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The narrative of international students in America often focuses on impressive economical
statistics: over a million students contributing $40 billion annually to our economy (NAFSA, 2023).
But as someone who arrived in the United States at age fifteen and is now completing a master's
degree at age twenty four, I've witnessed a unspoken reality beneath the numbers – a mental
health crisis that remains largely invisible, particularly among underage international students.

Research paints a disturbing picture: 44% of international graduate students report severe
emotional or stress-related problems affecting their academic performance (Hyun et al., 2007).
Studies show 27.4% experience major depression, while 20% suffer from anxiety disorders (Liu et
al., 2021). During the COVID-19 pandemic, these numbers escalated dramatically, with over 60%
reporting anxiety and depressive symptoms (Reena et al., 2023).

But these statistics tell only part of the story. As an advocate and international student myself, I've
observed a particularly vulnerable group that's rarely studied: international students under 18.
Their struggles often go undocumented in formal publications, but their stories emerge on social
media platforms and in personal conversations. Let me share a representative story from a Chinese
social media platform: "I went abroad in 2015 when I was fourteen... When we got to the airport
and my mom was preparing to go through security, I suddenly realized I would be living alone. It
was terrifying... From that day on, I could never return to my comfort zone… It's not until now,
when I'm almost a sophomore in college, that I can talk about my high school experience in
America. Only now do I have the courage to honestly face my depression." This account echoes
countless others I've encountered: young teenagers struggling with not just typical adolescent
challenges, but also cultural displacement, language barriers, and profound isolation – all without
the immediate support of family or familiar cultural contexts. Many, like the student quoted above,
mask their struggles behind carefully curated social media posts, trying to "prove to everyone that
I was living like a white person."

The barriers to seeking help are formidable. Cultural stigma remains powerful, particularly in Asian
communities where mental health challenges are often viewed as personal weaknesses. Language
barriers compound the problem – even when services are available, many students struggle to
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express complex emotional experiences in English. Perhaps most troubling, 27% of international
students don't even know their universities offer mental health support (Lu & Stead, 2023).

We need a radical reimagining of mental health support for international students, particularly
those who arrive as minors. This should include: Mandatory mental health screening and support
systems specifically for underage international students Cultural competency training for
counselors and educators working with international youth Multilingual mental health resources
and peer support programs Regular check-ins with guardians and host families Creation of safe
spaces where students can express their struggles without fear of academic or visa-related
consequences The current system fails to recognize that sending children across the world for
education, while full of opportunity, also carries significant psychological risks. As one student
reflected, "My pride stems from an incurable inferiority complex... these achievements just fuel my
endless dissatisfaction."

As someone who has lived this experience and now works to support others through it, I can attest
that the success of international education depends not just on academic achievement, but on
creating comprehensive support systems for students' mental well-being. We must act to protect
these young minds who brave tremendous challenges in pursuit of education. [Author Bio: Joanna
Fang is an FYP Associate and advocate at ForYouPage.org, focusing on international student
welfare. Drawing from her personal experience as an international student who arrived in the U.S.
at age 15, she works to bridge the gap between international students and mental health
resources. She is completing her master's degree while advocating for better support systems for
young international students.]

References

Han, X., Han, X., Luo, Q., Jacobs, S., & Jean-Baptiste, M. (2013). Report of a mental health survey
among Chinese international students at Yale University. Journal of American College Health, 61(1),
1-8.

Hyun, J., Quinn, B., Madon, T., & Lustig, S. (2007). Mental health need, awareness, and use of
counseling services among international graduate students. Journal of American College Health,
56(2), 109-118.

Liu, Y., Keum, B. T., Marks, B., & Zhang, Y. S. D. (2021). Mental health help-seeking behaviors and
care utilization among Asian international students: A global synthesis. Journal of Counselling
Psychology, 68(5), 559-570. Lu, S. H., & Stead, G. B. (2023). Mental health conditions and
associated predictors among Chinese international students during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Journal of Mental Health.

Mori, S. C. (2000). Addressing the mental health concerns of international students. Journal of
Counseling & Development, 78(2), 137-144. NAFSA: Association of International Educators. (2023,
November 13). New NAFSA data reveal international student economic contributions continue.
NAFSA.

Reena, I., Hebert, E., Das, K., Doe, R., Hebert, S., & Gope, N. (2023). Anxiety and depression among
U.S. international students during the COVID-19 pandemic. Education, 143(3), 89-99. Smith, R. A.,



& Khawaja, N. G. (2011). A review of the acculturation experiences of international students.
International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 35(6), 699-713.

Sümer, S., Poyrazli, S., & Grahame, K. (2008). Predictors of depression and anxiety among
international students. Journal of Counseling & Development, 86(4), 429-437.

Zhang, J., & Goodson, P. (2011). Predictors of international students' psychosocial adjustment to
life in the United States: A systematic review. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 35(2),
139-162.

Revision #5
Created 2 July 2026 22:27:18 by ForYouPage .Org
Updated 2 July 2026 22:47:43 by ForYouPage .Org


