
More than 100 
studies have shown that

 relaxation and stress reduct
-ion are significant benefits 
associated with spending

 time in green areas

Underpinning Student Success
Opportunities for increasing mental health resiliency 
in First-year undeRgraduate students
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Contributing Factors to diminished academic performance

At some point in the last year...

89% felt overwhelmed

54% felt hopeless

64% felt lonely

86.9% felt exhausted

56% felt overwhelming anxiety

10% contemplated suicide
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There are various attributes 
that inform the culture of a 
campus. These attributes 
may include: campus geog-
raphy; demographic factors 
such as culture, gender and 
socioeconomic status; ethos 
of learning and achievement; 
and attitudes towards 
acceptance and diversity of 
others. This self containing 
system can either positively 
or negatively reinforce health 
behaviours. The importance 
of a campus’ culture is 
underscored by the trends 
discovered by wellness cen-
tres. According to Carins, 
Massfelle and Deeet 
(2010), counseling centre 
directors are consistently 
reporting their perception that 
the severity of students’ 
issues and usage of the ser-
vices in the previous 5 years 
has been increasing.This 
reality is also juxtaposed 
with the startlingly economic 
reality that  there are not 
enough resources to proper-
ly address all services that 
students may need. Due to 
this fact, institutions are 
asked to do more with con-
tinually fewer resources (Sil-

verman, Underhile, Keeling, 
2008).  As a result, the The 
opportunity is ripe to 
re-imagine how to best 
utilize all stakeholders on 
campus and their subsys-
tems as potential centres of 
resilience.

Self Organization
The ability of students to self 
organize is the strongest 
form of building resilience.
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The centrepiece of obtaining  
a post secondary education 
is the achievement of aca-
demic success. By 2031, 
77% of the Canadian and 
American workforce will 
require post-secondary cre-
dentials (Miner, 2010). The 
counterbalance to this reality 
is the amount of stress stu-
dents encounter as a result 
of the pressure to not only 
survive but excel in the area 
of academics.  According to 
the Holmes et al (2011) ,col-
lege service providers report 
67% of all students they saw 
were experiencing academic 
challenges, most frequently 
difficulties maintaining con-
centration, being easily dis-
tracted, frequent absences 
from class, not having 
enough energy to complete 
academic work and difficul-
ties with organization. 

It Starts With Hope
An unpacking of the under-
pinnings of what motivates 
the student experience can 
be a gateway to determine 
areas to strengthen academ-

ic resilience.  Rand (2009) 
asserts, that “hope” influ-
enced the goal-specific 
expectancies college stu-
dents make regarding their 
academic performance (e.g. 
class grades)

Curriculum Current State
The current course design 
methodologies put in prac-
tice in most Post Secondary 
Institutions are outcomes 
based models focusing on 
“hard outcomes”  (grades). A 
popular form of this is enti-
tled constructive align-

ment.This teacher-centred 
and directed approach to 
curriculum is concerned with 
predetermined outcomes 
that can be assessed and 
measured. 

New approaches
Approaches to re-imagine 
the first year student transi-
tion from high school are 
emerging. For example Kift 
(2008) suggests that first 
year curriculum should aid 
student transition from previ-
ous educational experience 
to learning in higher educa-
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tion; cater to student diversi-
ty; be student focused and 
provide the scaffolding for 
learning success; be engag-
ing and respond to social, 
personal, ethical and inter-
personal capabilities. Simi-
larly, Mansfield et al. 
(2012) argue for a resilience 
building curriculum that 
embeds resilience into learn-
ing and teaching. 

Possible Point  of Intervention
Transcending Paradigms
Interventions that attempt to 
redefine the paradigm of the 
classroom experience and 
build resilience into the cur

-riculum can create transfor
mational change.

In the higher education setting 
good health enables student 
success by creating health 
supporting environments – 
both the physical and the 
social aspects of their 
surroundings.It is becoming 
empirically clear that the physi-
cal environment and structure 
of the university campus plays 
an important role in a student’s 
mental wellbeing. Research on 
workplace productivity illus-
trates that environmental com-
fort comprises three catego-
ries, physical, functional, and 
psychological (Vischer, 2007). 
According to McLaughlin and 
Faulkner (2012), Physical envi-
ronmental characteristics such 
as perceived safety, security 
and lighting are conducive to a 
productive environment. Addi-
tionally, access to outdoor 
space and the presence of 
nature, such as plants, indoors 
have been shown to signifi-
cantly reduce stress (David, 
2004). Furthermore, research 
indicates students’ desire for 
flexible learning spaces on 
campus that are adaptable to 
both individual and collabora-

tive work stressing the impor-
tance of functionality on 
campus settings (McLaughlin 
and Mills, 2008). Lastly, social 
interaction is highly motivation-
al for a student’s environmental 
comfort (Milne, 2006). Factors 
such as classroom layouts that 
facilitate discussion and inter-
action (rather than lecture 
format) result in not only higher 
levels of engagement in learn-
ing but improve peer relation-
ships and encourage instructor 
and student communication 
(Milne, 2006).
 

Environment & Student WELLNESS
Campus environment is affect-
ed by many factors but its 
upkeep is dependent on ancil-
lary staff. These individuals are 
charged with maintaining a 
clean, well lit and safe environ-
ment to facilitate a positive 
learning and social environ-
ment for students. Additionally, 
the presence of these person-
nel reinforces safety and com-
fort in students.

Possible Point of Intervention
Goals
The purpose or function of the 
campus layout and design 
shouldn’t be confined merely 
to a classroom and academic 
setting but should also serve to 
include multifunctional spaces 
that facilitate student and 
faculty interaction as well areas 
of tranquility that include out-
door and green space. 

Both physical and emotional 
resilience work together to 
support student wellness 
and without a solid founda-
tion of physical health, a stu-
dent’s mental resilience can 
be adversely affected. Physi-
cal wellness is largely influ-
enced by sleep, nutrition, 
exercise and stress. Trou-
bled sleep is considered 
both a predictive sign and 
symptom of many illnesses, 
and is associated with sub-
stantial decrements in the 
quality of life (Lund et.al, 
2010).  In addition to this, 
stress and tension are 
known to be significant risk 
factors that affect sleep 
quality in students causing a 
negative reinforcing loop 
between student stress and 
poor quality of sleep. 
Studies have demonstrated 
that there exists a link 
between risk of mental 
health issues and dietary 
intake therefore having avail-
able nutritional meals on 
campus is increasingly 
important (Solomon, Zukier 
and Hamadeh, 2010). To 
improve mental health, it has 
been shown that vigorous 
physical activity can alleviate 
symptoms associated with 

depression and anxiety . 
Physical activity has also 
been linked to improving self 
image, social skills and cog-
nitive functioning which in 
turn help to build resilience 
in the individual  (Taylor, 
Sallis and Needle, 1985).

Physical Health and Student
RESILIENCE
The systemic relationships 
between physical health and 
it’s effects on student well-
ness are primarily demon-
strated through positive and 
negative reinforcing loops. It 
is not uncommon for mental 
health issues to manifest 
through physical symptoms 
such as trouble sleeping,  
loss of appetite and body 
tension. Consequently, these 
physical manifestations neg-
atively affect a student’s 
mental state of mind which 
in turn degrade resilience. 
Without proper sleep and 
nutrition, these physical 
symptoms risk becoming 
aggravated and threaten to 
follow a negative com-
pounding reinforcing loop. 

Balancing Feedback Loops 
Given the nature of the rein-
forcing loops discussed, it 
would be most beneficial to 
set up points of intervention 
in physical health as it 
relates to resilience. In other 
words, implementing 
response mechanism to 
degrading physical health in 
order to intervene in advance 
of adverse effects on student 
resilience and to flag and 
correct behaviour early in the 
process. 

Introduction
The notion of “university and 
college as a holistic experi-
ence” for most young most 
adults is filled with expecta-
tions of academic and social 
success that will, through 
critical thought, shape 
meaningful participation in 
society rooted in a meaning-
ful career. For some, howev-
er, the prevalence of mental 
illness while attending a 
postsecondary institution 
can laden this journey with 
profound impact on the stu-
dent and the ecosystem that 
supports them.  

This presents a classic 
wicked problem of support-
ing a vulnerable population 
entering  a competitive envi-
ronment during a key transi-
tion period in their life. In 
supporting the mental health 
and resilience-capacity of 
students, universities typi-
cally get caught in three 
traps.

Seeking the Wrong Goal
The wellness systems cur-
rently in play at most univer-
sities tend to favour satisfy-
ing goals that are incom-
pletely defined, in that well-
ness efforts are favoured to 
the same extent as the real 
wellness of the students 
within the system.

Shifting Burden to the Inter-
venor
Universities receive students 
at a transformative develop-
ment period, and inadver-
tently assume great respon-
sibility as the intervenor 
when working with students’ 
mental health concerns. This 
is especially exacerbated by 
symptom-relieving strate-
gies, rather than long-term 
restructuring.

Success to the Successful
Typically, successful and 
well-adjusted students are 
rewarded by the cadence 
and format of first-year 
undergraduate pedagogy, 
and those that have adjust-

ment challenges are inadver-
tently and systematically 
marginalized.

Resilience Defined 
Resilience is the process of 
adapting well in the face of 
adversity, trauma, tragedy, 
threats or significant sources 
of stress — such as family 
and relationship problems, 
serious health problems or 
workplace and financial 
stressors. It means "bounc-
ing back" from difficult expe-
riences. Research has 
shown that resilience is ordi-
nary, not extraordinary. 
People commonly demon-
strate resilience. Knowing 
that, organizations and envi-
ronments can play a key role 
in helping to build resilience 
capacity in its users and 
stakeholders. Additionally, 
resiliency can be considered 
as a process, rather than a 
trait to be had.

Resilience can be displayed 
in the following ways:

· Good outcomes despite 
  high-risk status,
· Constant competence 
  under stress,
· Recovery from trauma, and
· Using challenges for 
  growth that makes future 
  hardships more tolerable.

Universities and colleges 
play a crucial role in harbour-
ing students through the last 
formal stage of their cogni-
tive and emotional develop-
ment as young adults. As 
such, they also have a cru-
cial responsibility to engage 
stakeholders in the inten-
tional and holistic wellness 
strategies, by focusing on 
systemically increasing the 
capacity for resilience within 
each student.
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While every youth entering 
university is unique, the 
stages of development 
between childhood and 
adulthood is consistent 
across generations. The aim 
of providing this summary of 
key domain attributes during 
development is to provide 
foundational knowledge for 
all stakeholders (students, 
faculty, admin, etc). An 
understanding of these attri-

butes will provide perspec-
tive and context when sup-
porting students. This is 
especially important due to 
the fact that many students 
have left home for the first 
time and may be experienc-
ing  developmental challeng-
es associated with these 
changes (Popovic, 2013).

A Note on Adolescent Development Cognitive Development
Concentration, complex thought, planning and 
impulse control are maturing
Development of Reasoning Skills is maturing
 
Emotional Development
Emotional responses are maturing
Motivation is further internalized
 
Social Development
Social group esteem and social identity are maturing
 
Physical Development
The need for making independent decisions about 
nutrition and healthy eating increases
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Stakeholders 
Counsellors, Therapists, Case Managers

Stakeholders 
Peers, Student Leaders (Residence Advisors), 
Student Life Coordinators, 
Admissions and Recruitment Staff

Stakeholders 
Campus Grounds Staff, Custodians
Ancillary Staff, University Admin

 Peers, Faculty, University Administration, 
                        Accessible Learning Services, Academic Advisors

Studies show
that when plants 

were added to a college
 computer lab, participants 

were more productive 
(12% quicker reaction

 times on tested computer 
tasks) and showed 

less stress

“You can 
really only talk to the 

people on either side of you.
If someone below or behind you 

has an idea you cannot even look 
at them to see who said it, let alone 

discuss it. The lectures are really
boring because of this lack of 

discussion. I doze off 
sometimes.” - A student

on traditional class-
room design.

After secondary 
school, 60%  of 

students enroll directly in post-
 secondary education programs:

34% in university,

20% in college, and 

6% in apprenticeships.

Students believed
that 95% of their peers have

consumed alcohol in the past 30
 days, but the actual figure is 70%

.Similarly, students believe that

 
80% of their peers have

 smoked marijuana in that
 time, but the real figure

 was 16%
.
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13% 
of college internet

 users display internet 
dependence which leads 

to difficulties in interpersonal 
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