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ABSTRACT: The research aims to define, in the form of a theoretical essay, an approach to 

the mental health of university students, integrating university extension as a complementary 

component in the psycho-emotional development of students. Along the path to health creation, 

it establishes spaces that enable experiences, interactions, that enhance connections, sense of 

belonging, and protagonism, experiences in the university context, strengthening the role of 

language and emotions in the ‘social context of the psyche’. For this, 28 articles on ‘academic 

experience’, ‘academic bond’, and ‘academic experience’ were analyzed, along with 

contributions from Vygotsky and González Rey. It is understood that enabling spaces 

affectionately foster meanings and senses that contribute to health. Therefore, institutional 

dynamics could focus efforts on offering opportunities for experiences, favorable to affective 

experiences, interactions, validation, and affirmation of the different ways of being and acting 

of university students, resulting in an inclusive university context. 

 

KEYWORDS: Multidimensional. Sickness. Mental Disorder. Technology. Symbolic. 

 

RESUMO: A pesquisa visa definir, em forma de ensaio teórico, uma abordagem à saúde 

mental de universitários, integrando a extensão universitária como componente complementar 

no desenvolvimento psicoemocional dos estudantes. No caminho da produção de saúde, 

afirmam-se espaços habilitadores para as vivências e interações que potencializem vínculos, 

senso de pertencimento e protagonismo, experiências no contexto universitário, avigorando a 

função da linguagem e das emoções quanto ao “contexto social da psique”. Para isso, 28 

artigos sobre “vivência acadêmica”, “vínculo acadêmico” e “experiência acadêmica” foram 

analisados, somando-se contribuições de Vygotsky e González Rey. Depreende-se que espaços 

habilitadores favoreçam, afetivamente, significados e sentidos que contribuem para a saúde. 

Portanto, a dinâmica institucional poderia centrar esforços em oferecer oportunidades às 

experiências favoráveis, às vivências afetivas, interações, validação e afirmação das diferentes 

maneiras de ser e agir dos universitários, resultando em um contexto universitário inclusivo. 

 

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Multidimensional. Adoecimento. Transtorno Mental. Tecnología. 

Simbólico. 
 

RESUMEN: La investigación pretende definir, en forma de ensayo teórico, un abordaje de la 

salud mental de los estudiantes universitarios, integrando la extensión universitaria como 

componente complementario en el desarrollo psicoemocional de los estudiantes. En el camino 

de la producción de salud, se afirman espacios posibilitadores de vivencias e interacciones, 

potenciando vínculos, sentido de pertenencia y protagonismo, experiencias en el contexto 

universitario, potenciando la función del lenguaje y las emociones en función del ‘contexto 

social del psiquismo’. Para ello, se analizaron 28 artículos sobre ‘experiencia académica’, 

‘vínculo académico’ y ‘vivencia académica’, añadiendo aportaciones de Vygotsky y González 

Rey. Al parecer, los espacios propicios favorecen significados y sentidos afectivos que 

contribuyen a la salud. Por lo tanto, las dinámicas institucionales podrían centrar sus esfuerzos 

en ofrecer oportunidades de experiencias favorables a vivencias afectivas, interacciones, 

validación y afirmación de las diferentes formas de ser y actuar de los universitarios, dando 

como resultado un contexto universitario inclusivo. 

 

PALABRAS CLAVE: Multidimensional. Enfermedad. Trastorno mental. Tecnología. 

Simbólico. 
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Introduction 

 

A country’s development is directly linked to the quality of its education system and to 

its capacity to train professionals capable of responding to social and technological demands 

that are transforming teaching–learning processes (Cechinel; Santos, 2020; Haugsbakk, 2020). 

In addition, the labor market increasingly requires competencies such as communication, 

teamwork, leadership, and creative thinking—the so-called soft skills (Lok; Cheng; Choong, 

2020). 

In Brazil, policies aimed at expanding access to higher education have increased not 

only enrollment but also the diversity of the student body in terms of social class, gender, and 

age (Suehiro; Andrade, 2018; Aragão; Alfinito; Luís, 2018). This new profile brings 

heterogeneous goals and expectations (Malequeta; Santos; Pery, 2017) and highlights problems 

already observed in international universities, such as high rates of failure and dropout 

concentrated in the first semesters (Cruz-Campos et al., 2023). 

Within this context, the mental health of university students has become a central 

concern. There is a “high prevalence of anxiety and depressive symptoms in this population 

when compared to the general population” (Silva et al., 2023, p. 104, our translation). 

According to Awang and Noor (2023), these disorders contribute to dropout and generate 

significant social costs for students, institutions, and society. 

The World Health Organization (2022) estimates that 14% of adolescents worldwide 

experience mental disorders. In the United States, a survey conducted by the Healthy Minds 

Network (2022–2023) with 76,406 university students identified prevalence rates of 41% for 

depression, 36% for anxiety, and 14% for suicidal ideation; the anxiety rate nearly doubled over 

six years (from 17% to 31%). Studies in the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, France, Spain, 

Australia, and Nordic countries indicate that up to 73% of students face difficulties in 

maintaining psychological well-being. 

In Brazil, the National Survey on the Socioeconomic and Cultural Profile of 

Undergraduate Students at Federal Higher Education Institutions reported that 83.5% of 

university students experience emotional difficulties; 60% report symptoms of anxiety, and 

suicidal ideation increased from 6.1% to 8.5% (Andifes, 2019). Brito et al. (2021) further note 

that self-harm and suicide are already the third leading cause of death among adolescents. 

These indicators gain particular relevance when considering the transitions typical of 

university life, marked by changes that require rapid adaptation and may foster psychological 

distress and dropout (Malequeta; Santos; Pery, 2017). During this period, young people 
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consolidate identities and make decisions that generate new priorities, insecurities, and potential 

frustrations—factors that can compromise academic performance (Lima et al., 2023; Suehiro; 

Andrade, 2018). However, much of the research on mental health remains anchored in an 

individualizing biomedical perspective that inadequately engages with the complexity of well-

being (Lima et al., 2023). 

Weak family ties, financial challenges, and the need to balance study and work may 

lead to exhaustion and hinder learning (Lima et al., 2023). Evidence shows that retention, 

academic success, and student satisfaction depend on social, economic, cultural, and 

institutional factors (Nhantumbo; Carreño; Bruce-Nhantumbo, 2018; Suehiro; Andrade, 2018). 

From the perspective of University Social Responsibility (Chen; Nasongkhla; 

Donaldson, 2015), Higher Education Institutions are called upon to invest in the promotion of 

student mental health. Research indicates that interventions focused on managing academic 

life—such as study organization, leisure, and interpersonal relationships—as well as programs 

centered on socioemotional support, self-knowledge, self-esteem, and stress management, 

contribute to a healthier university experience (Ariño; Bardagi, 2018; Silva et al., 2023).  

Along this path, university outreach activities also play a fundamental role in building 

connections between society and the academic community, while providing meaningful 

professional and university experiences (Oliveira et al., 2019). For Ribeiro, Ponte, and Silva 

(2017), outreach is indispensable to the formative foundation of both students and 

professionals, despite the challenges of consolidating it alongside research and teaching. Thus, 

Higher Education Institutions should address emerging demands and the emotional–affective 

dynamics involved in the transitions experienced by university students. 

This theoretical essay presents an approach to university mental health that incorporates 

outreach as a complementary component of students’ psychoemotional development. In this 

model, health promotion requires the creation of enabling spaces capable of fostering 

experiences, interactions, bonds, a sense of belonging, and agency in everyday academic life, 

reinforcing the role of language and emotions in the so-called “social context of the psyche.” 

This perspective shifts the focus from illness to the production of health, in line with Ariño and 

Bardagi (2018), Bandura (2005), Chariyeva et al. (2013), and Rodrigues et al. (2023). 

The notion of enabling spaces resonates with the contributions of Lev S. Vygotsky and 

Fernando L. González Rey. For these authors, environments that promote symbolic encounters 

and outreach actions intertwine language, emotions, meanings, and senses in the constitution 

of subjectivity. Experience is thus understood as the unit of the social situation of development: 
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the affective–cognitive relationship between the individual and the environment, inseparable 

from the intersubjective interactions that sustain it (González Rey, 2000). 

  

 

Methodology 

 

This study adopts the methodological perspective of the theoretical essay, characterized 

by critical and argumentative analysis of the theme of enabling spaces. The writing is structured 

as a reflective and experimental process, supported by a literature review and by an essayistic 

stance that, according to Larrosa (2004), is constructed as thought in motion, seeking not 

absolute truths but an open and critical exploration of meanings. 

According to Adorno (2003), the essay does not submit to the rigid conventions of 

science, as its purpose is to examine ideas freely, articulating readings and arguments around a 

specific theme. From this perspective, Botton (2011) emphasizes that the essay operates 

simultaneously within and beyond conceptual thought: although grounded in theoretical 

reflection, it breaks with the systematic logic of science by preserving the tension between 

concept and object—a tension that both dogma and scientific method tend to suppress. 

Moreover, Botton (2011) understands the essay as valuing experience as an inseparable 

part of the process of understanding, rather than merely as a means of analysis. This approach 

materializes in a deliberately unfinished text that functions as an exercise in reflection, 

exploring alternative approaches to a specific problem. 

In the field of health, studies such as those by Moreira (2019) and Roso and Romanini 

(2014) exemplify the methodological use of the essay as a strategy for argumentative 

construction. These works adopt an exploratory stance and employ conceptual mapping as a 

tool for critically reflecting on the topics addressed, fostering open dialogue with other 

researchers. 

Following this logic, a bibliographic survey on the topic of “university student mental 

health” was conducted on November 28, 2023, using the CAPES Journals Platform, with 

expanded access to all its databases through an institutional affiliation with a graduate program. 

Study selection considered recurring concepts in the literature, such as bonds, experience, and 

satisfaction with the academic experience. The notion of self-efficacy emerged transversally 

across discussions, motivating an expansion of readings around this concept. 
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The bibliographic search was conducted using the descriptor “academic bonding,” 

covering all document types, languages, and time periods available on the CAPES Journals 

Platform. The selection was limited to the period from 2018 to 2023, with a filter for peer-

reviewed articles. Based on these criteria, 12 studies were identified, of which 2 were excluded 

due to duplication, resulting in 10 selected articles. Applying the same criteria to the descriptor 

“academic experience” yielded 13 articles, with 2 duplicates removed, totaling 11 studies. 

Subsequently, the combination of the terms “academic experience” and “satisfaction” using the 

Boolean operator AND produced 18 results; 11 were excluded due to duplication, leaving 7 

articles5. 

Considering the thematic intersections with university student mental health, as argued 

throughout the essay, the final corpus comprised 28 articles selected for reading and analysis. 

The writing of the essay was guided by an articulation of the conceptions discussed in these 

studies, seeking a coherent and comprehensible presentation, as proposed by Botton (2011) in 

the essayistic approach and by Torraco (2016) from the perspective of integrative review. The 

structure of the study follows three main movements: it begins with an integrative overview of 

the analyzed texts; then incorporates the theoretical contributions of Vygotsky and González 

Rey; and, finally, presents suggestions for practical contributions related to the theme. 

 

 

Bonds, Experience, and Satisfaction with the Academic Experience – An Integrative 

Perspective  

 

To initiate the integration of the texts, the analysis departs from the shift in emphasis 

from illness to health, as proposed by Bandura (2005), Gueroni et al. (2024), Rodrigues et al. 

(2023), and Lima et al. (2023), with the aim of fostering less fragmented, individualizing, and 

pathologizing approaches that are institutionally disconnected. In this sense, research 

contributions on university students’ mental health highlight the relevance of lived experiences, 

bonds, and satisfaction with academic experiences, including a sense of self-efficacy, as well 

 
5 The selected studies are: Santos, Zanon and Ilha (2019), Pereira-Neto, Faria and Almeida (2022), Albuquerque 

et al. (2019), Campira, Bulaque and Almeida (2021), Aragão, Alfinito and Correia (2018), Oliveira et al. (2020), 

Suehiro and Andrade (2018), Alonso, Alonso and Fernández (2020), Campesino (2023), Valdivia (2019), Guanin-

Fajardo and Barranquero (2022), Taschetto and Rosa (2019), Trejo et al. (2019), Fleisner et al. (2023), Roque et 

al. (2018), Mérida-López, Quintana-Orts and Extremera (2022), Peris Blat (2019), Garcia and Pan (2023), 

Rodrigues et al. (2023), Nascimento and Ferraz (2021), Cechinel and Santos (2020), Medeiros and Gonçalves 

(2018), Santos et al. (2018), Siqueira et al. (2020), Arakawa-Belaunde et al. (2018), Fadel et al. (2018), Guzmán-

Utreras, Baeza-Ugarte and Morales-Navarro (2023), Nina and Cruz de Oliveira (2019). 
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as interdisciplinary approaches and intersectoral interventions related to the everyday 

production of life–health, recognizing the primacy of health promotion.  

Lived experiences, bonds, and satisfaction with experiences, as they relate to the 

intellectual, affective, and social dimensions (Coulon, 2017; Garcia; Pan, 2023), offer 

interpretations of “personal–individual” aspects, understood as perceptions of physical and 

psychological well-being associated with balance and affective stability, optimism in decision-

making, and self-confidence. These factors represent decisive elements for persistence in higher 

education. Soares et al. (2018) further emphasize that expectations regarding the university can 

increase levels of satisfaction, thereby strengthening academic bonding and connection to the 

degree program. In this regard, it is important to note that outreach activities, for example, also 

enhance the quality of university experiences, as they contribute to the development of both 

students’ professional and personal knowledge (Síveres, 2012). 

Within this context, academic experience emerges as a fundamental and central element 

for bonds and satisfaction with experiences. Garcia and Pan (2023) explain that the 

“interpersonal” dimension, associated with self-perceived competence to establish and maintain 

social relationships, motivates students to seek help. Additionally, the “vocational/career” 

dimension provides meaning to feelings related to professional and formative development, 

contributing to feeling competent and satisfied with the degree program. The “study” 

dimension, in turn, encompasses everyday academic life in response to activity-related 

demands, involving, for example, time management, the establishment of routines, and study 

planning.  

Drawing on the contributions of Santos, Zanon, and Ilha (2019), academic experience 

is understood as incorporating everyday social practices in which students, through interaction, 

organize feelings and meanings, attributing sense to their experiences. In this context, Oliveira 

et al. (2019) argue that university outreach expands the boundaries of academic experiences, as 

such activities enrich students’ education by aligning it with the real needs of future 

professionals and by fostering the development of skills and competencies.  

It follows, therefore, that the quality of these experiences shapes not only students’ 

evaluations, which result in satisfaction, but, above all, the development of self-efficacy, when 

ways of being and acting are validated through interactive processes within academic 

experiences. This characterizes an inclusive social and cultural context that is favorable to 

cooperation and diversity. Along this path, persistence, adaptation, and inclusion are associated 
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with less stressful and less anxiety-provoking experiences, as emphasized by Guzmán-Utreras, 

Baeza-Ugarte, and Morales-Navarro (2023). 

Santos, Zanon, and Ilha (2019, p. 4) argue that, as a development of self-efficacy—a 

concept grounded in Bandura’s (2005) social cognitive theory—behaviors such as solidarity 

and cooperation among peers, the formation of friendships to share difficulties, the lending of 

materials, and participation in group activities, such as studying and presentations, are 

fundamental to promoting academic satisfaction. 

In this context, action-related self-efficacy beliefs involve the willingness to act in the 

face of challenges when students perceive themselves as capable of addressing them. Moreover, 

developing and maintaining social interactions, according to Santos, Zanon, and Ilha (2019), 

are the self-efficacy beliefs that most strongly contribute to satisfaction with academic 

experiences. For Chariyeva et al. (2013), self-efficacy constitutes a protective factor that 

contributes to students’ health and well-being, underscoring its relevance for achieving personal 

and academic goals. 

Thus, valuing peer relationships, fostering interaction among students, and building 

collaborative networks are aspects that can contribute to emotional well-being, the construction 

of a welcoming environment, and mental health in the university setting (Campesino, 2023; 

Valdivia, 2019). These processes promote an expanded sense of belonging and academic 

identity, which are crucial elements for strengthening academic bonds (Campesino, 2023; 

Dogan, 2015; Valdivia, 2019). To this end, “formative spaces–times must be understood in a 

complex manner, in which plural and heterogeneous forms of knowledge intertwine and engage 

in dialogue amid tensions, negotiations of meaning, and the production of significance” 

(Ribeiro; Pontes; Silva, 2017, p. 63, our translation). 

However, although the construction of academic bonds may begin even before entry 

into university—when cognitive foundations and previously developed competencies act as 

pillars for subsequent adaptation and academic performance (Alonso, Alonso, & Fernández, 

2020)—studies on academic bonding, such as those by Alves and Honório (2013), Kramer 

(2003), Kramer and Faria (2007), and Ariño and Bardagi (2018), emphasize that the 

establishment of bonds is influenced by students’ capacity for socialization, particularly 

through support networks that contribute to addressing academic challenges. 

Institutional social practices centered on the relevance of social interactions for 

university mental health can be derived from studies on “academic experiences,” such as those 

by Almeida and Ferreira (1997), Almeida, Ferreira, and Soares (1999), Almeida, Soares, and 
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Ferreira (2003), and Granado et al. (2005). Based on these studies, it is possible to recognize 

the importance of ensuring physical and psychological well-being, emotional balance, affective 

stability, optimism, and self-confidence, fostered through peer relationships that, when 

cooperative and inclusive, lead to self-perceived social skills in bond formation and in seeking 

help related to studies, time management, and the use of available institutional resources. The 

provision of knowledge and support related to degree programs and careers is also emphasized, 

as it contributes to students’ future projects connected to their chosen professions. 

Within this context, experiential activities developed through university outreach play 

an essential role by enabling a formative movement that fosters dialogue with plural forms of 

knowledge, grounded in experiences and reflections lived across diverse sociocultural 

environments, thereby generating varied and plural meanings (Ribeiro; Pontes; Silva, 2017). 

Accordingly, satisfaction with academic experiences—which reflects students’ 

appraisal of their educational experiences, as defined by Schleich, Polydoro, and Santos (2006) 

and Soares, Vasconcelos, and Almeida (2002)—is linked to the quality of interactions that lead 

university students to positively evaluate formative experiences, teaching quality, relationships 

with faculty and peers, the curriculum, administration, pedagogical resources, and facilities 

(Fadel et al., 2018). This perception is fundamental to student engagement throughout the 

educational trajectory, as indicated by Aragão, Alfinito, and Luís (2018), Oliveira et al. (2020), 

and Santos, Severo, and Correia (2022). 

Regarding the commitment of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) to this issue, 

Oliveira et al. (2020, p. 10) acknowledge that universities “need to develop actions that foster 

a stronger sense of belonging among students with respect to their choices, aiming to achieve 

higher levels of satisfaction.” Moreover, student satisfaction is associated with institutional 

reputation, image, and credibility—factors that cultivate trust in the structural, administrative, 

and pedagogical dimensions of higher education—underscoring the importance of practical, 

academic, and personal support for an effective student–institution connection (Santos; 

Romeiro, 2017; Ngueyn; Leblanc, 2001; Pereira; Gil, 2007; Tontini; Walter, 2011; Zevallos; 

Washbur, 2014). Along this path, managing the typical challenges of university life, according 

to Ariño and Bardagi (2018), contributes to mental health and prompts reflections, such as those 

proposed by Gueroni et al. (2024), regarding the provision of health promotion programs, 

including the strengthening of self-efficacy.  

For Mérida-López, Extremera, and Quintana-Orts (2023), the diversity of experiences 

that promote inclusion is fundamental to mitigating academic burnout and fostering student 
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success and the strengthening of bonds. Additionally, students’ experiences within the 

academic environment can encourage participation and leadership, promoting democratic 

principles of equity and shared decision-making—elements that are essential to the construction 

of graduates’ institutional identity, as explained by Queiroz and Paula (2017) and Dollinger and 

Vanderlelie (2019). 

Drawing on the work of Nascimento and Ferraz (2021), it is therefore argued that social 

interactions are fundamental to university mental health. In this direction, attention is directed 

to understanding the quality of these interactions, particularly as ongoing social, cultural, and 

economic dynamics challenge social relations—especially those shaped by individualistic and 

competitive logics that activate hierarchies of power, contributing to spaces that classify and 

exclude individuals according to dominant norms. When social interactions fail to enable 

inclusive and cooperative dynamics, academic experiences of isolation, helplessness, and low 

self-esteem in relation to academic challenges may arise, triggering suffering, anxiety and 

depression, disappointment, and frustration, ultimately leading to withdrawal or dropout. 

Therefore, Cechinel and Santos (2020) suggest that “social interaction” is the most 

relevant aspect of academic experience. Institutional welcoming as an academic experience—

also embedded in social and institutional interaction—is addressed by Garcia and Pan (2023, p. 

6, our translation), who argue that “academic experience must be analyzed in relation to the 

quality of formative practices and student assistance and welcoming policies.” Cechinel and 

Santos (2020) also draw attention to the “time” dimension, as university students seek to 

maximize and accelerate activities inherent to undergraduate education. 

From this perspective, institutional welcoming should provide opportunities for 

building bonds that are conducive to coping with the challenges of academic life, as noted by 

Medeiros and Gonçalves (2018), while placing particular emphasis on empowering those 

involved. In accelerated dynamics, this constitutes an additional challenge to the quality of 

formative practices and student assistance policies. 
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Experience, affect, and enabling spaces for social interactions: contributions from 

Vygotsky and González Rey 

 

Associated with discussions on the increasing prevalence of mental health-related 

distress among university students, as indicated by data from the World Health Organization 

(2022) and Andifes (2019), the quality of interactions is identified as a key factor in mental 

health. To understand what constitutes “quality,” the contributions of Vygotsky and González 

Rey are mobilized, based on the understanding that experience represents the unit of the social 

situation of development, in which emotions, meanings, and senses intertwine in the 

constitution of subjectivity. Within this framework, enabling spaces are understood as 

psychosocial constructions capable of mobilizing meaningful social interactions and 

contributing to students’ emotional well-being. 

Along this path, if evaluation processes are viewed as having little relevance for social 

action, they may generate broader conflicts within social interaction policies. However, by 

listening to the protagonists of outreach actions, the academic environment not only reassesses 

itself but also expands, incorporating the reflections and perspectives of those outside academia 

and thus overcoming traditional boundaries (Ribeiro; Pontes; Silva, 2017). According to these 

authors, evaluative methods in university outreach should encompass both the academic 

community and the social agents involved, as both are essential actors capable of promoting 

concrete changes in the environment. 

González Rey (2008), from a historical-cultural perspective inspired by Vygotsky, 

defines subjective meaning as a symbolic–emotional process organized within the individual’s 

social experience. Emotions and symbolic expressions not only coexist but are intertwined 

through interactions and reinterpretations that situate everyday lived experience, such as:  

 

[…] complex subjective configurations of the lived, which represent 

subjective productions […] lived experience is inseparable from the subjective 

configuration of the one who lives it […] and characterizes the differentiated 

relations that occur across the different spaces of the subject’s social life 

(González Rey, 2008, p. 234, our translation). 

 

Inspired by González Rey (2008), this perspective recognizes the complex network of 

subjective meanings and expressions that emerges from the interaction between individuals and 

the university social context. Enabling spaces for meaningful experiences operate in singular 

ways, as shared meanings and social interactions are uniquely organized, exerting differentiated 

influences on subjectivity and mental health.  
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Studies on “university student mental health” attest to the influence of bonds (Meng; 

Zhang, 2023; Dogan, 2015). Thus, from a Vygotskian analysis, “academic success” can be 

understood as a result of the quality of interactions and bonds established within the university 

environment—from entry into higher education (Alonso; Alonso; Fernández, 2020) to the 

pedagogical methodologies adopted (Mérida-López; Extremera; Quintana-Orts, 2023)—

promoting perceptions of support and integration and activating motives for students to pursue 

their goals. In this way, academic bonds, activated within enabling spaces, can mobilize 

meanings related to social support, resulting in experiences that are favorable to emotional and 

cognitive development.  

Interactive processes in spaces that enable cooperation, welcoming, and recognition of 

potential can, in turn, contribute to perceptions of self-efficacy, or to beliefs in one’s own 

capacity to overcome challenges (Lacerda; Yunes; Valentini, 2022). In other words, this entails 

empowerment with social inclusion, attentive to differences and student agency, since 

rethinking the inclusion/exclusion relationship “represents a recovery of individual and 

collective dimensions, not homogenized by prevailing culture, but reframed in the search for 

social representations, singularities, meanings and significations, and therefore the subjective 

character of lived relationships” (Gomes; Gonzalez Rey, 2007, p. 408, our translation).  

Along this path, subjective meaning—proposed by González Rey (2008) as a symbolic–

emotional unit that emerges within the individual’s social experience—thus offers an approach 

to university mental health, insofar as:  

 

[…] subjective meanings represent the psychological units that characterize 

the way lived experience is subjectivized—experience not in what it 

objectively means to an external observer, but in its full emotional and 

symbolic charge for the person who lives it (Gomes; Gonzalez Rey, 2007, p. 

409, our translation).  

 

Therefore, university experiences that embody interactive dynamics, when situated in 

spaces that enable emotional expression, enhance the meanings and senses attributed to the 

academic trajectory, symbolizing experiences oriented toward the everyday production of 

health. This leads to reflection on how educational institutions can better configure their 

practices to mobilize interpersonal relationships that take into account subjectivity—

“understood as the production of meanings, [which] elevates the individual and their entire 

history to a new position, now endowed with senses, meanings, and emotionality” (Gomes; 

Gonzalez Rey, 2007, p. 409, our translation).  
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In this way, the critical analysis of this theoretical and empirical exchange reinforces the 

premise that building an inclusive and empathetic academic community is fundamental to 

advancing university mental health. In this regard, Machado, Facci, and Barroco (2011, p. 650, 

our translation) note that, for Vygotsky, feelings and emotions are socially and historically 

grounded, with emotion and cognition being interdependent in the psychological process, 

acknowledging “the active participation of emotional life in the cognitive sphere of thought and 

in the creative movement, which is imagination.” 

Against this backdrop, revisiting the studies surveyed in this research suggests that the 

“institutional” dimension should assume a central role—from references to university social 

responsibility to social commitment, as articulated by Martín-Baró (1997)—as evidenced in the 

studies by Pereira-Neto, Faria, and Almeida (2022), Albuquerque et al. (2019), Suehiro and 

Andrade (2018), Aragão, Alfinito, and Luís (2018), and Campira, Bulaque, and Almeida 

(2021). 

Garcia and Pan (2023), Meng and Zhang (2023), Dogan (2015), Alonso, Alonso, and 

Fernández (2020), Valdivia (2019), and Mérida-López, Extremera, and Quintana-Orts (2023) 

offer even more emphatic contributions by asserting that higher education institutions must 

rethink their practices, policies, and cultures when addressing the issue of university student 

mental health. Emphasizing the construction of spaces that promote meaningful social 

interaction and emotional and cognitive development—while considering the complex tapestry 

of subjectivities students bring to these interactions—is therefore essential to creating an 

academic environment that not only supports academic success but also fosters psychological 

flourishing. 

Along this path, Vygotsky (1995) highlighted the importance of the social environment 

in cognitive and emotional development, proposing that learning is intrinsically a social 

phenomenon, just as González Rey (2008) emphasized the role of subjectivity and subjective 

meanings constructed in social interactions and their profound influence on individual and 

collective experience. 

By fostering a sense of community and belonging, such spaces are crucial to mental 

health, as feelings of isolation can be a significant source of stress and anxiety among university 

students. According to Baumeister and Leary (1995), the need to belong is a fundamental 

driving force in human interactions and is directly related to emotional well-being. Promoting 

student agency within university spaces means valuing students’ voices, perspectives, and 
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contributions. This not only strengthens self-efficacy but also contributes to the development 

of critical and creative skills. 

In this respect, Vygotsky’s (1989) sociocultural activity theory suggests that human 

development is deeply influenced by participation in cultural activities and by the 

internalization of social practices. Therefore, spaces that encourage student agency—allowing 

students to actively engage in projects, research, and community initiatives—are essential for 

robust mental health. 

Accordingly, the role of public managers in the planning, design, and implementation 

of public policies that promote student agency through university outreach is of paramount 

importance. This movement seeks to develop in students a reflective, critical, and interactive 

professional profile (Arrais; Ferreira; Antunes, 2021). Student agency in university outreach 

thus promotes an active stance, enabling students to play a central role in project development 

rather than acting merely as implementers (Arrais; Ferreira; Antunes, 2021). 

This study emphasizes the importance of language as a mediator in social relations and 

in the construction of meanings, in line with Vygotsky’s view of language as a primary 

instrument of cultural and cognitive mediation. In the university context, prioritizing spaces 

that elevate language and communication enables rich exchanges of experiences, emotions, and 

knowledge, thereby enhancing the educational experience. 

Moreover, the valuing of emotions, as advocated by González Rey, emerges as a crucial 

aspect of personal development and learning, unfolding within the dynamics of social 

interactions. The creation of academic environments that promote collaboration, dialogue, and 

active participation is decisive for an integral approach to university mental health—one that 

seeks not only academic success but also students’ well-being and self-realization. This 

perspective challenges higher education institutions to reformulate their practices and 

infrastructures in order to develop an academic community that sustains both academic 

performance and emotional and social support, thereby proposing a new definition of university 

mental health: not merely the absence of disorders, but the creation of an ecosystem that fosters 

holistic growth and human development. 

The university is a social microcosm that shares power dynamics, hierarchies, and 

cultural norms. Consequently, its spaces may hinder meaningful experiences when social 

interactions are not welcoming of the subjective singularities of students who bring diverse 

trajectories to the university, including experiences of social exclusion. Defining spaces that 

enable healthy interactions therefore requires acknowledging that intersubjective encounters 
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may be traversed by competitive logics, domination, and even subordination of differences—

especially affecting those at the margins of society. 

Thus, a critical analysis of these spaces must also encompass the institutional structures 

and practices that organize them, including educational policies, curricula, teaching and 

assessment methods, and the organizational culture of higher education institutions. For this 

reason, when focusing on subjectivity and social representations in the university context, 

caution is required to avoid reifying the university experience by assuming uniformity, which 

underlies exclusionary criteria that disregard the diversity of ways of being and existing within 

the academic community. 

 

 

Final Considerations 

 

The essayistic movement represents an approximation and a reflection. The discussion 

developed in this study seeks to integratively revisit conceptions explored in the field of 

university mental health, contributing to dialogues on outreach within the academic context that 

emerge from research on spaces enabling social interactions. Aware of the challenges inherent 

in this approach, the essay is also presented as an invitation to alternative ways of understanding 

the phenomenon, with the aim of fostering change, since “there is no true knowledge that is not 

essentially linked to transformative knowledge of reality, just as there is no transformative 

knowledge of reality that does not involve a change in relationships among human beings” 

(Martín-Baró, 1997, p. 27, our translation)6. 

This involves recognizing the urgency of enabling spaces for symbolic encounters, 

situating the relevance of language and emotions in light of the social character of the psyche—

spaces that enable the active participation of emotional life, enhancing cognition, thought, and 

creativity among university students, and contributing to health promotion, insofar as 

experiences mobilize shared meanings and senses attributed to lived experiences.  

As the psychosocial construction of these experiences occurs at the level of 

interactions—that is, from an intersubjective perspective—studies in the field of “bonds” 

support the main aspect to be emphasized within academic experiences: symbolic social 

interactions. Consequently, it is essential to expand the scope and quality of outreach activities, 

 
6 The reference to Martin-Baró does not seek to circumscribe mental health to psychology. Recognizing it in 

everyday health care and its multidimensionality, health promotion is assumed through the interdisciplinary and 

interprofessional social dimension, where the know-how of psychology is organized with other knowledge, in 

systematic and intersectoral agendas. 
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aiming at the resignification and systematization of actions undertaken (Ribeiro; Pontes; Silva, 

2017). 

If lived experiences foster integration, adaptation, and the capacity to address daily 

challenges, they may also affectively promote meanings associated with spaces of welcome, 

interaction, validation, recognition, and the affirmation of differences. Such processes 

contribute to developments in self-confidence related to the establishment of bonds and the 

resolution of challenges, thereby favoring perceptions of satisfaction with the academic 

trajectory. 

The quality of interactions, therefore, represents a central factor in university students’ 

mental health, particularly within an institutional context that offers spaces enabling inclusion 

and cooperation, as well as opportunities for lived experiences and academic engagement. 

Through university outreach, these experiences foster integration, adaptation, and the resolution 

of daily challenges, which may lead to perceptions of the educational trajectory that do not 

generate suffering.  

University social responsibility must thus be understood as a commitment to social 

transformation that challenges exclusionary norms and promotes social justice and equity. 

Addressing the challenges associated with university students’ mental health is therefore not 

merely a matter of educational policy, but a social and moral imperative that reflects higher 

education institutions’ commitment to the future of society. 

These experiences, supported by learning contexts, enhance self-efficacy and mental 

health, underscoring the importance of considering both shared meanings (curricular content) 

and the personal senses attributed by each student to their academic experiences. It thus 

becomes evident that the construction of senses and meanings in the university context is a 

complex and multifaceted process, requiring an integrative approach that is sensitive to social, 

cultural, and institutional dynamics. In this context, promoting mental health involves valuing 

students’ lived experiences, strengthening community bonds, and creating an academic 

outreach environment that is simultaneously challenging and supportive, capable of nurturing 

both personal and collective development. 

By adopting this proposition within the horizon of psychology’s social commitment, for 

example, the essay seeks not only to address the reference issue—university students’ mental 

health—but, above all, to advocate for the promotion of mental health as an extension-based 

form of university social responsibility, embedded in programmatic, formative, and 

organizational agendas. In this way, the aim is to provide higher education students with a 
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healthy, welcoming, and satisfying environment that recognizes singular identity trajectories 

and the diverse ways of being, acting, thinking, and interacting socially. 

The discussion advanced in this theoretical essay, grounded in the contributions of 

Vygotsky and González Rey, offers a series of promising reflections. Nevertheless, like any 

theoretical investigation, it faces inherent limitations that outline paths for future research, such 

as the complexity of subjectivity and the lack of engagement with reinterpretations of other 

works by Vygotsky and González Rey. 

For future studies, understanding dynamics related to “enabling spaces” for university 

students may generate developments that are favorable to institutional propositions and to 

programmatic and formative agendas focused on health promotion in the university context. 

Moreover, developing methodologies and analyzing outreach-based interventions aimed at 

promoting enabling spaces for university students’ mental health may also provide relevant 

contributions to the field. 

In defining spaces that enable high-quality interactions, it can therefore be inferred, as 

a final reflection, that validating ways of being and acting within an inclusive scenario may 

contribute to individuals’ self-perception of their own capacities to face everyday challenges—

an issue that becomes more complex given the technological dimension now present in spaces 

of interaction. Future research may broaden the debate on the challenges posed by virtualized 

relationships, considering their varied meanings for “enabling spaces” as a way of 

problematizing university students’ mental health. Finally, recognizing that the diversity of 

academic experiences and the acknowledgment of multiple identity trajectories are shaped by 

social classifications such as gender and race expands understanding of how enabling spaces 

may be experienced and endowed with meaning, thereby also calling for further investigation. 
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