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We are not here to diagnosis students, nor here to replace a licensed mental health 
professional. Students are not required to disclose any information regarding this 
matter. Our goal here is to support both you, the counselor, and the student if they 
decide discuss in their application. If a student is going through crisis or in need of 
mental health support, please seek professional help immediately. 
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POLL QUESTION:
How confident do you feel about helping a student disclose mental health challenges 
in the UC application?
1. Not confident at all
2. Slightly confident
3. Somewhat confident
4. Quite confident
5. Extremely confident
6. Not sure 
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Mental health problems can affect a student’s energy level, concentration, 
dependability, mental ability, and optimism, hindering performance.” -Suicide 
Prevention Resource Center
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Mental health problems take many forms. Teens can be impacted by one or multiple 
mental health struggles listed on the slide. 
The most common mental health topics mentioned in students’ UC applications 
include: 
student’s academic performance, involvement in the community, school activities, and 
awards/achievements. This can affect students in a number of ways including- their 
focus in the classroom, their grades, their involvement in extracurricular activities, etc. 
Mental health is a unique experience for each individual. Understanding and being 
able to articulate a student’s mental health journey can help the student better 
advocate for themselves within the application process.
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“Using a process called comprehensive review, evaluators look at multiple factors 
beyond courses and grades to evaluate applicants' academic achievements in light of 
the opportunities available to them and the capacity each student demonstrates to 
contribute to the intellectual life of the campus. To guide the campuses in their 
comprehensive review of applicants, UC faculty developed the factors listed above. 
All campuses place the highest importance on academic achievement in evaluating 
applications. However, the evaluation process and specific weight (if any) given to 
each factor can differ from campus to campus and year to year” -The University of 
California website 

As application readers, must consider EVERYTHING a student puts on their 
application! This includes sensitive topics like mental health. We understand that 
being a student is only a part of their identity and everyone has different experiences. 
During our holistic review, we take into consideration applicants' experiences, which 
may include mental health issues.

https://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/how-to-apply/applying-as-a-
freshman/how-applications-are-reviewed.html 

6



There is national data regarding a majority in teens feeling pressure in their 
education, college search, and application process. The following article 
highlights data on the topic, click to read more: 
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2023-03-07/youth-mental-health-
crisis-college-admissions-process-stresses-out-young-people
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As admissions professionals, we see certain areas in the application where students 
share their situation in regards to mental health.

-Academic performance: we see upward and downward trends, as well as 
discrepancies with course registration and completion.

-Burnout: a student’s portfolio of courses and activities can have inconsistencies or 
gaps, due to over commitment and lack of downtime.

-Trauma dumping: this colloquialism refers to the oversharing of difficult emotions 
and thoughts with others, often done to seek validation, attention, or sympathy. While 
students might find some initial relief from sharing their trauma with someone else, 
the habit actually does more harm than good. In the context of the UC application, 
trauma dumping can look like sharing a traumatic experience for the sake of it. 
Without adding context to the application, the reader is left with questions like- what 
did the student gain or learn from the experience?

-COVID pandemic: as admissions professionals, we do not make assumptions on 
the effects, both during and lingering, of the COVID-19 pandemic on a student’s 
experience.  There is also no formal, designated COVID-19 question on the UC 
application.
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Let us now take a deep dive into how and where students can advocate for 
themselves and explain the impact of their mental health within the UC application. 
Context is always important, and for the activities and awards section students should 
make no assumptions that we as evaluators know anything about the offerings at their 
school. When it comes to titles of activities, they do not paint the full picture. For 
example, the student may be part of a health and wellness organization, noted in the 
title we don’t make the assumption this is a counseling group working on strategies 
for their individual mental health, nor do we know they were potentially a peer leader. 
Students must explain thoroughly what their involvement is, any involvement is good 
involvement.

As you work individually with students, questions should be asked that lead into 
inquisitive reflection. Note the three “best practice” bullet points on the slide, these are 
leading thoughts that could help steer student in providing helpful context in this 
section of the UC application.

Was the “lack of opportunity” because of lack of opportunities or because of 
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What can we infer from this slide?

An application reader needs to know if ‘SAFE” is an acronym or not. The description 
shows the mission statement of the club, but fails to tell the application reader the 
student’s role in the group and what the student gained from their involvement. It also 
would help if the student shares what made them join the group and why they chose 
to join this group at that point in time (12th grade). While the student is disclosing 
involvement in a mental health organization, we cannot assume that any other parts 
of their application would be impacted by this information.
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PIQs are the student’s written interview portion of the UC application, and they are 
able to frame context around their personality, academics, and extracurriculars. As 
evaluators, we look toward the PIQs to add a third dimension to a student’s 
application. Any of the four questions that a student chooses to answer, can address 
a student’s mental health and any effects it has had on their experience. We need 
these details to understand a student’s accomplishments and barriers.

As you work individually with students, encourage them to be their authentic self as 
the evaluator is not looking for reasons to judge a student. Note the three “best 
practice” bullet points on the slide, these are leading thoughts that could help steer 
student in providing helpful context in this section of the UC application. Keep in mind, 
evaluators are not looking for each student to have a groundbreaking struggle or 
event, this is a guide to help students feel comfortable enough to give us the context 
we need if it is there.
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Example #1- shows a student responding to the academic PIQ question. Their 
response provides context into the student’s passion for the healthcare field. Can we 
assume that with the information given, the student was struggling with the frequent 
visits to the hospital with their mother? No, the student has not disclosed any personal 
mental heath concerns or stress.

Example #2- shows a student responding to the greatest talent and skill PIQ question. 
Their response eludes to the fact that they may have to work, but we cannot assume 
this means funding a personal clothing allowance versus the family electricity bill. 
While we can give credit for the balance of full course load and work schedule, it is 
still unclear what their mental health is looking like based on their response and how it 
effects all areas of their life.
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Example #3- shows a student responding to the most significant challenge question. 
This response shows the context both for their academic history downward trend and 
the mental health struggles they faced surrounding their upbringing. As evaluators we 
now have the full context into the student’s situation and can award credit based on 
their resilience, accomplishments, and vulnerability.

Example #4- shows a student responding to the making your community a better 
place question. The students disclosure about their immigrant status does not infer 
mental health struggles. They would need to share with us if the lack of ability to 
connect and share with their peers impacted their mental health.

13



The additional comment boxes of the UC application is not required to be filled out, 
but it can be a helpful place for students to provide additional context. There are two 
boxes for additional comments, one under Academic history and the other is after the 
PIQ section. These are both NOT meant to be additional PIQs, and should be used 
only if absolutely necessary. 

As you work individually with students, encourage them to weigh the option of using 
the additional comments. Note the three “best practice” bullet points on the slide, 
these are leading thoughts that could help steer student in providing helpful context in 
this section of the UC application.
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What can we infer from this slide?

As an evaluator, we see a downward trend in 10th grade, but other than that we can 
make no further assumptions about any causes or reasons behind it. If students want 
us know why, they must tell us.

Some framing questions are available on the right side of the slide, that are a great 
starting point for the Academic history additional comment box.
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Now the evaluator can look to the student’s additional comment in academic history 
and infer that this downward trend in 10th grade was due to a mental health struggle. 
Student can now be understood for what they went through and also given credit for 
their resiliency in 11th grade as they brought their grades back up. 

As counselors prepare their students for this section, please guide students to fill out 
this helpful context if they faced a mental health barrier that impeded their learning or 
performance. We recognize as admissions offices that all schools are different, so 
context regarding curriculum can also be helpful in our evaluation process. 
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When students are filling out the general additional comments box in the PIQs 
section, this is 550 words of space to provide even further context. Many students 
have been utilizing this space as a way to share lingering effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic, for example. However, as counselors, please encourage your students to 
use this area after exhausting all other spaces on the application. This is not meant to 
be an additional PIQ or personal statement, and it does not penalize the student not 
to use it.
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These tips are meant to help you as counselors, help your students. As much as we 
are asking for context from the students within the UC application, it is important when 
you are advising your caseload that you know their full context too. Students may be 
talking about much of the content on the application for the first time, so treat the 
situation with empathetic curiosity and work hard on avoiding assumptions in your 
conversations. Please note, UC evaluators are not mandated reporters. We recognize 
this process might bring up a variety of topics in a students present and past. 
Counselors are encouraged to proofread applications and bring any situations 
needing immediate attention of your appropriate school leadership or reporting line.
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These tips are meant to help you as counselors, help your students fine tune their 
application materials. Word choice is vital within the UC application, as space is 
limited. Using clever and concise language is important when a student is getting their 
point across to the application evaluator. As admissions professionals, we are trained 
to not make assumptions during an application evaluation. If students want us to 
know something, they must clearly tell us in their application. Real estate is limited in 
the UC application, therefore being direct and concise is not only appreciated, but 
respected within application evaluation.
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Mental health support does not stop at a student’s previous school, it is so important to maintain mental 
health at the higher education level. Here at University of California we have a first-year retention rate of 
92%. California Budget Act of 2021- committed ongoing allocation of $15 million for mental health and 
wellness resources for the UC campuses, include the following initiatives regarding student mental health 
and wellness:

Disability Resource Centers

● Each UC offers disabled students (permanent or temporary) support with accessibility equipment, 
testing arrangements, and note-taking support. 

Mental Health Services (double check for unlimited)

● Prop 63: allocating funding for prevention methods rather than crisis-management
● Each UC has their own process, but most offer identity affirming & trauma-informed care 

Community based and embodied forms of healing 

● Affinity groups  (cultural, LGBTQ+, shared interest) and spaces to engage in movement are 
incredibly powerful healing tools that every UC offers in abundance

Basic Needs centers

● Basic needs insecurity (food, housing, etc.) is a leading cause of mental and physical health issues; 
UC campuses offer a variety of emergency financial support via basic needs centers 

Additional resources from UCOP:
https://www.ucop.edu/student-equity-affairs/programs-and-initiatives/student-mental-health.html
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