




BLUEPRINT + 
TEMPLATES

TRAINING + 
GUIDANCE

DATA + 
INSIGHTS  



The Support Network

The Support Network provides a handbook and guidance to launch an effective 
peer-to-peer support model for student leaders, working jointly with administrators

Pilot Programs

University High School

Michigan State University University of CincinnatiUniversity of Michigan



Fall 2018: 
The Support Network was founded to improve student mental health and well-being through the implementation, development, and 
collaboration of peer support initiatives in high schools and colleges. Specific offerings include, but are not limited to, consultation hours to 
help start and scale the organization, a web-based hub for Directors and Advisors, funding support, survey design and data analysis.

Fall 2014: 
Wolverine Support Network was founded at the University of Michigan by a group of students who recognized the social stigmas, financial 
burdens, and timing inconveniences often associated with discussing mental health and well-being. These students, working jointly with 
University of Michigan’s Counseling and Psychological Services, refined a model for ‘Weekly Groups’ and ‘Kickback Fridays’.

★ Weekly Group (~6-10 students): Each Weekly Group includes 4-10 student Members and 2-3 trained student Leaders. This is 
intended to be an accessible, inclusive, and confidential space where students are comfortable in sharing anything they wish. 
Student Leaders are trained to facilitate dialogue around topics related to mental health and well-being in a way that is intentionally 
meaningful, honest, personal, empathetic and respectful and are equipped with knowledge of resources and emergency protocols

★ Kickback Fridays: Kickback Fridays are bi-weekly events open to the entire Support Network community, as well as the university 
student body at large. These alternative stress-busting events build a community on campus that is aligned with The Support 
Network’s values

The Support Network



Models for peer support and peer-to-peer engagement have demonstrated to be 
influential and highly effective for a number of health and academic-related goals

The Power of Students

“Undergraduate students are the single most potent source of influence on undergraduate student 
affective and cognitive growth and development during college.”    
(Astin, 1993; Kuh, 1993; Whitt, Edison, Pascarella, Nora, & Terenzini, 1999)

“Research indicates peer-support programs are helpful when focused on assisting students with social/ 
emotional or academic problems”                      
(McGannon, Carey, & Dimmitt, 2005; Whiston & Sexton, 1998)

“The frequency and quality of students’ interactions with peers extends to a positive association with 
college student persistence.”                        
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1993)
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Receive inbound interest from students, administrators, and other stakeholders(1)

Share overview materials and hold introductory calls to assess student and administrative capacity

Share The Support Network Expansion Agreement, which ensures accountability and model integrity

5.

6.

Expansion Process

Expansion Agreement is signed

1) The Support Network has received inbound interest from students and administrators representing 50+ universities in the past 18 months.

Provide The Support Network Blueprint (comprehensive instruction manual) and consultation to inform, empower and 
support students and administrators to a successful launch

The new student Director Team joins The Support Network’s web-based portal, which includes each campus’ Directors 
and The Support Network’s Advisory Team, in order to resolve inquiries and fully roll-out their organization

Collect data and insights from each campus and facilitates discussions around best practices, troubleshooting and 
cross-campus coordination



Wolverine Support Network:
Peer Support to reshape student mental 
health and well-being

Case Study:



Wolverine Support 
Network

seeks to address and promote student 
mental health and well-being through 

weekly, peer-facilitated groups and 
bi-weekly community events.



Wolverine Support Network

Program Structure

StudentsSponsor Campus Support

Weekly 
Group

Kickback 
Fridays

                Peer Support, Community, Mental Health & Wellness, Social CapitalPillars

                Inclusivity, Empathy, Mindfulness, Courage, Accountability, ConfidentialityValues



Rationale for Weekly Group

Sociocultural Stigmas

Financial Costs

Timing Inconveniences

Barriers to Mental Health Dialogue

Confidential, accessible and 
inclusive space creates new norm

Cost-free for all students, with 
student Leaders volunteering time

Students select a consistent time/ 
place on campus (Monday - Friday)

WSN MODEL



Fall 2018 Update

1,000+ 
total students involved

63 Groups
total groups held

Program Development

Select Milestones 

❖ Established The Support Network and 
Advisory Team 

❖ Presented at NASPA Mental Health 
Strategies Conference in Portland, OR

❖ Presented at Depression on College 
Campuses Conference in Ann Arbor, MI

❖ Developed computer program to 
distribute all Members based on time     
and location preferences 



Leader Training

❖ Application / Interview Process

❖ Off-Campus Retreat

➢ Facilitation Skills
➢ Boundaries / “Handoffs”

❖ QPR Training

❖ Campus Resource Presentations

❖ Group Scenario Role Play

❖ Ongoing Q&A w/ Peer Initiatives Coordinator



Impact on Campus: Fall 2017

As a result of Wolverine Support Network Weekly Group...

felt they are better able to share
 sensitive topics with others 

felt they are better equipped to take charge of their 
personal mental health and well-being74%

76%

65%

81%

felt they are better able to support others without 
additional emotional or physical strain to themselves

felt they are better able to understand 
and empathize with others

Program Assessment: Member Feedback



Advisory Team

Bobby Dishell
❖ Co-Founder, Wolverine Support Network
❖ Fmr. Student Body President, University of Michigan
❖ 2015 Corps Member, Teach for America
❖ Masters, Johns Hopkins School of Education
❖ J.D. Candidate, Colorado Law School

Kelly Davis
❖ Director of Peer Support, Services & Advocacy, 

Mental Health America
❖ Advisory Council Member, Well Being Trust
❖ Guest Speaker at Obama White House, NBC News

Max Rothman
❖ Fmr. Director, Wolverine Support Network
❖ Fmr. Member, MHTF, Athletes Connected, U-Mich CSG
❖ Fmr. Member, MHA Mental Health Innovation Council
❖ Student Voice of Mental Health Award, JED Foundation

Sonia Doshi
❖ Product Manager and Learning Designer, Imbellus
❖ Fmr. Board Member, Steve Fund’s Youth Advisory Board
❖ Student Voice of Mental Health Award, JED Foundation
❖ Masters, Stanford Graduate School of Education

Emily Lustig
❖ Fmr. Director, Wolverine Support Network 
❖ Fmr. Student Body VP, University of Michigan
❖ M.S. - Psychology - Georgia Institute of Technology
❖ Psychology PhD Student - Georgia Institute of Technology 

Samuel Orley
❖ Fmr. Executive Director, Wolverine Support Network
❖ Fmr. Member, MHA Mental Health Innovation Council
❖ Student Voice of Mental Health Award,  JED Foundation 



The Support Network

Select Universities with interested students and/or administrators:

Indicates interest from both administrators and students



Project LETS: PMHA Model
Supporting Students with Mental Illness, Trauma, 

Disability and Neurodivergence

Project LETS
LetsEraseTheStigma.com



Project LETS is a national 501(c)(3) grassroots organization led by 
and for folks with lived experience of mental illness, disability, 

trauma, & neurodivergence. We establish peer-led communities of 
advocacy & support; produce resources and educational materials; 
and aim to protect the civil and human rights of mentally ill folks 
through policy change — especially those who experience multiple 

forms of oppression and are rendered particularly vulnerable.









background 
& history







64% of students no 
longer in college 
left due to a mental 
health-related 
reason.



Only 23% come back.



“Not only did I leave school, I also 
left school knowing that if I did 
come back, it would be even 

harder to begin with because I 
would have to retake everything. 
And then I’d have to pay for it.”

Danny, Bergen 
Community College



“Who do college 
counseling 
centers exist to 
serve?”





the PMHA 
program

















Liability: We follow mandatory state and 
federal reporting requirements

We also fill out a Crisis Planning document with all peers in the program.











lessons 
learned



"I realized a tendency I have to fault 
myself when a system failed to meet my 
needs. For example, blaming myself for 
bad experiences with therapists or little 

responsiveness in terms of 
accommodations from the university. 

Learning about the progress to be made 
in systems of mental health care has 

been a relief, and definitely re-framed 
my perception about my ability to be 

helped and supported through different 
services I've used in the past.”

PMHA, Fall 2017



“I’m no longer scared of entering 
places on campus that trigger me. 
Even just creating a safety plan 
has been really reassuring. I’m 
better a asking for help when I 

need it and knowing the language 
I need to talk about what I’m 

going through.”

Peer, Fall 2017



“When I worked with my PMHA, I was able to 
regulate my studies and manage myself better. I 

was more conscious of the medical leave 
re-application deadlines, therefore able to 

successfully submit to the university before the 
deadline. This was integral in me returning to 

Brown. Though I was seeing a therapist, my PMHA 
was useful in pinpointing academic & emotional 

issues I had in the past at Brown and how to deal 
with those in the future (especially as it relates to 
my first-gen identity). My PMHA also connected 
me with a student who successfully returned 

from leave, which was incredibly helpful.” 

Peer, Fall 2017



“Having a PMHA to talk to, who was 
much closer in age than a psychologist, 

was really beneficial because they 
understood firsthand about the 

difficulties. It felt great to finally be 
able to talk to someone that I could 
consider a friend about my mental 

illness particularly because I had never 
told anyone outside of my family. I 

really want to help others and guide 
them through college as my PMHA did 

for me.” 

PMHA, Fall 2018



● 90% of peers report an increase in their knowledge of and 
ability to utilize coping skills

● 60% of students report an increase in their quality of life
● 65% of students report an increase in their ability to manage 

self-destructive
● behaviors/suicidal thoughts
● 70% report an feeling more confident in their ability to handle 

crises
● 60% report an increase in their help-seeking behaviors



The source of 
administrative 

power lies within 
the system while 

activists often find 
their power by 

interrupting 
systems.

Making Meaning of Student Activism: Student Activist and 
Administrator Perspectives (Harrison and Mather)



PROTECT THE 
UNIVERSITY’S
BOTTOM LINE

PROTECT THE
REPUTATION 0F
THE UNIVERSITY

PROTECT THE
UNIVERSITY FROM
LIABILITY

PROTECT THEIR
OWN CAREERS

Source: Know Your IX

Despite rampant administrative bloat (the number of 
administrators on college campuses has doubled in 
the past 25 years), many universities are finding 
themselves more cash strapped than ever before. 
Fundraising has become very important.

Damaging the reputation of the university can affect 
enrollment of new students, alumni donations, and 
the university’s relationship to other organizations.

Universities do not want to be sued because it is 
expensive and damaging to the university’s 
reputation.

High-ranking administrators hop from one university 
to the next. They get promoted when their tenure 
increases the university’s budget, the college goes up 
in the rankings, and they are able to keep the campus 
calm. Sometimes, administrators even receive 
bonuses for “good performance.”





what you 
can do





● Long wait times
● Limited hours
● Scope of practice

○ Diagnoses
○ “Serious” mental illnesses
○ Psychiatry

● Short-term model
○ Session limits
○ Continuity

● Cultural and structural competency
● Minimal crisis care

○ Follow-up
○ Mandated appointments

Off-campus care: Financial burden, time commitment and 
insurance concerns

Common Student Concerns About Counseling Centers



● Increasing funds for additional resources
○ Crisis care, longer hours
○ Case managers to follow up and coordinate care
○ Diversifying counseling staff

● Directing students to group therapy 
● Reserving days for drop-in sessions
● Providing shorter appointments 
● Eliminating unnecessary intake sessions
● Eliminating unproductive mandatory appointments
● Launching community education initiatives
● Collaborating with student groups
● Increasing transparency
● Providing opportunities for feedback

Potential Changes: Counseling Centers



● Mandated minimum time off
● Restrictive reapplication and 

assessment processes
○ Assumes ability to seek care and 

safe home environment
● Involuntary leaves imposed without 

opportunities to:
○ Seek care and use accommodations 

while at school
○ Appear before deciding committee
○ Utilize retroactive withdrawals

● Possible negative impact on GPA and 
financial aid

● Possible student loan repayments 
while away

Medical Leave: Common Challenges 





● Barriers to entry
○ Lack of education about mental illness and 

the ADA
○ Paperwork and multiple meetings
○ Requiring official diagnosis
○ Multiple departments
○ Frequent renewal

● Lack of enforcement
○ Minimal outside accountability
○ Individual, private conversations with 

professors
■ Pressure to self-disclose 
■ Pressure to “water down” accommodations

Academic Accommodations: Common Challenges



“None of my teachers 
told me about getting 
incompletes, or getting 
accommodations to be 

able to do things 
online.”

Sofia*, Montclair State University



How Can Professors Set Appropriate 
Boundaries?

Zoom Out
Suppress 
“Curiosity” 

Acknowledge
Dynamics 



● Provide outside peer support services and encourage 
community-building

● Conduct surveys and assessments to hear student 
concerns about campus climate
○ Including microaggressions and issues of culture, race, 

ethnicity, class, gender, religion, ability, sexuality
● Connect students to organizations and individuals who 

can hold institutions and professors accountable 
● Provide peer support and advocacy services to faculty and 

staff
○ Create a culture where it is safer for employees to be 

open about mental illness 
● When evaluating professors, assess their inclusivity and 

accommodation
○ Provide trainings for faculty and staff

● Offer platforms for students to share their stories
● Provide financial support for low-income students aiming 

to access care

Assist Student Advocacy Initiatives



● Support for easier academic transitions to 
college

● Food pantries, meal swipe exchanges, 
on-campus childcare, and transportation

● Financial aid adjusted for students taking 
more than 4 years

● Accommodations forms for all students 
upon entry

● Faculty training re: accommodations
● Safer spaces after on- and off-campus 

tragedies

Other Initiatives to Consider



● Using diagnostic language in description of programming, 
but always add more inclusive terms
○ “Illness” or diagnoses can be more effective than 

“wellness”
● Mentioning lived experience and lack of affiliation with the 

university (don’t have campus reps present at events)
● Assessing campus climate and pushing the conversation 

forward
○ Minimal conversation about mental illness, trauma, 

disability, and neurodivergence → more interest in 
programs about eating disorders, depression

○ More conversation about mental illness→ more interest 
in programs about abuse and trauma, toxic families

○ Normalizing conversations about failure
● Collaborating with identity-based communities

Outreach Strategies



Thank you!

Any questions?

Contact Project LETS at info@letserasethestigma.com

facebook.com/projectlets                     letserasethestigma.com

mailto:info@letserasethestigma.com







