
Senior Lyndsay Clark has struggled 
with mental illness since she was a 
little girl, a trait she later discovered 
could be attributed to genetics.   

“Anxiety actually runs in my 
family, so my mom, both of my 
aunts and my cousin have all 
struggled with anxiety,” Clark 
said. “When I was in sixth grade, 
I was diagnosed with generalized 
anxiety disorder and panic disor-
der. Around my freshman year of 
college, I was also diagnosed with 
obsessive-compulsive disorder.”

Before her sophomore year, it 
was nearly impossible to recog-
nize the mental health problems 
she struggled with. Clark’s bubbly 
and positive attitude would often 
mask the underlying hardships she 
endured. Even her social media 
made it appear as though she was 
living the college dream.

But Clark is not the only college 
student who has learned to shield 
her wavering mental health through 
a bright personality and shining 
social media accounts.

Obstacles on campus

On Jan. 17 2014, Madison 
Holleran, a freshman track athlete 
at the University of Pennsylvania, 
jumped to her death from the 
ninth story of a parking garage 
in Philadelphia. Those who knew 
Holleran insisted that she seemed 
happy and that she was loving col-
lege — at least, according to her 
Instagram page.

An EPSN article titled “Split 
Image,” written by Kate Fagan, 
delves into Holleran’s complex life, 
highlighting the difference between 
the track star’s Instagram account 
and actual emotional state. Fagan 
described how Holleran made a 
point to only post photographs 
that made her appear as happy and 
excited as she believed her friends at 
other schools were, an attempt not 
uncommon by Millennials. 

Clark and Holleran are not in the 
minority of those struggling with 
mental illness. As the American 
Psychological Association reports, 
more and more college students are 
seeking professional help for men-
tal issues year after year. 

Clark was one of these students, 
and she said she decided to see a 
counselor at Elon once her anxiety 
became too much to handle on her 
own. But during her freshman year 
at Elon, she also decided to join a 
student-run organization on cam-
pus called Active Minds.

According to the Active Minds 
website, the nonprofit organization 
is dedicated to destigmatizing men-
tal illness, encouraging students to 
seek help when they need it and 
preventing future students from 

falling victim to tragedies brought 
upon by mental illnesses.

In a survey conducted by the 
National Alliance on Mental Illness, 
only 31 percent of students sur-
veyed considered their colleges 
to be supportive of mental health 
issues. The survey also noted the 
primary reason students found 
their colleges to be unsupportive 
was because of a lack of awareness 
in the community. 

Dr. Marie Shaw, Elon’s direc-
tor of Counseling Services and 
psychologist, believes that seeking 
treatment from school services is 
ultimately beneficial to students, 
even though some students don’t 
stay in therapy. 

“I believe that students can gain 
personal growth through counsel-
ing,” Shaw said. “Even if students 
come for counseling one time and 
never come back, it’s what college 
is all about — self-exploration and 
understanding.”

Despite the growing numbers 
of college students reportedly suf-
fering from mental illnesses, there 
still exists the reported 31 percent of 
students who do not feel supported 
by their universities. And with that 
statistic comes a movement for col-

leges to offer the assistance to the 
growing number of students strug-
gling with mental health. 

Because many people are 
unaware of this issue, Shaw iden-
tified education as the most vital 
stage of a campus becoming sup-
portive to those with mental ill-
nesses.

“I came into my job wanting to 
make changes,” she said. “Providing 
more education for teachers, faculty 
and staff are part of those changes.”

Not only does Shaw wish to edu-
cate members of the Elon community 
on mental health as a whole, but she 
also plans to launch a suicide preven-
tion initiative where she hopes to get 
100 percent of students, faculty and 
staff to complete training.

From a student’s perspective, 
education still plays an integral role 
in creating supportive campuses.

“Changing the rhetoric is the 
start,” said junior Leila Moore. 
“Having a mental illness is really 
not much different than having a 
broken bone or the flu, but for some 
reason, we as a society ostracize 
people who have this condition. 
[Elon] and many other campuses 
automatically see people with men-
tal illnesses as a liability issue rather 

than real people with real emotions, 
and changing that rhetoric and that 
stance on mental illness can be a 
great start to changing the underly-
ing tenor of the environment.”

‘Filtering out the undesirable’

In Holleran’s story, social media 
appears to play a role in mental 
health transparency.

Though little research has been 
conducted on percentages of stu-
dents who feel the need to only post 
positive images on social media, 
opinions on the topic are still prev-
alent.

“[Holleran’s story] perfect-
ly depicts how an overwhelming 
majority of students feel regarding 
the discussion of depression and 
the portrayal on social media,” said 
senior Kalen Koch. “Students do 
not talk about depression because 
admitting to this disorder portrays 
a person as weak. 

“The false illusion that every-
day throughout college is fun and 
exciting infiltrates the minds of stu-
dents — especially freshmen — and 
creates the idea that something is 
wrong with them if they, too, are 
not having the same experience.”

Moore said she also believes 
social media allows individ-
uals to curate their ideal lives 
online. She said college students 
go through their everyday lives 
skimming their Instagram feeds 
and sweeping over photographs 
of their peers living constantly 
desirable lives, even though they 
know this is not what everyday life 
looks like. It’s the topic everyone 
is aware of, but no one wants to 
change.

“The flexibility that social media 
allows in terms of filtering out the 
undesirable aspects of ourselves 
and placing emphasis on the best 
parts of ourselves helps to perpet-
uate this idea,” Moore head.

Clark shared the same sentiment.
“No one is going to post a pic-

ture on Instagram of them cry-
ing in their room because they’re 
homesick,” Clark said. “They’re 
going to post a picture of them 
at a party, seemingly having the 
time of their lives. I certainly had 
moments my freshman year where 
I was upset, anxious, stressed 
and homesick, yet my Instagram 
account would never reflect that.”

But as Koch said in her inter-
view, “It’s OK to not be OK.”
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