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Youth mental health and well-being are important areas of scholarly, practice, and policy focus.
Transformations taking place in societies across the globe in relation to changing family
structures and gender roles, community and school involvement, expansion of social media
into all aspects of life offer, and other social trends offer novel opportunities and pose new
challenges for youth. Over the decades, a growing body of literature has examined the risk and
protective factors for child and adolescent mental health (although less attention has been
given to youth mental well-being and mental health promotion). However, up until recently,
limited attention was given to youth who are transitioning into emerging adulthood in general,
and their mental health in post-secondary settings in particular.

In 2017, I had the fortune of discussing with Professor Lesley Beagrie, Co-Chair of the
Mental Health Steering Committee at York University, the idea of a journal special issue
focused on post-secondary students’ mental health. Dr. Beagrie has been central to the
development of York University’s mental health strategy (York University n.d.). Over the
years, she has led campus-wide events and collaborative approaches across sectors (including
secondary school partners) that initiate the conversation about mental health and well-being for
students and work together to support students. I am also grateful that Dr. Masood Zangeneh,
Senior Editor of the International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction, supported a special
issue focused on post-secondary students’ mental health, and facilitated the initiative through
all phases under his senior editorial leadership.

Collectively, Dr. Beagrie, Dr. Zangeneh, and I placed the call out for manuscript submis-
sions through our scholarly networks. We were encouraged by the immediate and continuing
response to the call for this special issue. As evident from the compilation of articles in the
issue, there is innovative, timely, and interdisciplinary scholarship developing on post-
secondary students’ mental health and well-being. Articles in the issue address the topic from
different yet complementary angles, with implications for practice, education, policy, and
structural support. The contributions also present the application of a range of empirical
methodologies and diverse conceptual underpinnings in moving forward the scholarship of
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post-secondary student mental health and well-being. Several of the contributions in the issue
are from post-secondary students as first authors. Some of the papers focus at the individual-
level attributes, other papers consider broader cultural factors, and others examine current
emerging social and technology-related mental health influences. The special issue is part of a
current wave of growing recognition of post-secondary students’ mental health concerns. For
example, the Mental Health Commission of Canada is leading the development of a National
Standard for Psychological Health Safety of Post-Secondary Students (Mental Health
Commission of Canada n.d.).

How do we bring together what we are learning from across research teams, institution-
specific strategies, national initiatives, and post-secondary students themselves on post-
secondary student mental health and well-being? As scholars, we can become immersed in
our silos of research and intention by focusing on individual-level factors or structural-
level interpretations. However, in real life, each student’s individual lived experience
matters, as do the changing socio-economic environments affecting their post-graduation
opportunities and their current economic barriers and related health disparities. A systems
perspective that recognizes the micro-level individual lived experiences and understands
these within the context of students’ meso-level influences (such as families, academic
institutions, immediate communities), and macro-level trends (such as changing national
socio-economic gradients, migration and growing diversities, racism, climate change, and
digital literacy) can help provide a holistic and action-oriented perspective. Yet to arrive at
equitable and anti-oppressive inter-sectoral and student-centered policies, strategies, and
mental health–promoting actions, an intersectionality-informed understanding (Rosenthal
2016) is also needed. This lens helps in foregrounding student identities in the complex
web of power (or lack of) and context as post-secondary students, during a transitional
phase of life to which they (and their families) have committed significant resources.

As a newer post-secondary educator in the mental health field, in 2003, I wrote about
fostering students’ critical awareness of intersections through teaching a graduate course on
youth mental health promotion (Khanlou 2003). Over fifteen years later, today, an
intersectionality perspective is more prevalent—and continues to be just as relevant—for
educators. Collectively, it helps us to understand the opportunities for post-secondary students’
mental health promotion from a critical and comprehensive perspective, guiding action
informed by knowledge that is grounded in students’ lived experiences.
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