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Abstract

This article discusses the important issue of stigmatization among college students with mental illness, a population at risk for not
attaining academic success. One factor that plays into this is the increasing numbers of college students reporting mental health concerns and
lack of sufficient resources to serve their needs. This article is a call for action to work towards destigmatizing mental illness as a society in

order to facilitate destigmatization on college campuses.
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Destigmatizing Mental Illness in College Students

College student mental health has been shown to relate to
lack of academic success, persistence, and degree completion
[1-6]. Because of these factors that make college students with
mental illness at risk for lack of success and persistence, it is
important for educators to understand the unique needs of this
population.

Identity development in individuals with mental illness may
require a restructuring of sense of self, something that may lead
to self-stigmatization. Because college students are developing
their academic and nonacademic identities during this formative
period, it stands crucial to be able to provide supports to help
the population of college students with mental illness as they
forge their new sense of self, both as an individual with a mental
illness and as a college student with a mental illness. Little
research has examined how college students with mental illness
develop positive identities, but some research points toward the
issue of maladaptive perfectionism in women, which leads to
poor mental health [7-12]. This way of conceiving of the self as
needing to present perfectionism at all times has been shown to
lead to poor mental health and increased stress in women who
fail to meet their expectations. This may indicate a further need
for understanding of self, self-compassion, and destigmatization
of help-seeking behaviors.

There is clearly a need for destigmatization of mental illness,
particularly on college campuses, where increasing numbers of
students are reporting mental health concerns [13,14]. Popular
media often depicts individuals with mental illness as violent

people, which is not the case for the majority of this population;
this most often occurs when individuals with mental illness go off
their medications without doctor supervision. To destigmatize
mental illness, then, there needs to be a socio cultural shift in how
these individuals are viewed. Perhaps if the media portrayed a
more sympathetic or empathetic picture of what it means to have
a mental illness, the destigmatization process would begin, and
college students with mental illness would be more apt to seek
out academic and nonacademic supports to help them succeed.

This is a call for social justice for individuals with mental
illness. Although they have invisible disabilities, they are
nonetheless disabilities and should be treated as genuine
medical concerns, not something to “just get over.” Shifting social
attitudes towards individuals with mental illness is crucial to
helping college students with mental illness seek out the supports
they need; students may be fearful of speaking to faculty or staff
about their struggles and needs because of potentially negative
perceptions and responses. If we are to effect change for these
students and increase their likelihood of attaining academic
success, we must first begin to change how we talk about issues
of mental illness as a society.
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