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ABSTRACT

CONTEXT AND OBJECTIVE: University students are generally at the typical age of onset of mental dis-
orders that may affect their academic performance. We aimed to characterize the university students at-
tended by psychiatrists at the students’ mental health service (SAPPE) and to compare their academic
performance with that of non-patient students.

DESIGN AND SETTING: Cross-sectional study based on review of medical files and survey of academic
data at a Brazilian public university.

METHODS: Files of 1,237 students attended by psychiatrists at SAPPE from 2004 to 2011 were reviewed.
Their academic performance coefficient (APC) and status as of July 2015 were compared to those of a
control group of 2,579 non-patient students matched by gender, course and year of enrolment.
RESULTS: 37% of the patients had had psychiatric treatment and 4.5% had made suicide attempts before
being attended at SAPPE. Depression (39.1%) and anxiety disorders/phobias (33.2%) were the most fre-
quent diagnoses. Severe mental disorders such as psychotic disorders (3.7%) and bipolar disorder (1.9%)
were less frequent. Compared with non-patients, the mean APC among the undergraduate patients was
slightly lower (0.63; standard deviation, SD: 0.26; versus 0.64; SD: 0.28; P = 0.025), but their course comple-
tion rates were higher and course abandonment rates were lower. Regarding postgraduate students, pa-
tients and non-patients had similar completion rates, but patients had greater incidence of discharge for
poor performance and lower dropout rates.

CONCLUSION: Despite the inclusion of socially vulnerable people with severe mental disorders, the group
of patients had similar academic performance, and in some aspects better, than, that of non-patients.

RESUMO
CONTEXTO E OBJETIVO: Estudantes universitarios geralmente estao na faixa etaria tipica do inicio de
transtornos mentais que podem afetar seu desempenho académico. Tivemos como objetivos caracterizar
os estudantes atendidos por psiquiatras em servi¢o universitario de saide mental para alunos (SAPPE) e
comparar seu desempenho académico com o de alunos ndo pacientes.
DESENHO E LOCAL: Estudo transversal baseado em revisdo de prontudrios e levantamento de dados
académicos em uma universidade publica brasileira.
METODOS: Prontudrios de 1.237 estudantes assistidos por psiquiatras do SAPPE entre 2004 e 2011 foram
revisados. Seu coeficiente de rendimento (CR) e status académicos em julho de 2015 foram levantados e
comparados aos de um grupo de controle com 2.579 alunos ndo pacientes, pareados por sexo, Curso e
ano de matricula.
RESULTADOS: 37% dos pacientes tiveram acompanhamento psiquiatrico e 4,5% fizeram tentativas de
suicidio prévios ao atendimento pelo servico. Os diagndsticos mais frequentes foram depressao (39,1%)
e transtornos fobico-ansiosos (33,2%). Transtornos mentais graves, como o psicético (3,7%) e o bipolar
(1,9%), foram menos frequentes. Entre os pacientes dos cursos de graduacao, o CR médio foi levemente in-
ferior (0,63; desvio padrao, DP: 0,26; versus 0,64; DP: 0,28; P = 0,025) que o de ndo pacientes, mas suas taxas
de conclusdo do curso foram maiores e as de evasao, menores. Na pds-graduacdo, as taxas de conclusédo
foram semelhantes, mas pacientes tiveram maior frequéncia de desligamento por baixo desempenho
académico e menor de desisténcia.
CONCLUSAO: Mesmo incluindo pessoas socialmente vulneraveis e com transtornos mentais graves, o
grupo de pacientes teve desempenho académico semelhante e, em alguns aspectos melhor, do que o
de ndo pacientes.



INTRODUCTION

Admission into university is indicative of certain capabilities
among young adults, which allowed them to complete high school
and pass the entrance examinations. Those conditions are not lim-
ited to cognitive traits, but also include access to information and
an evolved state of internal and external mental organization
and structures. On the other hand, this phase of life brings new
challenges such as living away from family, making new friends
and adapting to a new level of academic requirements. It is also
an age at which outbreaks of various mental disorders frequently
occur."? For such reasons, since the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, a number of universities in the United States and Europe have
created internal services for student mental health care.” Such con-
cerns have also motivated several institutions in Brazil to establish
their own services for the same purpose.*

Campinas State University (Universidade Estadual de
Campinas, Unicamp) is a Brazilian public university, founded in
1966.% In 2011, the university had 27,783 regular students, of whom
60.04% were undergraduates.” The university’s Psychological and
Psychiatric Service for Students (Servigo de Assisténcia Psicologica
e Psiquidtrica ao Estudante, SAPPE), which is the mental health ser-
vice on the campus, was created in 1987. The service is structured
such that psychiatrists provide medical support for psychological
treatment, thus attending to the most severe cases. During the sur-
vey period of the present study, psychiatric consultations accounted
for around 15% of all attendance provided by the service.®”

A study conducted within SAPPE® reviewed the medical files
of all students who sought the service between 1987 and 2003.
It found that students who were dependent on scholarships and
those living in student housing belonging to the university were
overrepresented in relation to the total number of university stu-
dents. This indicated that mental care on the campus was more
important to students whose economic conditions were unfavor-
able. Another study conducted in 2011° surveyed the group of
students who sought the service for a second time after complet-
ing the initial treatment. It identified unfavorable economic situ-
ation, academic difficulties, early seeking of the service for first
attendance and low self-esteem as the main factors associated with
returning to the service.

In 2005,° the university debuted its Affirmative Action and
Social Inclusion Program (Programa de A¢do Afirmativa e Inclusdo
Social, PAAIS), a series of measures following federal government
guidelines for expansion of social inclusion programs. Initially, it
was intended to cover 30% of new undergraduate students, but
was recently expanded to 50% of entrants.'® In the light of previ-
ous studies, it is reasonable to expect that the resulting growth of
the vulnerable university population will imply an expansion of the
number of students who are dependent on healthcare services pro-

vided by the university.

OBJECTIVE

Our aim was to characterize the patients treated by psychiatrists at
SAPPE, describing some of their socioeconomic and clinical attri-
butes, and to compare some of their academic performance indi-
cators with those of their colleagues who were not assisted by the
service. Our purpose was to move a few steps further forward in
gathering inputs for planning, not only of the mental health ser-
vices themselves, but also of broader strategies that may be needed

to address the ongoing changes affecting the student population.

METHODS

The National Commission for Research Ethics (Comissio
Nacional de Etica em Pesquisa, CONEP) approved this descrip-
tive, retrospective study based on medical file review. We reviewed
the medical files of all undergraduate and postgraduate students
attended by the mental health service of the campus between
January 2004 and December 2011 and identified 1,237 cases in
which a student underwent psychiatric consultation, comprising
769 undergraduate and 468 postgraduate students.

Through examination of the records, we obtained the following:
sociodemographic information consisting of gender, age, marital
status, origin and type of income; prior clinical information con-
sisting of prior psychiatric care, assistance by hospital psychiatric
services and suicide attempts; and information gathered during
treatment, comprising the ascribed diagnosis and prescribed med-
ications, assistance or hospitalization by the hospital psychiatric
service and suicide attempts. The data collection was carried out
between August 2014 and February 2015.

The university’s academic board (Diretoria Académica, DAC)
provided the academic data. The information referred to the first
half of 2015 and consisted of the academic status and the academic
performance coefficient (APC). The APC is an index used by the
university to measure students’ overall academic performance along
the course, calculated from the grades obtained and the number of
credits in each subject of the course. It is similar to the grad-point
average (GPA), except that it is scaled from -1.0000 to 1.0000 for
undergraduate courses and from 0.0000 to 4.0000 for postgraduate
courses. The APC is best suited for evaluating the performance of
undergraduate students, given the heterogeneity of master’s and
doctorate programs in terms of structure and evaluation methods.
Therefore, we assessed those two education levels (undergraduate
and postgraduate) separately and for postgraduate students, we
analyzed only academic status.

With regard to establishing parameters for evaluating academic
indicators, we asked DAC to set up a control group through ran-
dom selection of at least two other students from the same course
and from the same semester of enrollment for each patient of the
service. They were also asked to preserve the same gender propor-

tion found in the group of assisted students.



Specifically for the undergraduate courses, we compared 769
assisted students with a control group of 1,514 students who did not
receive assistance from SAPPE, and then, separately, 468 assisted
postgraduate students with a control group of another 1,065 post-
graduate students who did not attend this service. Within the con-
trol group, the proportions of students affected by mental diseases
and of students already subject to mental health care outside of
SAPPE are unknown to us. The reason for selecting a compari-
son group with twice the number of students was to mitigate the
distortions that might have arisen from that factor. We performed
the comparisons separately according to course level (undergrad-
uates and postgraduates), using the chi-square test for categorical
variables and the Mann-Whitney test for comparisons of APC.
The latter was calculated only for undergraduates.'-'? The level of

significance was 5%.
RESULTS

Sociodemographic data
The average age of the students when they were first assisted
by psychiatrists at SAPPE was 25.3 years, with standard devia-
tion (SD) of 5.8, median of 24.0, minimum of 17 and maximum
of 60 years. They were mostly women (56.9%), singles (81.8%),
from the state of Sao Paulo (71.8%) and living in dwellings shared
with other students (repiiblicas) (35.3%). A scholarship was the
main source of income for 41.1% of the students, while 31.5%
lived supported by family resources and 18.8% from their own
savings. Only 20.8% of these students attended night classes.
Table 1 shows some of the sociodemographic attributes, as well
as some general academic data such as the fields of study and the

distribution between undergraduates and postgraduates.

Clinical data

When the students sought psychiatric care at SAPPE for the first
time, 37.0% (n = 454) of them had undergone some prior psy-
chiatric treatment and 2.8% (n = 34) had already gone through
hospital psychiatric services. The data showed that 4.53%
(n =56) of the students had made suicide attempts before seek-
ing the service. Among these, 19 (1.5%) had made more than
one attempt. During the period of treatment at SAPPE, 1.78%
(n = 22) attempted suicide. Six students made more than one
attempt. The majority of the students assisted by psychiatrists
(74.6%; n = 923) were also under simultaneous psychothera-
peutic care (Table 2).

The most frequent diagnoses were depressive episodes (n = 480;
38.8%); anxiety and phobic disorders (n = 407; 32.9%); abuse of
and/or dependence on psychoactive substances (n = 76; 6.2%);
schizophrenia and other psychotic disorders (n = 46; 3.7%); and
affective bipolar disorder (n = 23; 1.9%).

The drugs most prescribed were antidepressants, prescribed
to 80.2% of the patients (n = 992), followed by benzodiazepines,
prescribed to 20.5% of the patients (n = 253). The average num-
ber of psychiatric consultations per student was 8.3 (SD = 9.5;

median = 5).

Table 1. Characteristics of mental health campus service clients

Frequency Percentage
n=1237 (%)
Female 704 56.90
Singles 1012 81.80
Source
Students from S&o Paulo state 888 71.80
zgt(x)d:an:lsofrom Brazilian states other than 316 2550
Students from other countries 33 2.70
Living in the campus residence hall 165 13.30
Undergraduate students 769 62.20
Postgraduate students 468 37.80
Study field
Exact sciences 612 49.50
Human sciences 318 25.70
Life sciences and health professions 227 18.40
Art 79 6.40
Source of income
Scholarship 508 41.10
Own savings 188 15.20
Family resources 390 31.50
Table 2. Clinical attributes
Variable Frequency Percentage
n=1237 (%)
Previous clinical history
Prior psychiatric care 454 37.00
Passage through hospital psychiatric service 34 2.80
Attempted suicide 57 4.50
Clinical data during care by the service
Attempted suicide 22 1.80
Attempted suicide with clinical complications 4 0.30
Death by suicide 1 0.08
Passage through hospital psychiatric service 20 1.60
Diagnoses
Depressive episode 480 38.80
Phobic and anxiety disorders 407 32.90
Schizophrenia or other psychotic disorders 46 3.70
Bipolar affective disorder 23 1.90
A nd/or ndence of h ivi
S:kl),lsstz:c:/o dependence of psychoactive 76 6.20
Medication
Antidepressants 992 80.20
Benzodiazepines 253 20.50



Academic performance of the assisted students compared
with that of those who did not attend the service

The undergraduate students who received psychiatric care at
SAPPE had slightly lower mean academic performance coeffi-
cient (APC) when compared to the control group of non-patient
students (0.63, SD = 0.26, versus 0.64, SD = 0.28). Although
small, this difference was statistically significant (P = 0.025,
Mann-Whitney test).

By the end of the first half of 2015, among the group of under-
graduate patients, 515 students (67.0%) had completed their courses,
128 (16.7%) had abandoned the course; 82 (10.7%) had been dis-
charged because of low academic performance, and 42 students
(5.5%) had courses still in progress. In the undergraduate control-
group, the rate of course completion was significantly lower (57.9%),
and the rate of course abandonment higher (27.8%), chi-square test,
P < 0.0001 (data presented in Table 3).

Among postgraduate students assisted over the surveyed
period, only 17 students (3.7%) were still enrolled in their courses
at the end of the first half of 2015. Just over two-thirds (69.0%;
n = 321) had completed the course, while 6.7% (n = 31) had left
the course before its conclusion. Among the latter, seven students
did so because they transferred to another course. This number
also accounts for direct progression from a master’s to a doctoral
course. Around one in five of the assisted postgraduate students
(20.6%; n = 96) was clearly discharged for poor academic per-
formance. Three were cut off from their programs but rejoined
later on, solely to defend their dissertation or thesis, as allowed
by Unicamp’s master’s and doctoral program statutes. In the
postgraduate control group, the course completion rate was very
similar (68.9%); the rate of drop-out was a little higher (9.13%)
and the rate of discharge due to poor academic performance, a
little lower, but no significant difference was found (chi-square
test, P = 0.3538) (Table 3).

DISCUSSION
To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study conducted
in Brazil to address the academic performance of university stu-

dents who underwent psychiatric treatment. This study also

Table 3. Academic status by the end of the first half of 2015
Undergraduate students

Assisted students

n=765
Academic status
Course completed 515 (67.3%)
Ongoing course 42 (5.5%)
Left the course 128 (16.7%)
Discharged due to low performance 80 (10.5%)

Chi-square test P < 0.0001

examined the association between psychiatric disorders in gen-
eral and academic performance.

With regard to gender distribution at the university during the
period 2004-2011,* men formed the majority (55%) of the total
student population of the university. This indicates that there was
female overrepresentation among the clientele served by SAPPE.
This finding is consistent with other studies that correlated demand
for mental health care and gender.®

Admittance to campus halls of residence follows socioeconomic
selection criteria and extends to only about 3.0% of the university
students.® About 13% of the assisted students were resident there:
a clear overrepresentation that is corroborated by previous studies
carried out in this service.® The same applies to the overrepresen-
tation of students whose main source of income was scholarships.

The inverse relationship between mental disorders and eco-
nomic standard of living is one of the most consistent results from
epidemiological population studies and studies on primary care,
not only in Brazil but also internationally. However, the relation-
ship between mental health/illness and social vulnerability is very
complex and requires deep reflection and contextualization in order
to be understood. A simplistic form of logic that correlates “mad-
ness” and “poverty’, thereby reinforcing stigma and prejudice with
regard to the least favored population, is a pitfall to be avoided."

The fact that a considerable number of students underwent psy-
chiatric care before seeking the service for the first time is open to
several interpretations. It could be an indication of greater sever-
ity, but could also be a consequence of reduction of stigma, which
would stimulate an earlier search for care and might possibly have
contributed towards success in being admitted into the university.

The most frequent diagnosis was depressive episodes, fol-
lowed by anxious and phobic disorders. Among the studies con-
ducted in Brazil, we did not find any centered on students who
underwent psychiatric treatment that allowed us to establish
direct comparisons regarding the prevalence of different men-
tal disorders. The majority of the studies to which we had access
screened either the general population or some specific group
(mostly healthcare-related courses) for the prevalence of men-

tal disorders. Some other published papers have pointed out that

Postgraduate students
Control group Assisted students Control group
n=1509 n =465 n=1062
874 (57.9%) 321 (69.0%) 732 (68.9%)
84 (5.6%) 17 (3.7%) 32(3.0%)
420 (27.8%) 31 (6.7%) 97 (9.1%)
131 (8.7%) 96 (20.6%) 201 (18.9%)

Chi-square test P = 0.0043



only a relatively small proportion of the students affected by men-
tal disorders seek and receive clinical attention.'*'” This applies
especially to substance-related disorders'® and might explain the
somewhat low prevalence of those disorders in our sample. Also at
lower proportions, we found students with diagnoses commonly
regarded as severe mental disorders, such as schizophrenia and
other psychotic disorders, along with bipolar disorder. The pre-
scription records relating to different classes of psychopharma-
cological drugs showed a good proportional relationship to the
distribution of diagnoses found.

The frequencies of suicide attempts and instances of care pro-
vided by hospital psychiatric services during the course of psychiat-
ric treatment at SAPPE were lower than those reported previously
to the treatment at the service (1.78% and 1.5% versus 4.53% and
2.8%, respectively). Whether this decrease might be attributable
to a potential protective effect from the psychiatric and psycho-
therapeutic care received is a question that we cannot positively
answer without further research.

The comparisons of academic parameters show that the assisted
undergraduate students had an academic performance coefficient
(APC) that was only slightly below their colleagues in the control
group. Taking into account both the negative impact of mental
illness on academic performance' and the fact that there was an
overrepresentation of students in economically and socially vul-
nerable situations among the clients at SAPPE, we consider that
this result is a very positive outcome. We might interpret it as sug-
gestive of the effectiveness of providing mental health care on the
university campus. Nevertheless, caution is required given that
we are unable to make any assertions regarding the proportion
of students in the control group who might have been affected by
mental illness without receiving treatment either within or out-
side of our service.

We were positively surprised by the fact the assisted under-
graduate students presented a higher course completion ratio
than the control group. A study in 2010 evaluated the inde-
pendent associations between psychiatric disorders among col-
lege freshman and the failure to complete the college course.
Five diagnoses were positively and significantly associated with
failure to graduate: bipolar I disorder, marijuana use disorder,
amphetamine use disorder, cocaine use disorder and antisocial
personality disorder. The authors suggested that the benefits of
prevention, detection and treatment of psychiatric illness might
therefore include higher college graduation rates. The fact that
the students attended by psychiatrists at SAPPE performed well,
concerning dropout rates in comparison with their colleagues in
the control group, might also be considered to be a good outcome,
given that graduation from a university course can generally be
considered to be an important achievement. It needs to be borne

in mind, however, that at an individual level, academic dropout is

not necessarily a bad outcome. For instance, although abandon-
ing a course may seem to be an unfavorable event, if the student
does this because he has the opportunity to enter another insti-
tution that is more aligned with his aspirations, this will indeed
be a favorable outcome.

The course completion rate among the assisted postgraduate
students was almost equal to that of the control group. Postgraduate
courses have more stringent deadlines than undergraduate courses,
ranging from 12 to 30 months for a master’s degree and 24 to
48 months for a doctorate. Delayed completion of the course results
in automatic discharge from the program. The dropout rate among
the assisted postgraduate students was similar to that of their col-
leagues in the control group.

Our study design did not allow us to attribute the positive
outcomes that we found solely or directly to the care provided by
SAPPE or to any other known factor. Nonetheless, we consider
that our results are encouraging with regard to the continuity of
efforts towards providing mental health care and other forms of
social assistance to university students.

All the limitations of the methods of retrospective medi-
cal record reviews need to be taken into consideration in this
study. There is no standardization in completing the records,
thus offering some room for the researcher’s interpretation bias.
The academic data could not be directly assessed by the pres-
ent researchers, but were collected by a professional from the
Academic Board. The Academic Board provided data using their
own categorization criteria, which were subsequently re-catego-

rized by the researchers.

CONCLUSION

The students who underwent psychiatric treatment were the
most severely affected group among the individuals who sought
the campus mental health care service. They represented around
15% of the students who were assisted at the service, and included
people diagnosed with severe mental disorders. The academic
performance indicators found in this group did not differ radi-
cally from those of the control group. In the case of the under-
graduates, their course completion rates were even somewhat
better, which may suggest that there is a positive effect from care

with regard to prevention of course abandonment.
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