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Sierra Nevada College tragically lost 
one of its freshman students in February.  
Shocked by the sudden and unexpected 
death of the Science student, faculty turned 
to his public Twitter for answers.  The 
feed “offered red flags” and an insight 
into someone who “seemed to have it all 
together,” said Science Department Chair 
Suzanne Gollery.

Although the circumstances surrounding 
his death are unknown, the Twitter feed 
brought up questions for a campus that is 
grappling with whether the school should 
offer more mental health services.

According to the SNC registrar, the 
undergraduate student population has 
increased to 494 students currently from 
300 students in 2006.  With an expanding 
population, some are discussing if student 
resources need to expand as well to ensure 
no student slips through the cracks.

 “I can’t help but feel like we had this 
coming because we’ve been so lucky 
for so long,” said Gollery.  “Until it’s an 
immediate crisis, it’s not high on people’s 
priority list.”

Anza Jarschke, the 2013 SNC 
valedictorian, conducted her final research 
project on mental health resources on the 
SNC campus and found an increase in 
stress and mental disorders for college 
students.

“According to the National Institute of 
Mental Health, 52.4 percent of adults in 
this range (18-29) are diagnosable for one 
or more mental illnesses,” said Jarschke.

Issues such as behavior problems, mental 
illness, depression, eating disorders and 

substance abuse are prevalent in college 
life, said Jarschke.

“To be a young adult is stressful. It 
is a time when you figure out what your 
values are, how you want to live your life 
and you run into frustrating situations that 
are sometimes out of your control,” said 
Gollery.  “It is not an easy period of time.”

Gollery, who has worked at SNC for 
17 years, has seen the campus grow and 
change.

“When we were very small, a lot of 
support for students came from mentoring 
between the faculty and students. This is 
still a strength of ours, but we are getting 
bigger,” said Gollery.

According to colleges.usnews.ranking-
sand reviews. com,  the student to faculty 
ratio at SNC is 11:1, compared to a larger 
state school such as University of Nevada, 
Reno where the ratio is 21:1.  

“The larger the institution, the more 
enrichment they are able to provide in that 
respect, subsidized on-campus services,” 
said Dr. Andrew Whyman, M.D., who 
volunteered his psychiatric services to 
SNC in spring 2013 and has been involved 
on the SNC campus with Fireside Chats for 

about five years.
Most large schools offer on-campus 

professional mental health services.
  Whyman points out that on a smaller 

campus with less resources, students end 
up talking to whoever is around rather than 
a professional.

“When they don’t solve your problems by 
having a chit-chat, then you are referred to 
professionals in this community who have 
private offices,” said Whyman, “which is 
kind of a bare bones model.”

Students have also pointed out that they 
are not necessarily comfortable talking to 
faculty that interact with them on a daily 
basis.

“Even though we are a really small 
campus that doesn’t have many problems, 
I think it would be a good idea to have 
someone to talk to here,” said Freshman 
Nelly Steinhoff.  “I don’t think that 
everyone wants to ask for and admit they 
need help to people that they basically live 
on campus with.”

It is hard for small schools to balance 
enough support with the amount of 
resources available.

Some students are not even aware of the 
resources allotted to them on campus.

“Honestly, I had no idea that there were 
any services offered for mental health on 
campus,” said Steinhoff. 

Gollery said that although the school may 
be too small to have full-time counseling, 
it would be beneficial to have a part-time 
professional counseling staff that a student 
could access for a first point of contact.

 “Even though there are people in 
the community who are willing to 
do pro-bono work, it is off-campus 
and it is just not quite as easy,” said 
Gollery.

One of the biggest issues, 
said Gollery, when faculty 
act as mentors to students in 
place of an actual counselor 
on campus is the question 
of “When do we intervene?”  
Gollery dealt with this 
struggle with a student close 
to her who she referred to the 
Student Affairs department. 

“Fortunately she opened up to 
me, but when I referred it, it kept 
coming back to me that she was 
fine,” said Gollery. 

 “Well, she was essentially dropping out 
of the semester, petitioning to withdraw 
- things were not fine.  Yet, according to 
the process we had, she was fine.”

Gollery reflects that the student was very 
private and not necessarily open to another 
faculty member checking in with her.

Will Hoida, Lizzie Thibodeau and 
Holly Atkins make up the Student Affairs 
department, and are the direct contacts for 

students who are 
seeking mental 
health resources. 

 At the beginning 
of the semester 
during orientation, 
the Student Affairs 
department goes 
over student life, 
residential life and 
resources that are 
provided to the 
students.

“We meet with the RA’s on a weekly 
basis, which is mostly housekeeping.  At 
the end of the meeting we talk about who 
is on our radar, who do we need to talk 
to, who do we need to pull in and engage 

with,” said Thibodeau. “With the RAs 
living on campus they are our first point of 
contact which is helpful for us to be aware 
of student issues.”

The Student Affairs department offers a 
few-step program to support students with 
mental health services.The first step for a 
student needing help is to contact an RA, 
who then notifies Thibodeau. Thibodeau 
then brings the student in and talks to 
them and they will decide the best course 
of action: whether that be a contacting 
professional in the area or working with a 
nonprofit organization that can help.

“If we have a student who has an issue, 
we have a list of counseling resources 
where we can direct the students to a local 
community professional,” said Hoida.  
“We’re not the experts so we want to direct 
the students to those people who are.”

Along with private professionals in the 
community, the Student Affairs department 
is also in contact with nonprofit services 
such as: Tahoe Safe Alliance, Tahoe 
Women’s Services and Tahoe Family 
Solutions.

“It can be very difficult to find someone 
(therapist) that they mesh well with, and 
you can spend a lot of money trying to find 
someone who understands where you’re 
coming from and works with you in the 
way that you’re comfortable with,” said 
Thibodeau. “Everyone needs someone to 
talk to and I think our students do that in an 
array of different fashions.”

Thibodeau makes sure that she is 
constantly available for any students who 
need to talk.

“Lizzie has always made herself 
available to students at any time, day or 
night,” said Junior Jason Maynez.  “She is 
very proactive with individual concerns of 
the students.”

Thibodeau is trained in crisis intervention 
and over the summer, all of the RAs were 
required to undergo CPR, first aid and 
crisis intervention training with Tahoe Safe 
Alliance.  Whyman discussed warning 
signs and what issues RAs should be aware 
of while working with college students.

“We can recognize things, we see 
someone everyday so we notice changes,” 
said Senior Aria Shahmirzadi, a RA in 
the SNC dorms. “The campus is growing 
quickly and I don’t know if we are keeping 
 

Growing campus debates mental health resources
BY KELLY MAHONEY
Asst. News Editor

52.4%
of adults in this range (18-

29) are diagnosable for one 
or more mental illnesses.

National Institue of Mental Health

“ “Honestly, I had no idea that there were any 
services offered for mental health on campus.
NELLY STEINHOFF 
Freshman

See HEALTH,  11



THURSDAY, May 8, 2014 www.snceagleseye.com 11NEWS

MENTAL HEALTH     from page 3

up with that growth.  The expectations are 
higher because there are more students, but 
there are the same amount of resources.”

Jarschke offered a few possible solutions 
along with her study of SNC mental health.  
She discussed the benefit of peer-mentor-
ing on campus and the idea of graduate 
student internships.

“Obviously, peer mentors are not ad-
equate for severe mental needs, but basic 
stress associated with school and being 
overwhelmed can be addressed by trained 
peer mentors,” said Jarschke.  “Occasion-
ally, some college counseling centers uti-

lize graduate student internships to host 
students who are working to become 
counselors as a resource for students.  
This can lower the cost to the school, and 
provide the other students with experi-
ence and training.”

Students and faculty have both ex-
pressed the desire for more training on 
campus.

“I would like to have different types of 
training, more in-depth training and cri-
sis training - being put into situations and 
practicing how to react,” said Shahmirza-
di.  “Having professionals that can offer 
ongoing training.”

Whyman has offered his professional 
services for this type of training, and talk-

ed to the RAs and faculty one time in the 
summer of 2013, he has also discusses the 
current mental health services with the ad-
ministration and suggestions for improve-
ment, but would like to continue his volun-
teer training in the school.

“I want to see a lot more training of staff 
for identifying problems early on, and ap-
propriate intervention before those prob-
lems escalate into more substantial prob-
lems,” said Whyman.

Whyman also suggested numerous solu-
tions involving his volunteer services on 
campus. His current title is mental health 
consultant at SNC, but he has been given 
no further responsibility on campus.

“I would like to see a small designated 

space on campus which could be staffed 
with mental health professionals so when 
things came up that didn’t require major 
medical attention, students would have a 
place to go, sit down and talk and make an 
arrangement,” offered Whyman.

With a growing student population, SNC 
has an opportunity to expand services and 
support for students that can help improve 
mental health on campus the future.

“One of my old soccer coaches was ada-
mant about saying, ‘If you fail to prepare, 
you prepare to fail’” said Shahmirzadi.  
“That is a huge part of what the school 
should be doing so that we can be that 
school that is held at a higher standard.”
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opportunities as well.
“Since it’s a new partnership we’re still 

exploring all the possible opportunities 
that will go along with this but it’s clear 
that our students are interested in intern-
ships at Boreal/Woodward,” said Fergu-
son. “Especially emphasizing our majors 
in Business and Sustainability to create 
a seamless internship process with them 

that benefits both the students and Boreal/
Woodward.”

Ferguson also has some creative ideas 
involving direct student interaction with 
Woodward/Boreal’s weekly Expression 
Sessions. The Expression Sessions con-
sist of weekly rail jams that take place at 
Boreal Mountain Resort under the Friday 
night lights.

“A possibility would be for us to collabo-
rate on an event on one of those nights so 

if SGA (Student Government Association) 
is hosting a rail jam or something similar 
they are definitely looking for a partner-
ship to do that sort of thing with our stu-
dent body,” Said Ferguson. “It’s a perfect 
demographic for us because SGA or clubs 
on campus are always looking for ways to 
raise money; they’re looking for ways to 
get students out and doing things in an en-
vironment that everybody loves.”

The last object of discussion involves a 

possible discounted all-access pass to Bo-
real and Woodward for all SNC students. 
This is a goal that Ferguson is very hopeful 
about but says that no final decisions have 
been made and they are still exploring the 
many possibilities of the partnership.

“A lot of these discussions have just been 
started and nothing has been closed on but 
we are clearly on the same page with Bo-
real/Woodward on a lot of the initiatives,” 
said Ferguson.
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self known as part of that community. As 
students, we are actively learning and we 
are involved and that makes it easier to ap-
ply it to your own life and generally
care about it.

What advice do you have for current un-
dergrad students or soon-to-be freshman at 
SNC?

These four years are such a neat time be-

cause you’re pretty taken care of. Yes, you 
have to do a lot of work but it’s also the 
best time because you don’t have to worry 
about a lot of other stuff that comes along 
with being an adult in the real world. So 
just soak up your time, try hard, play hard 
and you don’t need a nap.

Why do you think you were chosen to be 
valedictorian?

I’ve done lot stuff not only in school but 
also outside of school. I’ve been a part of a 

lot of shows in the surrounding community 
– the art scene in Reno, Truckee and Tahoe 
City. Every year I go to all the ceramic 
conferences and I apply to a ton of shows. 
I really put myself out there to try and 
find these opportunities, and sometimes it 
works out and sometimes it doesn’t. It is 
important to make yourself known and get 
involved with not only the community but 
in a global sense as well.

How did you feel when you found out 

you were nominated for valedictorian?
I was so happy to be nominated in the 

first place, that alone was unreal. I didn’t 
expect it because SNC is filled with really 
smart and inspiring students. It was a sur-
real moment until it kicked in that I am the 
one that’s going to be giving a speech.

In a nutshell, what can people expect 
from your speech?

You can expect to laugh and hear my 
words of poetic insight.
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A PARTNERSHIP WITH BOREAL/WOODWARD has the potential of opening up a world 

of opportunities for Sierra Nevada College students.  Boreal Ridge Corporation oversees 

both the world class training gym (pictured below) as well as the Boreal terrain park that 

so many SNC students already frequent throughout the year (pictured top left/top right).


