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Last April an article ran in the Virginia Informer that took pains to highlight 
and explicate a website (theartofmentalhealth.com) consigned to voicing 
the opinions of the oppressed and depressed at the College of William and 
Mary. 

This August there was another suicide on the campus, kicking the year off 
on a depressing note. The following paragraphs demonstrate the opinions 
of an increasing minority at the College, voiced electronically on the 
website and physically on the irenic campus for which this August’s suicide 
played a backdrop. They ought to be read tenderly, and as one among 
several interpretations. You must judge the veracity of these claims for 
yourself.

The website contains a collection of testimonials from students associated 
with W&M. More than one of these testimonials assert that students were 
forced out of W&M because of mental health concerns. This is a weighty 
claim that finds a lot of support on the campus, usually by people who 
either say they’ve undergone the experience themselves, or know 
someone who has.

The claim, simply stated, is that W&M is mistreating potentially suicidal 
students: privileging its own reputation over its students well being.  In this 
attempt to save face, the student is sacrificed to keep clean the school’s 
visage.  In effect, if not exactly intention, this amounts to an ethical failure 
on the part of the College.  It is very important to distinguish this from 
conspiracy or legal maleficence.  If one takes the time to sit down with 
some of the administration and faculty, as I have, this element of 
conspiracy is obviously negated.  It is, in other words, not likely.  

http://www.artofmentalhealth.com/


Even so, where is the moral outrage?  Towards what imperative does 
morality compel us?  While not legally unjustifiable, can a moral defense be 
mounted on the part of the college? Returning to the argument, then, let’s 
dissect the website’s content.

Among the videos on the website is one showing President of the College 
Taylor Reveley’s face, offering both a doleful and useless emollience in 
¨there’s no stigma in getting help¨— doleful in the sense of being incorrect. 
 Reveley makes a more useful statement in his injunction ¨get help¨.
It is encouraging to witness that Reveley and others recognize mental 
health issues as being equally valid as more traditional health problems, 
sometimes labeled as physical.  This label is somewhat misleading, in that 
it suggests a divide between mental and physical health, which is the same 
distinction that these utterances are attempting to deny.  And also, this 
¨physical¨ label does not recognize that some mental un-health is 
physiological in nature.  The two categories are subsumed by the same 
moniker, despite these objections, and that is how it should be.

That a ¨stigma¨ clearly exists concerning mental illness on the campus is 
unquestioned by the statements on the website.  Watch any of the forty-
plus videos on the website for evidence of this.  And from discussing this 
topic at length with many people, I agree.  Many people make claims on the 
level of Reveley’s, ¨no stigma¨, yet still seem to hold themselves slightly 
above mental decline.  Indeed, everything that you need to know is in that 
phrase ¨mental decline¨.

There are perhaps bigger objections to this situation.  One of these being 
the unironic use of ¨its students¨ earlier in this article, when referring to 
people studying at W&M.  This suggests an ownership that is often 
assumed in our culture.  It’s the equivalent of saying that the students 
belong to the university, instead of the other way around.  As opaque and 
philosophic as that distinction might sound, its importance is hard to 
understate.  For example, the recent pushback by NCAA student-athletes 
that has led to recognition and potential payment.  This type of event 
hinges on the distinction that I’m offering.  And yet, despite these structural 
objections to the college, the conversation ought to begin with a cold 



assessment of these claims as they are made by the students.  That is 
what I invite you to do.  That is what you have an obligation to do.

It would be silly to demand that an institution fix the beliefs of each of its 
constituents.  Yet, it would be sillier and less forgivable to ignore them.  In 
either case, the ignoble thing here is the actions of the college that stem 
from the stigma, and not the stigma itself.

Still, returning to the argument, this situation cuts across school jurisdiction. 
 Or so it would seem.  I point your attention to the Huffington Post article, 
Using College Mental Health Can Lead to Students Getting Removed From 
Campus, which furnishes yet another example, this time from Yale.  It 
highlights Rachel Williams account (among the accounts of many others) of 
this phenomenon (which is affectingly similar).  And is also described in her 
beautifully and tragically written Yale Daily News blog, We just can’t have 
you here.  The article mentions other cases, and names Amherst and 
Emerson College, who are undergoing federal investigations.  Perhaps the 
legal justification shouldn’t be assumed?  And here we potentially have a 
national trend, as is attested to by the various colleges mentioned in the 
above articles.

As a counterargument, we might take the historical view, which is 
effectively rendered in the HuffPo piece:

A lot of college leaders grew wary when a lawsuit from the family of 
an MIT student who committed suicide was allowed to proceed 
against four individual psychiatrists at the university, though it was 
settled out of court in 2006. The MIT suit alleged the school did not 
take the student’s depression seriously. Another lawsuit around the 
same time against George Washington University said a student 
was wrongfully removed from campus because he was depressed.
Colleges are facing regulatory shifts as they try to determine how to 
treat students who may be a threat to themselves or others. In 
2011, the U.S. Department of Justice altered the criteria needed 
under Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act used to 
determine if a school can remove a student from campus for posing 
a “direct threat” to themselves or others. But since then, colleges 
ran into federal complaints and lawsuits from students who say they 
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were involuntarily withdrawn from their university for mental health 
reasons, in violation of civil rights laws.
Schools are now stuck trying to prevent someone from committing 
suicide, adhering to Americans with Disabilities Act protections, and 
avoiding a federal complaint, Kruger said. And they’re doing it 
without clear guidance from the Justice or Education departments, 
he added.
As it stands, “campuses have lost the ability to do something we 
think is really important: that is to make a decision on what is the 
best for the student,” Kruger said. “Sometimes what’s in the best 
interest of the student is them being home.”
The article goes on to quote a slew of experts.  Some of them offer 
what they perceive to be possible solutions.
MacPhee, of the Jed Foundation, said each involuntary medical 
leave should be determined on a case-by-case basis, but schools 
should make clear the circumstances that would cause them to ask 
a student to leave and the circumstances that would allow them 
back….Dr. Dan Jones, director of Counseling and Psychological 
Services Center at Appalachia State University in North 
Carolina…”Most university budgets do not support all the resources 
and staffing that’s needed to provide instant service for anybody 
that walks in,” Jones said, calling it their “core dilemma.”

Whether or not this is convincing, I leave to your sensibilities.

Once more for clarity: the claim here isn’t necessarily maleficence in the 
legal sense, but laziness in the moral one, which is perhaps better captured 
by the term, which is usually callously employed, ¨unintended 
consequences¨.  

At any rate, most of the anger is, or perhaps should be, over the 
implementation and handling of the student’s leave, more than the fact of 
the policy.  Still many objections remain, and I recommend glossing over 
some of these articles yourself.  In the case of some students that are 
placed on leave by the college for mental health reasons, it just may be that 
the college’s reputation needed these students removed, more than the 
students mental health demanded it.  
These unintended consequences may be the result of an intended effect.

https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2011/11/01/defining-direct-threat-student-mental-health-disability


Original Link: https://greengolddispatch.wordpress.com/2014/10/11/
william-and-marys-sordid-suicide-policy/ 


