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Changing 
Minds Project
A Campus Positive Mental Health Initiative
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The Changing Minds Project was a pilot study designed and 
implemented by Dr. Heather Drummond, EdD, principle 
investigator, and research assistant, Haylee Bloxham, MEd 
(Pending). The Mohawk College Counselling Department 
generously provided funding support for this project which helped 
us to gain a stronger understanding of how campus counselling 
centers can extend their reach and help students flourish outside 
the counselling office.

The primary goal of the Changing Minds Project was to explore 
possible campus interventions that could inform the development 
and implementation of a sustainable student psychological campus 
wellbeing model. 

Mental Health Problems are Learning 
Problems
The quote below was the inspiration for this study. We saw this as 
call to action and that post-secondary campuses were ready for 
some mental health innovation.

“The most memorable part 

of participating was being 

in a room of like-minded 

people, focused on social 

justice issues. Also hearing 

Tarana Burke speak very was 

memorable. It was a powerful 

conversation, and one that will 

stay with me for a very long 

time. I am glad that Mohawk 

is making space for these 

conversations on campus”

GENERAL ARTS & 
SCIENCE STUDENT

CAMPUS EVENT: 
Speaker Tarana Burke,  

the founder of the MeToo movement 

MOOD IN: Stressed   |   MOOD OUT: Happy

“Given what it takes to be successful in higher education—and later, 
in life and work— students have to be ready to learn—in a state of 

physical, psychological, emotional, intellectual, social, and spiritual well-
being. Mind, brain, and body must be in shape for and open to learning 
experiences. How prepared students are for learning determines how 
much and how well they learn, and influences persistence, retention, 

and graduation. We want every student who starts college to graduate, 
and every graduate to experience all that higher education can offer—

so we must pay attention to students’ well-being.”

Source: Strategic Primer on College Student  
Mental Health (Douce & Keeling, 2014)
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About the Changing Minds Project
The Changing Minds Project was a pilot study designed to focus in greater depth on the non-

academic aspects of student success, particularly in the area of student mental health and 
wellbeing. The study was created to “nudge” students to participate in campus activities that could 

help them to discover and strengthen their non-academic capabilities such as motivation, goal 
setting, problem solving, emotion regulation, adaptive help seeking and implementation of positive 

mental health strategies. If students do not have the skills necessary to participate in campus 
success strategies, the chance of academic success is lowered. Helping students to strengthen their 

mental health and wellness skill set increases their “ability to engage” in the academic process.

SECTION 1

“Connecting with my peers and talking about our strengths and weaknesses in our 

studies. Having a chance to share success tips that other students weren’t aware of 

and hearing how it can help them. I learned a lot from the other speakers, including 

how many resources are available on campus. It helped me to regroup for the second 

half of the semester. My goal for the second half of the semester is to reach out for 

help more often, to take the burden of stress off of myself. I am also planning to 

schedule in time for self-care activities, so I am excited to participate in Changing 

Minds and find out about more activities on-campus”.

GENERAL ARTS & SCIENCE STUDENT

CAMPUS EVENT: Rebound Workshop 

MOOD IN: Stressed   |   MOOD OUT: Happy 
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The Study
The Changing Minds Project helped students to develop 
the skills necessary to sustain and  improve their academic 
resilience by encouraging participation in campus initiatives 
known, empirically, to protect and improve psychological 
health and wellbeing; as well as increasing the chances of 
success in college (Lotowski et al., 2004; Durlak et al., 2011; 
Farrington et al., 2012; OECD, 2013, 2015). 

We used the concept of Academic Resilience (Cassidy, 
2016) as a model that supports student flourishing, positive 
mental health enhancement, engagement, persistence and 
success. The Academic Resilience Scale 30 (ARS-30) was the 
assessment tool utilized as a pre and post-test measure.

Students were encouraged, “nudged”, through text alerts, 
emails and postings on the study portal, to participate in 
campus activities, based on the Bio-Psycho-Social Model 
of mental health (Engle, 1977, 1980; Kinderman & Tai, 2006; 
Deacon, 2013). 

SECTION 2

Definition of 
Academic Resilience 
Academic Resilience is a 
psychological construct that 
accounts for success despite 
adversity, utilizing the ability 
to bounce back and to beat 
the odds. Academic resilience 
contextualizes the resilience 
construct and reflects an 
increased likelihood of 
educational success despite 
adversity (Cassidy, 2016, p.1). 

 AR FACTORS The Factor Descriptions SO WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?

Factor #1:  
Perseverance

• Hard work and trying
• Not giving up
• Sticking to plans and goals
• Accepting and utilizing feedback
• Imaginative problem solving
• Treating adversity as an opportunity to 

meet challenges and improve

When students with high AR face difficult situations, they tend 
keep trying by using skills they have learned that help them to 
not give up. They try multiple creative ways to solve their current 
problem and see challenges as an opportunity to learn and 
grow.

Factor #2:
Reflection and Adaptive 
Help Seeking

• Reflecting on strengths and weaknesses
• Altering approaches to study
• Seeking help
• Having support and encouragement
• Monitoring effort and achievement
• Administering rewards and punishments 

to self

When students with high AR face challenges that seem 
overwhelming, they tend to use their strengths to meet the 
challenge and seek help for areas of growth. They also look 
for  social support opportunities (i.e. study groups) and reward 
themselves when they accomplish a tasks.

Factor #3:
Negative Affect and 
Emotional Response

• Anxiety
• Catastrophizing
• Avoiding negative emotional responses

When students with high AR face emotional struggles, that 
are inevitable in life, they tend to use their learned ability to 
shrink down their perceptions of their problems and make them 
manageable. This is often done by using skills they have learned 
to help them manage their feelings of anxiety, which then allows 
them face their problems, even though emotions can feel really 
scary at times.

Academic Resilience Factors (AR)
Measured by the ARS-30.
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SECTION 2

What We Did
This study involved 224 students completing the pre-test Academic Resilience Scale (ARS-30) and 85 
students completing the post-test ARS-30. What was most exciting is that there were 269 campus activities 
participated in, and mood rated prior to, and after participation showed substantial positive increases in 
mood. Students participated in a variety of on and off campus activities to earn MindPoints for their time 
which were then translated to financial compensation. The following is a description of the event categories:

Students were “nudged”using 
empirically based mental health 
literacy grounded in the “8 
Elements of Positive Mental 
Health” (Parkinson, 2008). This 
was to encourage students to 
participate in campus activities 
with the knowledge that 
participation can positively 
affect their mental health and 
wellbeing.

1. Emotionalwell-being

2.  Life Satisfaction 

3.  Optimism and Hope

4.  Self-esteem

5.  Resilience and Coping 

6.  Spirituality

7.  Social Functioning

8.  Emotional Intelligence

EVENTS 
This category involved 
student participation, in single 
occurrence campus events, 
run by various departments 
around the college. 

CAMPUS SERVICES & 
RESOURCES 
This category involved 
student use of campus 
services and resources such 
as the following: Counselling, 
Accessibility Learning Services 
(ALS), Mohawk Student 
Association (MSA) resources, 
Health Services, and various 
peer mentor programs.

WORKSHOPS 
This category involved 
student participation in 
various campus workshops 
such as the following: study 
skills, Bounce Back, Smart 
Start, Counselling Workshops 
(Koru Mindfulness Meditation) 
and ALS Workshops.

VOLUNTEERING 
This category involved 
students participating as 
a volunteer for on and off 
campus activities, such as 
campus open house, smoking 
campus litter audit, fall open 
house, International Week 
and Carpe Noctem.

CLUBS 
This category involved 
students participating in 
campus clubs such as the 
Board Games club, Coffee 
Club, Comic club and Improv 
Comedy club.

STUDENT LEADERSHIP 
This category involved 
students participating in 
leadership roles such as a 
Peer Support Assistant (PSA), 
Be Well Do Well Mentor 
(Mental Health), organizing 
recreational/sports events for 
participants and the Mohawk 
Student Leadership Academy 
(MLSA).

ATHLETICS 
This category involved 
students participating in 
campus in athletic events such 
as a varsity team member, 
intramural participant and 
as a recreational participant 
(occasional).
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What campus event, student service 
or activity did you participated in?

What best describes your mood prior 
to beginning the activity? 

What best describes your mood after 
participating in the activity?

What was the most memorable part of 
participating in this campus activity?

SECTION 2

Mood Rating Questions

Sad Stressed Neutral Content Happy

“It was really interesting to hear about the 

women’s experiences. Not only just their 

career experiences, but their life experiences 

and how they got to where they are now in 

life. I felt excited and motivated about my 

future career decisions after leaving”

GRAPHIC DESIGN STUDENT 
CAMPUS EVENT:  

Women in trades & technology speaker series in Stoney Creek.

MOOD IN: Stressed   |   MOOD OUT: Happy

“Seeing all the different families cross the 

stage. We tend to have an idea in our mind 

of “the immigrant” – and I saw some people 

cross that I wouldn’t have expected to be 

immigrants – that was interesting and helped 

me to recognize some bias I have”. 

SOCIAL SERVICE WORKER STUDENT
CAMPUS EVENT: 

Citizenship Ceremony Volunteer 

MOOD IN: Stressed   |    MOOD OUT: Neutral 

The students were asked to rate their mood prior to  
and after participating in the campus activity. 
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What We Found
We found, not surprisingly, that the group of students who 
participated in this study we all very high in Academic 
Resilience at pre-test and post-test. Students who are 
resilient build, and consistently strengthen, their resilience as 
a common practice, by leaning into their life and taking on 
challenges. 

What we learned from this cohort, high in Academic 
Resilience, is that they tend to participate in campus 
events; as well, they have a heightened awareness that 
they experience positive mood changes from campus 
engagement. According to self-reported experience, resilient 
students expressed that their mood changed for the better 
with simple campus participation and the event type did not 
matter. We gained insight into a small area of what resilient 
students do to maintain and strengthen resilience. 

Campus participation 
is strongly correlated 
with elevated mood. 
Significant positive 

mood shifts from simple 
participation in campus 

activities. 

Results 
Mood In/Mood Out Reports from Campus Activity Participation
Mood ratings were higher, at a statistically significant level, after students participated in campus activities, regardless 
of the type of event. All students experienced a positive boost in their mood. The percentages below reflect the 
amount of positive mood change that was experienced by students participating in campus activities.

SECTION 3

After participating 
in Campus Events.38%

MOOD WENT UP BY

61%
MOOD WENT UP BY

37%
MOOD WENT UP BY

41%
MOOD WENT UP BY

After participating in 
Clubs on campus.

Who were active  
as Student Leaders.

After participating 
in  Athletics.

After using campus 
Services & Resources.

After participating 
in Workshops.

After participating 
in Volunteering.

Campus Participation Positively 
Affects Your Mood!

20%
MOOD WENT UP BY

29%
MOOD WENT UP BY

32%
MOOD WENT UP BY
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SECTION 4

In Conclusion
Let’s rethink campus mental health and wellbeing! 
Students have many choices on campus to maintain and strengthen their mental health and wellbeing, 
however the choices may not be obvious to them. A well coordinated, whole campus effort, using a Bio-
Psycho-Social approach to campus mental health can create a campus that fosters psychological well being 
by creating opportunities for students to strengthen and foster their own positive mental health. Mental 
health literacy initiatives on campus empower students to select the best flourishing path for them. 

Where to Go From Here?
We learned so much from this exploratory study about how a whole campus community can be part of 
student mental health. Let’s keep this momentum going with some “next steps” suggestions for fostering 
student wellbeing and academic resilience. The following are some suggestions to keep this campus mental 
health momentum:

• Utilize a simple “MindPoints” tracking app to help students see their personal growth and goal 
attainment. This would make this program much more sustainable in terms of person hours spent on 
tracking student participation.

• Link the Changing Minds program participation to academic credit. Students attend college for credit 
toward their future diploma and career. Make mental health literacy as important as traditional academic 
knowledge through equal credit.

• Use college counsellors as a resource for mental health knowledge and creative ideas for intervention. 
Allow for counsellors to “chime in” and share their professional experience around helping students 
to understand that simple campus participation has empirically validated positive, and protective, 
psychological growth factors. These psychological skills can help students to navigate their academic 
world in a manner that lowers the impact of overwhelming emotions and increases personal autonomy, 
empowerment and success. Counsellors can help students to understand the link between campus 
participation and positive mental health.

• Continue to have the Changing Minds program housed in the counselling department to allow 
for professional counsellors to track student responses and offer timely suggestions, referrals and 
interventions. Professional coordination of campus mental health initiatives can mitigate risk and offer 
early interventions to students. Early intervention increases student success!

Positive mental health on campus is a whole community initiative!
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“The most memorable part was the feeling that there was more options out 

there to help me as a student to deal with my mental health issues. I always 

thought that there was only counselling and talking to a parent or friend. 

There are more actual activities that you can do than just talking!”

BUSINESS STUDENT (INSURANCE)
CAMPUS EVENT: Common Hour Campus Mental Health Info Event 

MOOD IN: Neutral   |    MOOD OUT: Happy 
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