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Setting

Lina is an undergraduate F-1 international student from South Korea, studying in the United States. She is in
her second year of studies, working towards a bachelor’s degree at a small, private college in a rural area.

Case

Lina begins experiencing severe anxiety and depression midway through the semester. She struggles
academically and socially but hesitates to seek help, influenced in part by stigma surrounding mental health in
her home culture.

After missing several classes, Lina remains after lecture one afternoon and quietly tells her professor that she
feels overwhelmed. Her voice trembles as she admits she has been thinking about harming herself. She
quickly follows this disclosure with concern about her academic standing, asking whether she is already too far
behind.

The faculty member pauses, recognizing both the urgency of the situation and the weight of what has just been
shared. After expressing empathy, the professor contacts Counseling Services and International Student
Services (ISS).
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Lina agrees to attend counseling and during her initial session, Lina expresses fear not only about her mental
health, but about the consequences of stepping away from her coursework. When a temporary medical leave
is suggested, she becomes visibly distressed. She asks whether withdrawing from classes will cancel her visa
and whether her family will be notified. She shares that returning home without completing the semester would
be seen as failure. Lina’s situation reflects a complex intersection of emotional crisis, cultural expectations, and
immigration consequences.

Given the visa concerns expressed, Counseling Services reaches out to ISS to coordinate recommendations.
The International Student Services office must now advise on a situation where timeliness, clarity, and
sensitivity are critical.

U.S. immigration regulations require full-time enroliment unless a student is authorized for a Reduced Course
Load (RCL). RCL authorization for medical reasons allows a student to remain in the U.S. while enrolled less
than full-time or not enrolled. It requires documentation from a doctor and is limited to a maximum of 12
months in duration. Alternatively, a student could withdraw from courses and leave the U.S. to obtain medical
treatment. However, this would put their immigration record into inactive status and require additional steps for
return.

As coordination begins across offices, differing perspectives emerge.

Counseling strongly recommends immediate separation from academic stressors, emphasizing Lina’s safety
and stabilization. International Student Services considers whether a temporary Reduced Course Load,
allowing Lina to remain enrolled while receiving care, would be a supportive solution. Academic Affairs raises
concerns about her ability to complete coursework meaningfully given her current condition. Risk Management,
while not directly involved in student care, underscores institutional responsibility should the situation escalate.

At the same time, Lina continues to ask about visa consequences, whether or not she is required to return
home, and the circumstances under which her family would be notified about the situation. ISS wants to
answer these questions with clarity while also reassuring Lina without increasing distress.

The institution must determine their recommendation while weighing different priorities. A Reduced Course
Load may preserve Lina’s immigration status but may not sufficiently address the severity of her mental health
needs. A full medical leave and return home may prioritize her well-being but introduce emotional
consequences tied to family expectations and uncertainty regarding her ability to resume study in the U.S.

The situation is further complicated by privacy considerations under FERPA and HIPAA, limiting
communication between institutional units and students’ families and, thus, hindering collaborative planning.

The stakes are immediate and significant. Incorrect or unclear advising may jeopardize her immigration status.
A lack of coordinated response may expose the institution to legal and ethical concerns. The institution must
navigate not only regulatory compliance, but also the lived reality of a student in crisis. The tension between
compliance and care is no longer abstract. It is unfolding in real time, requiring decisions that will shape both
the student’s immediate well-being and immigration status.
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Discussion Questions

As you consider this case, discuss:

How should International Student Services balance immigration regulations with compassionate care in
cases of acute psychological distress?

How can International Student Services help make Counseling Services feel approachable to
international students?

What institutional systems can be developed to identify and support international students before crises
escalate?

How can advisors communicate visa implications in a manner that informs without increasing fear?

How should institutions respond when regulatory requirements may conflict with a student’s immediate
well-being?

What ethical, legal, and reputational risks do institutions face when navigating cases at the intersection
of mental health and immigration compliance?
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