
 

Distressing Content in  

Student Work  
 
 

Content that could be viewed as troubling 

arises frequently in students’ academic work.  

Students may express their level of distress 

through assignments.  

 

The following are possible distressing issues 

students may share:  

 

Disclosing personal trauma or abuse 

 

References to depression or suicide 

  

References to violence or death 

 

Disturbing or excessively graphic sexual 

content  

 

Stated threats or plans of violence  

 

Bizarre or incoherent content 

 

References to an eating problem or self-

harm 

 

Disclosing problems with alcohol or drug 

abuse 

 

Distressing content may simply indicate a crea-

tive or dramatic style, but may also suggest: 

 

Possible risk to themselves or others 

 

Attempts for attention 

 

A “cry” for help 

 

Responding to Extremely 

Distressing Content  
 

Specific threats or plans of violent acts on one-

self or others necessitates immediate attention 

and response.  It is imperative to seek support in 

managing these situations with administrators at 

RWU for proper assessment and planning.  

  

People you can notify include, but not limited 

to:  

 

Dean of your School 

 

Dean of Students (401-254-3161) 

 

Vice President of Student Affairs (401-254-

3093) 

 

Public Safety (401-254-HELP) 

 

Counseling Center (401-254-3124) 

 

For concerning content without immediate 

threat, it may be appropriate to respond in writ-

ing or to set-up a meeting with the student. 

Acknowledge the content with empathetic 

comments like, “That must have been hard 

for you.”  

 

Invite discussion with comments like, “Do 

you have someone to talk with about this? If 

you would like to talk, stop by after class.” 

 

Follow additional guidelines listed in re-

sponding to less distressing content.  

   

 

 

 

Responding to Less  

Distressing Content 
 

Consider meeting with the student to 

explore their inspiration for the distress-

ing work while also thinking about the 

student’s behavior in class.  Students 

can often be influenced by particular 

work, which manifests in their assign-

ments.  It is imperative to be direct when 

asking about distressing work..   

 

Some guidelines include:   

   

Be specific and direct when explor-

ing your concerns, like “I noticed in 

your essay you wrote about experi-

ences you have had with cutting 

yourself and feeling alone.  Is this 

something you continue to experi-

ence?”  

 

Express in a direct, yet concerned 

manner a recommendation for meet-

ing with a counselor. 

 

If the student agrees to the referral, 

with the student present, call the 

Counseling Center to make an ap-

pointment. 

 

If the student is not ready to sched-

ule an appointment, encourage seek-

ing help and provide information 

about the Counseling Center. 

 

Indicate your concern for the stu-

dent’s wellness by following-up with 

the student at a later date. 



Reminders 

 
If you feel threatened or uneasy do not 

meet with the student alone and seek 

consultation from a Staff and/or Fac-

ulty as needed.   

 

Use your resources. You are not ex-

pected to provide counseling or make 

decisions alone.  

 

Respond to distressing work because 

early intervention and referral can pre-

vent more serious problems.  

 

Center for Counseling and Student Development 
One Old Ferry Road 
Bristol, RI 02809-2921 

(401) 254-3124 

 

 

 
 

Roger Williams University 

Center for Counseling  

and  

Student Development 

 

Emergencies 
 

To reach the on-call counselor during 

daytime hours, call 401-254-3124.  If 

the situation calls for immediate re-

sponse ask the receptionist to inter-

rupt the counselor.   
 

After hours or weekends, call Public 

Safety (401-254-HELP) and they will 

appropriately assist your concern. If a 

counselor needs to be reached, Public 

Safety will assist you in the process.  
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to  

Distressing  
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Counseling Center Staff 
  

 

Jim Azar, Ph.D. 

 Counseling Center Director 

Carolyn Dennett, Psy.D. 

 Counseling Center Assistant Director 

 PEER Program Director 

Nancy A. Hood, M.S.W., L.I.C.S.W. 

 Psychological Counselor 

Nathaniel Johnson, M.Ed., Psy.D. Candidate 

 Psychology Intern 

Mary Beth Kilinski, Psy.D. Candidate 

 Psychology Intern 

Stefanie B. Lava, Psy.D.  

 Post-Doctorate Fellow 

Gail Luttge, M.S.W. 

 Secretary 

Achina P. Stein, D.O. 

 Psychiatric Consultant  

Linda Suriyakham, Ph.D., Psy.D. Candidate 

 Psychology Intern 

Jim Woodruff, Ph.D. 

 Psychological Counselor 

Romelyn Woodruff, M.A., A.P.R.N., L.M.H.C. 

 Psychological Counselor 


