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Supporting student mental health while 
enhancing self-care: Evaluating the 
efficacy of a graduate teaching assistant 
training module
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Abstract

Given the unique proximity and approachability of graduate teaching assis-

tants (GTAs) to students, training GTAs to support student mental health 

is critical. However, GTAs play dual roles as educators and students, who 

face their own stress and mental health challenges. This study examined 

the efficacy of an online module for GTAs focused on how to offer support 

to students while considering their own self-care. Using an online survey, 

GTAs’ beliefs (feelings of preparedness, and sense of responsibility) and 

responses (supportive behaviors) to scenarios of students in distress were 

examined. Participants also completed a measure of self-care. Compared 

with a general sample of GTAs who had not participated in the module 

(n = 111), module participants (n = 42) had higher intentions, felt more 

responsibility, and felt more prepared to support students in distress. They 

also reported higher levels of self-care. This study shows training can not 

only be effective at enhancing GTAs’ ability to support undergraduate stu-

dent mental health but also positively impact their own self-care.
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Post-secondary students (both undergraduate and graduate) expe-

rience high levels of stress and mental health challenges (Linden et 

al., 2021; Mackie & Bates, 2019; Moss et al., 2022). The COVID-19 

pandemic has further exacerbated mental health challenges for both 

graduate (Ogilvie et al., 2020; Sverdlik et al., 2023) and undergraduate 

students (Canadian Alliance of Student Associations & Mental Health 

Commission of Canada, 2022; Hamza et al., 2021; Zhu et al., 2021). 

Therefore, it is important to consider strategies to support student 

mental health in higher education. Given mental health struggles 

are associated with academic challenges and lower grades (Holmes 

& Silvestri, 2016; Sukhawathanakul et al., 2022; Zorach & Lipka, 

2023), a campus-wide approach to mental health has been called for 

(Okanagan Charter: An International Charter for Health Promoting 
Universities and Colleges, 2015). The role of post-secondary instruc-

tors in supporting student mental health has been explored and advo-

cated for in the literature due to their close interactions with students 

(Baik et al., 2019; Di Placito-De Rango, 2018, 2022; McKendrick-Calder 

& Choate, 2024; Spear et al., 2021). Furthermore, the importance of 

mental health training for post-secondary educators has been empha-

sized (Gulliver et al., 2019; Margrove et al., 2014; Spear et al., 2021). 

Given the unique proximity and approachability of graduate teaching 

assistants (GTAs) to students (Dillard et al., 2024; Kendall & Schussler, 

2012), training opportunities specific to GTAs should also be a focus.

The Role of Graduate Teaching Assistants in Supporting 
Student Mental Health

GTAs, graduate students who support course delivery and assessment, 

are often seen as approachable by undergraduate students (Dillard et 

al., 2024; Kendall & Schussler, 2012) and are also in a position to recog-

nize students in distress. Students often develop meaningful relation-

ships with GTAs (Archbell, 2020) and may opt to communicate with 

them more than course instructors (Cotten & Wilson, 2006). Given the 
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frequency and importance of interactions between students and GTAs 

(Halawah, 2006; Kuh & Hu, 2001; Muzaka, 2009; Pascarella & Terenzini, 

2005), it is crucial to provide GTAs with knowledge about mental health 

and supportive strategies for mitigating student distress.

However, GTAs play dual roles as members of the instructional 

team and students themselves (Winstone & Moore, 2017), who face 

their own stress and mental health challenges. GTAs express concerns 

about the tasks and time required for their role (Cho et al., 2011), 

taking time away from their own studies (Muzaka, 2009)—poten-

tially exacerbating stress. While GTAs should be equipped with strat-

egies and resources to support student mental health (e.g., Hsu & 

Goldsmith, 2021), they should also be provided with resources and 

strategies to reduce their own stress and support their own well-being 

(Moss et al., 2022; Slack & Pownall, 2023). Self-care has been identified 

as a method to reduce stress associated with the pressures of gradu-

ate school (Barnett & Cooper, 2009; Colman et al., 2016). Generally 

speaking, self-care is defined as actively engaging in activities to 

increase feelings of well-being (Bressi & Vaden, 2017; Lee & Miller, 

2013). Hence, providing guidance for GTAs on how to offer support to 

students while balancing their own mental health and understanding 

the importance of self-care is imperative.

Teaching development programs may be an effective venue to pro-

vide this guidance to GTAs. GTAs who partake in teaching development 

convey more commitment and responsibility to teaching (Cho et al., 

2011) and improve their knowledge and teaching (Wheeler et al., 2017). 

Additionally, research indicates that students who perceive their GTA as 

more supportive believe they learn more content (Wheeler et al., 2017). 

Therefore, it is important to leverage professional development for 

GTAs to support students in distress while assessing the efficacy of such 

trainings. Despite calls for instructors and GTAs to support student well-

being (Baik et al., 2019; Di Placito-De Rango, 2018) and for training on 

these topics (Council of Graduate Schools & The Jed Foundation, 2021; 

Gulliver et al., 2019; Margrove et al., 2014; Spear et al., 2021), there is a 

dearth of literature on the efficacy of these trainings. Thus, the following 
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sections provide an overview of the Supporting Student Mental Health 

GTA module and how its efficacy was evaluated.

Supporting Student Mental Health: An Online Module 
for GTAs

The Supporting Student Mental Health module was developed 

in response to recommendations from the President’s Advisory 

Committee on Student Mental Health related to teaching and pro-

fessional development for instructors (University of Waterloo, 2018), 

the university’s commitment to a comprehensive approach to mental 

health and wellness (University of Waterloo, 2019), and the call for 

mental health training for educators (Gulliver et al., 2019; Margrove et 

al., 2014; Spear et al., 2021).

The asynchronous module was developed when graduate student 

teaching development programming was moved online during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The module has been offered by the University 

of Waterloo’s Centre for Teaching Excellence since June 2020 as 

part of a graduate teaching development program and an option for 

departments to offer as TA training (which some deemed mandatory). 

It is open to all graduate students on campus. The module has been 

reviewed by key stakeholders including graduate students, faculty, 

and staff from counseling and graduate student support services and 

revised based on their feedback.

The purpose of the (approximately 2-hour) self-paced asynchronous 

Supporting Student Mental Health module was to provide GTAs with 

an overview of student mental health; teaching strategies for support-

ing student well-being; and approaches for recognizing distress and 

responding appropriately, establishing boundaries, practicing self-care, 

and recognizing compassion fatigue (Figure 1). Each of these topics 

was broken into units, and module participants completed unit quizzes 

to test their content knowledge. The overarching goal of the mod-

ule was to prepare GTAs to effectively support students experiencing 
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distress while considering their own mental health. Strategies from 

the literature (Baik et al., 2019; Council of Ontario Universities, n.d.; 

Dyjur et al., 2017; Simon Fraser University, 2020; University of British 

Columbia, 2016), university resources, and practices of instructors and 

educational developers were included.

The primary aim of the current study was to examine the efficacy 

of the module, given the lack of empirical literature supporting similar 

GTA training opportunities. To understand if the module was effective, 

GTAs’ beliefs (feelings of preparedness and sense of responsibility) 

and responses (supportive behaviors) to scenarios of students in dis-

tress were examined. Additionally, participants completed a measure 

of self-care to further understand if the module impacted GTAs’ self-

care actions. To understand the impact of the module, comparisons 

were made between general GTAs (i.e., non-module participants) and 

GTAs who completed the module.

Materials and Method

Procedure

Prior to collecting data, an institutional ethics protocol was submit-

ted and approved. A survey containing consent, a demographic 

Figure 1. Overview of Supporting Student Mental Health Online Module Content
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questionnaire, mental health questionnaires, and hypothetical 

vignettes was designed and administered through Qualtrics. The 

general GTA sample was recruited through emails and news bulletins 

deployed to graduate students at the institution, with a study summary 

and link to the survey. Individuals who chose to participate indicated if 

they took part in the Supporting Student Mental Health GTA module 

in the demographic questionnaire; if they had taken the module, they 

were excluded from the general GTA sample. The GTAs in the module 

sample were asked to complete the survey following their participa-

tion in the module. All survey respondents were given a $5 gift card for 

their participation in the study.

Participants

Survey respondents in the current study were graduate teaching assis-

tants (N = 153), divided into two samples: (1) general GTA sample 

and (2) module GTA sample. The general GTA sample was recruited 

through the institution’s graduate student listserv, with the presence 

of an eligibility criteria (i.e., participants must not have completed the 

module). In the general GTA sample (n = 111), 55% of participants self-

identified as female, 39.6% as male, and 7.4% as other (Mage = 26.5, 

SD = 5.41). Of these participants, 45.9% indicated their race as White, 

followed by South Asian (21.6%), East Asian (11.7%), Middle Eastern 

(9%), and a minority indicating Black (1.8%), Indigenous (0.9%), Latin 

(0.9%), Southeast Asian (1.8%), and other (5.4%). The majority were 

domestic students (65.8%), and 34.2% were international students. 

A large proportion reported they were currently a GTA (78.4%), and 

some had instructor experience (13.5%).

Participants in the module GTA sample completed the module as 

part of their departmental GTA training or as part of a teaching devel-

opment program offered through the university’s Centre for Teaching 

Excellence. Participants were sent a survey one week after they com-

pleted the module. Participants in the module GTA sample (n = 42, Mage 

= 25.89, SD = 4.65) self-identified as female (73.8%), male (19.0%), 
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and other (5.2%). In terms of their reported race, a large proportion 

indicated White (50%), followed by South Asian (16.7%), East Asian 

(14.3%), Middle Eastern (2.4%), and other (16.6%). The majority were 

domestic students (76.2%), and 23.8% were international students. 

Many in this sample reported they were currently a GTA (76.2%), and 

only a few had instructor experience (7.1%).

Measures

Data were collected between June and November 2021 at the 

University of Waterloo (a university in Southern Ontario) via online sur-

vey as part of a larger study assessing GTAs’ beliefs about student 

mental health. Only a subset of data is being examined in the present 

study to test the efficacy of the Supporting Student Mental Health 
module. The measures examined are presented below.

Demographics. The survey asked participants about their self-

identified gender and race, status as either a domestic or international 

student, and if they were currently a GTA or Sessional Instructor.

Student behavior vignettes. A series of hypothetical vignettes 

were created for this study depicting students in distress in different 

educational contexts (i.e., face-to-face, online; see Appendix). Face-

to-face student depictions were created in line with how students in 

distress may present, including expressions of uncontrollable worry 

and appearing upset. Online depictions of distress were created to 

represent how GTAs witness student distress when they do not often 

physically see their students. The hypothetical vignettes used in the 

present study, along with the follow-up questions, were modeled after 

children’s behavioral vignettes used in other studies (e.g., Coplan et 

al., 2015; Li et al., 2018).

Participants were instructed to read the short scenarios depicting 

university students in distress and answer follow-up Likert-scale and 

open-ended questions while imagining they were the GTA. Follow-up 

questions asked about their feelings of preparedness (i.e., “I would 

feel prepared to effectively handle the situation”; 1 = not at all to 5 = 
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very strongly), sense of responsibility (i.e., “do you feel it is your place 

to help the student”; 1 = not at all to 5 = very strongly), and their inten-

tions to support the student in distress (supportive behaviors), includ-

ing “follow up with the student afterwards,” “take steps to support the 

student during the session,” and “using teaching strategies to support 

the student” (1 = not at all likely to 5 = very likely). Questions examin-

ing preparedness and responsibility were single-item responses, while 

supportive behavior was an aggregate of three items. Inter-item relia-

bility for these items in the face-to-face (α = .665) and online (α = .672) 

contexts were acceptable.

The follow-up questions and formats were derived from previ-

ous studies examining attitudes and beliefs about behavioral depic-

tions (e.g., Arbeau & Coplan, 2007; Coplan et al., 2015; Cunningham 

& Sugawara, 1989; Mills & Rubin, 1992). Participants were randomly 

assigned to receive a female or male depiction of distress, and the 

vignettes themselves were randomly presented. Note that our defini-

tion of responsibility, used both in the module and to inform the sur-

vey, aligned with Hsu and Goldsmith (2021):

We emphasize that our advice here does not suggest that instructors 

take the role of mental health professionals; clear boundaries must be 

established when interacting with students regarding issues of mental 

health more generally. However, we hope that these evidence-based 

strategies can help instructors become informed and improve their 

ability to act proactively and respond to such challenges. (p. 2)

Self-care. Given the emphasis on self-care in the module, examining 

GTAs’ self-care was of interest. Participants completed the Academic 

Self-Care Scale, which included seven dichotomous (yes or no) questions 

about self-care planning and participation (O’Neill et al., 2019). Sample 

items included “Have you completed a self-care plan for yourself while 

in school?” and “Do you practice your self-care plan on a weekly basis?” 

Higher aggregated scores represented lower self-care. Internal reliabil-

ity in the present sample was acceptable (Cronbach’s α = .83).
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Results

Preliminary Analyses

Prior to conducting the main analyses, data were examined and 

cleaned (e.g., outliers, missing data, and assumptions were examined). 

Descriptive statistics for follow-up vignette questions can be found in 

Table 1 and those for self-care in Table 2.

Main Analyses: Depictions of Student Distress

A series of repeated-measures ANOVAs were examined to investigate 

the differences in GTAs’ (non-module vs. module sample) feelings of 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Vignette Measures

Face-to-face General GTA sample
(n = 111)

Post mental health 
module sample (n = 42) 

M SD Range M SD Range

GTA supportive behaviors (follow 
up, support student, use 
teaching strategies)

4.14 0.74 1–5 4.35 0.68 2–5

GTA sense of responsibility 4.29 0.99 1–6 4.48 0.83 3–6

GTA feelings of preparedness 3.39 0.93 1–5 3.79 0.81 2–5

Online General GTA sample
(n = 111)

Post mental health 
module sample (n = 42) 

M SD Range M SD Range

GTA supportive behaviors (follow 
up, support student, use 
teaching strategies)

3.52 0.89 1–5 3.89 0.86 2.33–5

GTA sense of responsibility 3.97 1.21 1–6 4.21 0.75 2–6

GTA feelings of preparedness 3.09 1.04 1–5 3.74 0.70 3–5

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Self-Care

General GTA sample  
(n = 111)

Post mental health 
module sample (n = 42)

M SD Range M SD Range

Self-care 1.48 0.42 1–2 1.26 0.36 1–2

Note. Higher aggregate scores represent less self-care.
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preparedness, responsibility, and supportive behaviors towards stu-

dents in distress. Distress served as within-subjects variables (face-to-

face distress, online distress), with Vignette Gender (female depiction, 

male depiction) and GTA Group (module participants, non-module 

participants) as between-subjects variables (i.e., 2x2x2 design). 

Pairwise comparisons and one-way ANOVAs were examined for sig-

nificant effects with more than 1 degree of freedom (Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 2007).

Given there could be a self-selection bias, in which GTAs who are 

already interested in supporting student mental health may opt to 

complete the module (despite some departments requiring the mod-

ule), we took additional precautions when running analyses. Mental 

health awareness was originally included as a covariate in the model 

to control for GTAs’ awareness of student mental health, given the 

potential impact of between-sample differences. However, there were 

no significant effects found with GTA mental health awareness within 

the original model. Furthermore, a one-way ANOVA directly examin-

ing GTA group differences on mental health awareness yielded no sig-

nificant results (e.g., F(1,150) = .174, p = .841, η2 = .008). Thus, men-

tal health awareness was removed from analyses to streamline results 

presented below.

Preparedness

GTAs’ feelings of preparedness to effectively handle student distress 

were examined. Results indicated a significant main effect of Distress, 

F(1,150) = 5.919, p = .016, η2 = .038, a significant main effect of GTA 

Group, F(1,150) = 12.92, p = .001, η2 = .079, but no significant main 

effect of Vignette Gender, F(1,150) = .490, p = .485, η2 = .003. Main 

effects were superseded by a significant two-way interaction of GTA 

Group X Vignette Gender, F(1,150) = 6.145, p = .014, η2 = .039, and a 

two-way interaction of Distress X GTA Group approached significance, 

F(1,150) = 3.706, p = .056, η2 = .024. There was no significant two-way 

interaction of Distress X Vignette Gender, F(1,150) = .295, p = .016, 
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η2 = .002, or significant three-way interaction of Distress X GTA Group 

X Vignette Gender, F(1,150) = 1.128, p = .290, η2 = .007.

The significant main effect of Distress demonstrated that GTAs felt 

significantly more prepared to effectively handle face-to-face distress 

(M = 3.51, SD = .908) than online distress (M = 3.27, SD = 1.00). The 

main effect of GTA Group indicated that module participants (M = 

3.78, SD = .802) felt significantly more prepared to handle student 

distress compared with non-module participants (M = 3.25, SD = .902).

The significant two-way interaction of GTA Group X Vignette 

Gender was examined by conducting a follow-up ANOVA for depic-

tions of females in distress, F(1,77) = 16.86, p = .001, and males in 

distress, F(1,77) = .686, p = .410. While there was no significant effect 

found between GTA Group for males, for females, module partici-

pants reported significantly higher feelings of preparedness (M = 4.03, 

SD = .595) compared with those who did not participate in the module 

(M = 3.11, SD = .921). For the Distress X GTA Group interaction, there 

was no difference in feelings of preparedness to handle student dis-

tress in the face-to-face environment (M = 3.78, SD = .802) versus the 

Figure 2. Mean Differences in GTAs’ Feelings of Preparedness to Handle 
Students in Distress, by GTA Group

Note. 1 = not at all prepared to 5 = very prepared.
* Significant difference at p < .05.
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online environment (M = 3.76, SD = .703) among module participants. 

However, non-module participants felt significantly more prepared 

to handle student distress in the face-to-face environment (M = 3.39, 

SD = .926) than in the online environment (M = 3.09, SD = 1.04), as 

seen in Figure 2.

Supportive behavior

GTAs responded with their intentions to support (e.g., follow up, use 

pedagogical strategies to help) distressed students (i.e., supportive 

behaviors) depicted in the vignettes. Results indicated a significant 

main effect of Distress, F(1,150) = 58.56, p = .001, η2 = .281, a signifi-

cant main effect of GTA Group, F(1,150) = 6.219, p = .001, η2 = .040, 

but no significant main effect of Vignette Gender, F(1,150) = .556, 

p = .457, η2 = .004. Main effects were superseded by a significant two-

way interaction of GTA Group X Vignette Gender, F(1,150) = 7.76, p = 

.006, η2 = .049. The two-way Distress X Vignette Gender interaction 

only approached significance, F(1,150) = 3.19, p = .052, η2 = .027, and 

there was no significant two-way interaction of Distress X GTA Group, 

F(1,150) = .812, p = .369, η2 = .005. However, there was a significant 

three-way interaction of Distress X GTA Group X Vignette Gender, 

F(1,150) = 4.52, p = .035, η2 = .029.

When considering the main effect of Distress, all GTAs indicated 

they were more supportive of students in distress in the face-to-

face setting (M = 4.19, SD = .725) compared with the online setting 

(M = 3.59, SD = .887). For the main effect of GTA Group, module par-

ticipants (M = 4.12, SD = .778) were significantly more supportive than 

non-module participants (M = 3.81, SD = .804).

In terms of the interaction effect of GTA Group X Vignette Gender, 

when considering women in particular, a significant one-way ANOVA 

indicated module participants (M = 4.33, SD = .676) reported signifi-

cantly more supportive strategies compared with non-module partici-

pants (M = 3.69, SD = .715), F(1,77) = 12.37, p = .001. For the male 
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vignette, there was no significant difference in supportive behavior 

between module and non-module participants, F(1,77) = .049, p = .825.

When examining the three-way interaction of Distress X GTA Group 

X Vignette Gender, there was no significant difference in supportive 

behaviors towards females’ depictions of distress in the face-to-face 

environment between module participants (M = 4.36, SD = .680) and 

non-module participants (M = 4.13, SD = .736), F(1,150) = 3.248, p = 

.073. However, there was a significant difference in supportive behav-

iors towards depictions of distress in females in the online environment 

between module participants (M = 3.85, SD = .877) and non-module 

participants (M = 3.51, SD = .882), F(1,150) = 4.57, p = .034. When 

examining males’ depictions of distress, there was no significant dif-

ference in supportive behavior between module and non-module par-

ticipants, in the face-to-face environment, F(1,150) = 0.94, p = .760, or 

the online environment, F(1,150) = 337, p = .563.

When continuing to examine Distress X GTA Group X Vignette 

Gender, there were no differences among non-module participants 

intended supportive behaviors in the face-to-face environment, 

F(1,150) = 3.073, p = .082, or in the online environment, F(1,150) = 

2.35, p = .128, between males’ depictions of distress and females’ 

depictions of distress. Furthermore, there were no significant differ-

ences in module participants intended supportive behaviors towards 

males’ versus females’ depictions of distress in the face-to-face envi-

ronment, F(1,150) = .360, p = .552. However, in the online environ-

ment, all GTAs were more likely to be supportive of females’ depic-

tions of distress (M = 4.25, SD = .708) versus that of males (M = 3.52, 

SD = .880), F(1,150) = 8.88, p = .005.

Responsibility

GTAs were asked about their sense of responsibility in response to the 

depiction of the student in distress. Results indicated a main effect 

of Distress, F(1,150) = 8.24, p = .005, η2 = .052, but no main effect of 
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GTA Group, F(1,150) = 3.49, p = .063, η2 = .023, or Vignette Gender, 

F(1,150) = 1.15, p = .285, η2 = .008. Main effects were superseded 

by two-way interactions of GTA Group X Vignette Gender, F(1,150) 

= 6.74, p = .010, η2 = .043, Distress X GTA Group, F(1,150) = 8.79, 

p = .004, η2 = .055, and Distress X Vignette Gender, F(1,150) = 4.63, 

p = .033, η2 = .030. There was no three-way interaction of Distress X 

Vignette Gender X GTA Group, F(1,150) = 1.59, p = .209, η2 = .010.

For the main effect of Distress, all GTAs felt more responsibility 

towards depictions of distress in the face-to-face environment (M = 

4.07, SD = 1.21) than in the online environment (M = 3.57, SD = 1.40). 

In terms of the two-way interaction of GTA Group X Vignette Gender, 

among module participants, there was a higher sense of responsibility 

reported towards females in distress (M = 4.45, SD = .608) than males 

(M = 4.06, SD = 1.11) in distress, F(1,43) = 6.59, p = .014. Among non-

module participants, there was no difference in feelings of responsibil-

ity towards females in distress (M = 3.57, SD = 1.21) and those towards 

males (M = 3.87, SD = 1.05) in distress, F(1,110) = 1.87, p = .174. 

Additionally, module participants expressed significantly more sense 

of responsibility towards females (M = 4.45, SD = .604) compared 

with non-module participants (M = 3.57, SD = 1.21), F(1,78) = 9.43, 

p = .003. There was no significant difference when comparing module 

and non-module participants when examining sense of responsibility 

towards males, F(1,74) = .280, p = .598.

When considering the interaction of Distress X GTA Group, module 

participants did not report a significant difference in sense of respon-

sibility towards depictions of distress in the face-to-face (M = 4.04, 

SD = 1.31) versus online environment (M = 4.08, SD = .94), t = 5.358, 

p = .001. However, non-module participants reported significantly 

more responsibility for students exhibiting distress in the face-to-face 

environment (M = 4.08, SD = 1.16) compared with the online environ-

ment (M = 3.37, SD = 1.50), t = .215, p = .416, as depicted in Figure 

3. When examining the feelings of responsibility towards depictions 

of distress in the face-to-face environment, there was no significant 
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difference between GTA groups, F(1,150) = .024, p = .876. However, 

when examining feelings of responsibility towards depictions of dis-

tress in the online environment, there was a significant difference 

between GTA groups, F(1,150) = 8.354, p = .004, with module partici-

pants (M = 4.08, SD = .94) feeling significantly more responsibility than 

non-module participants (M = 3.37, SD = 1.50).

When examining the effects of Distress X Vignette Gender, 

GTAs reported significantly more responsibility in the face-to-face 

(M = 4.15, SD = 1.18) than in the online environment (M = 3.45, 

SD = 1.52) towards females’ depictions of distress. However, for 

males’ depictions of distress, there was no significant difference in 

the face-to-face (M = 3.97, SD = 1.22) versus in the online environ-

ment (M = 3.68, SD = 1.25), t = 1.90, p = .060. Additionally, there 

was no significant difference between GTA feelings of responsibil-

ity towards females’ depictions of distress versus that of males in 

the face-to-face environment, F(1,150) = .839, p = .361, or online, 

F(1,150) = 1.17, p = .281.

Figure 3. Mean Differences in GTAs’ Sense of Responsibility Towards Depictions 
of Students in Distress, by GTA Group

* Significant difference at p < .05.
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Self-care

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to examine GTA group (module 

participants, non-module participants) differences in self-reported self-

care. Given the emphasis of self-care in the module, this analysis was 

of particular interest. Self-care was reported as binary yes/no answers 

(scored as 1 and 2) to a series of questions, resulting in higher scores 

indicating less self-care and lower scores indicating higher self-care. 

Results indicated a significant difference in self-care, F(1,150) = 9.312, 

p = .003, with module participants (M = 1.26, SD = .360) reporting 

higher levels of self-care than non-module participants (M = 1.48 

SD = .422).

Discussion

Compared to a general sample of GTAs who had not participated in 

the module, module participants felt more responsibility, more pre-

pared, and more likely to support students in distress. These results 

align with the goals of the module and provide support for the effec-

tiveness of the GTA training.

Preparedness

Module participants reported higher levels of preparedness to handle 

student distress compared with non-module participants, providing 

support for the efficacy of the module. This aligns with recommen-

dations that when instructors are more familiar with mental health 

challenges through training participation, they are more prepared to 

respond (Hsu & Goldsmith, 2021; Spear et al., 2021). Winstone and 

Moore (2017) found that when GTAs are more prepared, they are 

more confident in their role; therefore, increasing feelings of pre-

paredness to support students in distress may also increase their 
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self-efficacy in their role as a GTA. Furthermore, findings indicated 

that all GTAs felt significantly more prepared to handle distress in the 

face-to-face environment than in the online environment. We suspect 

this is because signs of distress are more apparent in face-to-face 

settings (Barr, 2014), and conversations may be easier to navigate 

and more direct. While resources about how distress might manifest 

in the online environment are linked in the module, it appears this 

content should be more explicitly incorporated into the module. It 

is critical that GTAs have resources to strengthen feelings of prepar-

edness in both the face-to-face and online learning environments; 

hence, more explicit consideration for the online environment will 

be included in the next iteration of the Supporting Student Mental 

Health module.

Supportive Behavior

One of the core goals of the module was to provide GTAs with tangi-

ble, ready-to-implement resources and strategies to increase support 

and mitigate mental health challenges in students. Module partici-

pants were significantly more supportive of students in distress than 

non-module participants, indicating the value of the training (Hsu & 

Goldsmith, 2021; Spear et al., 2021). All GTAs indicated they were 

more supportive of students in distress in the face-to-face setting than 

in the online setting. GTAs may be more equipped with resources and 

strategies to implement in the face-to-face setting. Connectedness 

(how connected a student is to their peers and the instructional staff) 

plays a key role in student success in the online learning environment 

(Di Malta et al., 2022); hence, it is important for GTAs to provide that 

connection to enhance student mental health. Although module par-

ticipants reported greater intentions to support students overall, and 

the module includes concrete strategies for GTAs to implement virtu-

ally, more emphasis on applying these strategies through scenarios or 

quizzes may be valuable.
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Responsibility

Educators indicate that responsibility is an important component 

of teaching, as it relates to effort, persistence, and commitment 

(Lauermann, 2014). Module participants reported higher feelings of 

responsibility to support students in distress compared with non-

module participants. We suggest this is related to an increased under-

standing of the importance of mental health and supporting students 

in distress among GTAs who completed the module (Di Placito-De 

Rango, 2018, 2022).

Interestingly, module participants expressed more responsibility 

towards hypothetical vignettes of females in distress than to those 

of males in distress. This may be related to our sample, which was 

composed of significantly more females than males. Indeed, litera-

ture consistently highlights women as empathetic and prosocial, due 

to both nature and nurture (e.g., Abdullahi & Kumar, 2016; Christov-

Moore et al., 2014), while suggesting that females are more likely to 

seek and receive help (e.g., Barbee et al., 1993; Galdas et al., 2005; 

Nadler et al., 1984). Therefore, participants in our sample may have 

greater exposure and comfort when engaging in supportive behaviors 

for females compared with males. Alternatively, this may be related to 

mental health gender bias, in which some believe it is more acceptable 

for females than males to experience distress—this may be highlighted 

in our module sample after increasing their mental health awareness 

(e.g., Kessler, 2003; Rudman & Fairchild, 2004; Wirth & Bodenhausen, 

2009). Recent literature has also indicated that female post-secondary 

students report higher stress and mental illness diagnoses (Linden et 

al., 2021), so participants may have experienced female students in 

distress more frequently in their GTA role. Regardless of the cause, we 

believe it is critical to address this in the next iteration of the module 

by including content focused on gender and mental health to ensure 

all genders benefit equally.

Overall, all GTAs reported feeling more responsibility towards 

depictions of distress in the face-to-face environment versus in the 
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online environment. It is possible that the virtual environment creates a 

barrier and may dull interpersonal connection (Barr, 2014), thus reduc-

ing feelings of responsibility among GTAs. This finding coincides with 

greater feelings of preparedness in the face-to-face setting, providing 

further impetus for explicitly highlighting indicators of distress, strate-

gies, and resources for the online environment in the module.

Self-Care

While GTA’s increased feelings of responsibility towards student dis-

tress may bode well for students, research shows these feelings of 

responsibility may come at a cost (Lauermann, 2014). Accordingly, a 

unit focusing on GTA self-care was intentionally included in the module, 

in which participants received content on the importance of self-care 

and were instructed to create a self-care action plan (Figure 1). Results 

indicated a significant difference in self-care, with module participants 

reporting higher levels of self-care than non-module participants. This 

provides evidence that integrating content on self-care and prioritiz-

ing your own well-being as a graduate student, as recommended by 

the Council of Graduate Schools and the Jed Foundation (2021), into 

modules about supporting students has a positive impact on graduate 

student mental health. Given the high proportion of graduate students 

experiencing mental health challenges (Moss et al., 2022), enhanc-

ing GTAs’ self-care is a positive outcome. This finding is also valuable 

because GTAs can model these self-care practices for their students 

(Brewer et al., 2022).

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study was based on a single 2-hour online training module offered 

at one university, and the small sample size (consisting of significantly 

more females than males) must be considered when transferring the 

findings to other contexts. Furthermore, since the post-module survey 

was sent to participants within one week of completing the module, 
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the survey measures participants’ short-term inclinations rather than 

long-term changes to their practice. Correlation versus causation must 

also be considered. Although we found strong support for the effec-

tiveness of the module while controlling for GTA mental health aware-

ness (i.e., no difference in mental health awareness was found between 

groups), it is possible there may be other sample characteristics bias-

ing the results. Results should always be interpreted with caution.

Directions for future research include examining the longer-term 

impacts of the module to see how GTAs integrated these practices 

into their teaching and interactions with students. Given the use of 

hypothetical vignettes, implementing additional methods such as post-

teaching narratives along with classroom observations may increase 

internal validity and confidence in the results. Additionally, given that 

GTAs felt more prepared, responsible, and likely to provide support 

in cases of face-to-face distress than in cases of online distress, future 

research should investigate signs of student distress in online learning 

environments as well as strategies to best support these students. Last, 

this study did not include a vignette depicting a gender non-binary 

student, although depictions of students who use they/them pronouns 

were included in the module. Future studies could include vignettes 

representing non-binary students to more inclusively examine GTAs’ 

perceptions of gender as they relate to student mental health.

We found the Supporting Student Mental Health module had posi-

tive impacts on participants’ intentions, responsibility, and preparation 

to support students in distress and on participants’ self-care. This is 

particularly valuable due to its asynchronous modality, which requires 

fewer resources than synchronous offerings. Asynchronous offerings 

can reach more participants and therefore may support more students 

experiencing mental health challenges. Given staffing and resource 

limitations in educational development, the logistical deployment 

of such trainings must be considered to maximize wellness benefits 

and outcomes.

This study addresses calls for training for instructors and GTAs 

on strategies to support student well-being (Gulliver et al., 2019; 
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Margrove et al., 2014; Spear et al., 2021) and shows these trainings 

can not only be effective at enhancing GTAs’ ability to support under-

graduate student mental health but also positively impact their own 

self-care. Additionally, we identified areas for growth in our module. 

The next iteration will enhance components surrounding gender inclu-

sivity, and additional strategies to support students in the online envi-

ronment will be emphasized. Given the ongoing mental health crisis 

of students in higher education (Linden et al., 2021; Mackie & Bates, 

2019; Moss et al., 2022), this study provides evidence that teaching 

and learning centers can play a pivotal role in providing concrete strat-

egies for supporting student mental health. We encourage those offer-

ing similar training to include content on self-care and to empirically 

evaluate these trainings to enhance wellness on campus.
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Appendix

Hypothetical vignettes

Face-to-Face Distress
A student comes up to you at the beginning of tutorial and mentions that [she/he] spends 

a lot of time worrying about this course and sometimes [her/his] worrying seems 
uncontrollable. [She/He] is visibly upset and says [she/he] has come to you because you 
are the only person she/he feels comfortable speaking to.

Online Distress
You are grading a student’s reflection assignment for your online course, and when 

reading the assignment, you notice some statements that make you concerned for 
[her/his] mental well-being. The student attends your online office hours with other 
students a few hours after you marked [her/his] assignment.

*Note: The male version of the hypothetical vignette used he/his pronouns, and the female version 
of the hypothetical vignette used she/her pronouns.


