 
most common mental health issues faced by McGill’s students as tracked by a recent 
survey (Di Genova, Romano, 2012): anxiety, depression, eating disorders, addiction 
issues, schizophrenia and bipolar disorder, among others. 

Students will be asked to provide basic demographic information, and then will respond 
to simple, multiple-choice questions (HQ-9) aimed at assessing the nature of their 
concerns. Based on their responses, the system will provide a recommendation of further 
intervention where warranted, including detailed information about how to contact 
resources for psychological services on campus (Counselling Service; Mental Health; 
Health Service; & OSD) . 

This self-assessment program will be complemented by a new initiative by the McGill 
Counselling Service, the SHIFT program (see below). 

The SHIFT program: Self-Help for Improving Thoughts and Feelings 

This program is a web-based and interactive program to help students with moderate 
anxiety, depression, and/or stress; it is based on standard CBT principles and consists of 5 
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core modules. Although primarily a self-help program, it remains interactive in nature. 
For instance, a counsellor will be available to help students practice and further develop 
their new skills, while reflecting on the information learned. 

SHIFT participants significantly improved on levels of self-reported anxiety, depression 
and stress (Day et al., 2013).  The use of SHIFT will contribute to increased access to 
services for students who are unable or unlikely to come for counselling even when in 
distress (e.g.: students with disabilities, students uncomfortable with typical 
psychotherapy due to cultural differences, etc.). It also reflects a paradigm shift whereby 
psychological needs are increasingly being met through technology. Program delivery 
through the Internet is flexible, private, and convenient, therefore appearing to be the 
most promising delivery of self-help material. SHIFT is also a sustainable program since 
once the initial training of counsellors has been completed, the program is relatively easy 
and economical to operate.  

McGill  Harm Reduction and Substance program 

Surveys in North American campuses suggest that approximately 30% of university 
students meet the criteria to receive a diagnosis of alcohol abuse and 6% meet the 
criteria of diagnosis of alcohol dependence (Gracefo et al, 2012). A recent survey of 
McGill students suggest that 39% of undergraduate students and 28% of graduate 
students are concerned about their alcohol and substance use (DiGenova  & Romano, 
2012). McGill Counselling Service (with contribution from other units- especially 
McGill Health Service) is designing a harm reduction program to provide confidential 
and supportive counselling services for students who seek help for substance issues. 
The University intends to use a harm reduction approach aiming to reduce the negative 
impact of substance use on the individual. Harm reduction is not focused on abstinence 
but on keeping people safe.  Harm reduction (addictions counselling) helps individuals 
modify the amount and way they use certain substances. This approach is much more 
in line with the needs of our population. This sort of psycho-educational/harm 
reduction units exists in other universities and was highlighted at the recent Joint 
Board-Senate meeting as one of the recommendations identified for future direction. 
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McGill University Mental Health Initiatives 
Project title Project 

origin 
Sponsor Population 

of interest 
N Comments, 

questions and 
considerations 

Survey  / 
Consultation 
on services 
and support 
for students 

Mental 
Health 
Working 
Group 
(MHWG) 
chaired by 
Prof. 
Fitzpatrick 

Student 
Services 

Faculty and 
Staff 

University-
wide 

Survey under 
review / postponed. 
Too many staff and 
Faculty surveys this 
semester. 

Consultation 
on existing 
services and 
support for 
students 

MHWG Student 
Services 

Student 
service 
directors, 
student 
leaders 

Approx. 20 The goal is to 
provide an 
overview of 
existing support to 
students 

Counselling 
and Mental 
Health 
Benchmark 

Joint-board 
senate 
planning 
group 

Counselling 
Service 

Degree-
seeking UG 
and grad 

5000 Comprehensive 
survey of student 
psychological 
wellbeing to run 
from March 10-
April 4, 2014. 
Follow-up to the 
2012 study.  

Psychological 
Well-being in 
Law 

Student 
Wellbeing 
Committee 

Faculty of 
Law 
Student 
Association 

Law students Over 120 
respondents 

The Faculty of Law 
Student Association 
launched a 
wellbeing survey in 
October 2013. The 
response rate was 
better than 
anticipated and they 
reached out to the 
ODPSLL for 
assistance with the 
reporting. Results 
to be published in 
the Quid in 
February 2014. 

The SHIFT 
program:  
Self-Help for 
Improving 
Thoughts and 
Feelings 

Counselling 
Services 

Counselling 
Services 

All students A web-based and 
interactive program 
to help students 
with moderate 
anxiety, depression, 
and/or stress. Based 
on standard CBT 
principles and 
consists of 5 core 
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modules. Although 
primarily a self-
help program, it 
remains interactive 
in nature. A 
counsellor will be 
available to help 
students practice 
and solidify their 
new skills and 
reflect on the 
information 
learned. 

Mental Health 
First Aid 

Counselling 
Services 

Counselling 
Services 

Any McGill 
staff member 
who is not a 
Mental 
Health 
professional 

University-
wide 

The Mental Health 
First Aid is a 
training that will be 
available shortly for 
any McGill staff 
member who 
wishes to 
understand the 
basics of Mental 
Health. This would 
include a “first 
aid/first responder” 
type of situation . 

Counsellor in 
Residence 

Counselling 
Service & 
Housing and 
Residence 
Life 

Counselling 
Service & 
Housing 
and 
Residence 
Life 

Students in 
residences 

3,000 
students 

For the first time in 
McGill’s history 
counselling services 
are offered at the 
Residences to 
provide wider 
access. 

Recognizing 
and 
Supporting 
Students At-
Risk 

Counseling 
Services,  
Mental 
Health, 
OSD, and 
TLS 

GPS Graduate 
Students 

University-
wide 

In this workshop, 
McGill 
counsellors and 
clinicians will 
present 
information to 
help identify 
evidence of 
mental health 
problems, and to 
decide when to 
refer a student. 
Strategies are 
considered for 
effective 
boundary setting 
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and discuss the 
resulting mutual 
benefits for 
supervisors and 
supervisees. 

Early alert Dean of 
Students 

ODPSLL All students University-
wide 

On-going project to 
provide advice and 
counselling (both 
academic and 
psychological) 
early on. 

McGill Harm 
Reduction and 
Substance 
program 

Counselling 
Services 

Counselling 
Services 

All students Program designed 
to provide 
confidential and 
supportive 
counselling services 
for students who 
are seeking help for 
substance issues. 

Bell – online 
assessment 
pilot 

Bell grant Mental 
Health 

All McGill 
students 

TBD Working on pilot 
details. 
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