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Abstract
  Recent studies indicate that many young adults, especially US 
college students, experience high levels of stress, depression, 
anxiety, cyberbullying, and sexual violence. Many institutions of 
higher education rely on policies that often are reportedly biased 
towards materialistic pursuits, science and mathematics curriculums, 
and standardized testing which may promote students’ extrinsic 
motivation and individualistic behaviors. This review examines the 
potential benefits of compassion education to enhance the prosocial 
attitudes, mental health, and well-being among undergraduate 
college students. The two overarching goals of this paper are first, to 
highlight the current mental health challenges facing undergraduate 
college students and their causes, and second, to propose possible 
solutions to address these issues. Data from empirical studies on 
compassion are reviewed to examine the effectiveness of compassion 
education and training approaches in establishing a safer, healthier, 
happier, and more inclusive educational learning environment 
leading to enhanced prosocial behaviors and positive mental health. 
Introduction
   Education is an active process of enriching the human mind and 
heart to transform perceptions, attitudes and behaviors toward being 
constructive and proactive for the betterment of the community. It 
should be well–rounded and purposeful in overcoming physical, 
mental, emotional, spiritual, and environmental challenges [1]. Hence, 
it is an optimal force to fight poverty, crime, injustice, oppression, and 
suffering [2]. Yet, many students in higher educational institutions 
are suffering from negative emotions and anti-social behaviors that 
may foster more crime, feelings of injustice, and pain during their 
matriculation and beyond. This review seeks to examine the potential 
benefits of compassion education to enhance prosocial attitudes and 
well-being among undergraduate college students.
   In order to understand the need for compassion education, we 
need to evaluate current adverse situations of undergraduate college 
students and their root causes, including education reform policies. It 
is important to review education reform policies as they are directly 
related to student learning experiences. This paper has two overarching 
goals: first, to highlight the current difficulties of undergraduate 
college students and their causes, and second, to presentpossible 
solutions to these issues. Toward these ends this review will

be divided into three sections. In the first section, several areas of 
students’ stress, such as depression, anxiety, cyberbullying, and 
sexual assault will be addressed to examine the menace of negative 
emotions and antisocial behaviors will be reviewed. In the second 
section, several education reform policies will be reviewed to 
examine their preference towards materialistic pursuits, in science and 
mathematics curricula, and standardized testing which may promote 
students’ extrinsic motivation and individualistic behaviors. Finally, 
an argument for why compassion education would be a remedy for 
negative emotions, antisocial behaviors, and the vulnerable sense of 
well-being of self and others will be provided.
Maladaptive Development
Negative Emotions
   Negative emotions such as stress, depression, and anxiety, are 
tormenting the lives of many youth on college campuses [3,4]. 
According to the American Institute of Stress, stress is generally 
defined as, “a condition or feeling experienced when a person 
perceives that demands exceed the personal and social resources 
the individual is able to mobilize.” The stress that college students 
experience in higher education is also growing nationally and 
internationally [5]. A study with 508 undergraduate college students 
aged between 18 and 24 indicated that at least one in four participants 
reported symptoms of stress, depression, or anxiety [4].
   Unfortunately, intense levels of stress can weaken resilience factors, 
such as forgiveness [6] and hope [7] among undergraduate college 
students [8]. Hope was found to have a robust relationship with 
college students’ retention and their academic performance [9]. Other 
studies have shown that stress could affect students’ emotional as 
well as physical health profoundly, and that experiencing persistent 
stress can weaken one’s immune system [10,11]. Moreover, excessive 
stress can cause psychological and physical impairment to students 
[12]. Depression is deemed the most common emotional reaction to 
one’s persistent pain [13].
   A study sampled from 26 colleges and universities in the US showed 
that 17% of the student participants have depression symptoms [14]. 
Another study reported that 25% of college students shared disclosing 
depression symptoms on Facebook [15]. Suicidal thoughts are often 
associated with depression [16], and suicide is the second leading cause 
of death among US college students, costing lives of around 1,100
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in the twenty first century [35]. It also tried to increase funding for 
the school districts with underprivileged students [36]. However, 
various mandates of the NCLB, such as creating and issuing school 
report cards accessible to the public based on standardized test 
results created tension, fear, threat, and stigma related to test failure 
among teachers and school leaders. The NCLB left little room for 
innovation, critical thinking, and creativity – skills that are needed 
for the twenty first century as schools struggle to meet their adequate 
yearly progress report [37]. Many schools had to cut back on subjects 
that were not measured or tested [38]. Thus, NCLB had an adverse 
impact on schools because curriculum was narrowed down and 
teachers were teaching to the tests [39].
   The Race to the Top (RTTT) policy was authorized and incepted in 
2009 under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act [40]. The 
policy could be described as the federal government’s aggressive 
attempt to push education policy although the government made 
serious efforts to coordinate the policy with events that were 
taking place in the states [41]. RTTT encourages states to develop 
and implement the following four main components: “Adopting 
rigorous college- and career-ready standards and assessments,” 
“recruiting, evaluating, and retaining highly effective teachers and 
principals,” “building data systems that measure student success and 
inform teaching and learning,” and “turning around low-performing 
schools” [42].
   Under this policy, rather than giving grants to schools on a need-
basis, the federal government invites states to compete for RTTT 
grants. One of the six requirements for the RTTT grant applications 
is to have Great Teachers and Leaders, and schools with Great 
Teachers are awarded the greatest points. The RTTT focuses on 
the effectiveness of teachers as measured by a combination of 
students’ growth indicators and observation-based assessments [40]. 
This creates an equity issue because students from minority and 
low-income communities are attending schools with less qualified 
teachers and limited resources compared to students in wealthier 
communities [43, 44, 45]. Although RTTT was praised for reaching 
an important milestone – “widespread move to college- and career-
ready standards – within a short period of time” [42], the policy 
has been criticized by some education scholars for perpetuating the 
inequality divide of individual development and human capital [46].
   Overall, the federal policies such as Goals 2000, No Child 
Left Behind and Race to the Top are biased towards science and 
mathematics studies primarily for economic reasons [47]. Today, 
more and more nations view higher education as their major 
engine for financial development [48]. Education today is highly 
commercialized, and college students are burdened with increasing 
amount of debt due to a loan-based aid system and escalated tuition 
fees [49, 50]. Many students are judged “applaudable” or “non-
applaudable” based on their standardized test scores, and their 
enrollment into higher educational institutes are determined by 
scores designed by test companies. College graduates who are unable 
to fulfill the expectation of becoming the fuel to run their nation’s 
economies may run the risk of being regarded as nobodies by society.
   According to American education philosopher John Dewey (1916) 
education should be ethical and humane. Nevertheless, education 
curricula in the US today are being designed and taught primarily 
to boost the nation’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and to satisfy 
the needs of labor markets. This forces student to seek extrinsic 
motivations for their studies and to shy away from “non-pragmatic” 
values such as peace, harmony, compassion, and positive contributions 
to humankind. If we continue to drive that train in the same 
direction, instead of reaching our intended destination, we will harm 
millions of students by reducing the quality of their education [38].
Educational Policy and Behavior
   Education policies of Goals 2000, No Child Left Behind 

students a year [17].
   The prevalence of anxiety among the undergraduate population 
is also high. Approximately 15.6 percent of 1,181 undergraduate 
participants reported having depressive or anxiety disorders [3]. 
A study with 439 students found that social anxiety has a negative 
impact on students’ academic adjustments [18]. Moreover, social 
anxiety disorder is an adolescent-onset disorder that may consistently 
and substantially increase the risk for successive depression [19]. 
Thus, it is very important to address college students’ issues of 
stress, depression, and anxiety by uplifting their positive energy and 
improving their physical and mental well-beings.
Antisocial Behavior
   A significant number of college students experience adverse 
effects of antisocial behaviors such as cyberbullying and sexual 
assaults. Cyberbullying can be defined as an intentional aggressive 
action carried out by an individual or a group who use electronic 
information and communication to repeatedly victimize others [20, 
21]. A study on cyberbullying among college students indicated that 
8.6% of the participants had cyberbullied someone else, 21.9% were 
cyberbullied, and 38% knew someone who was cyberbullied [22]. 
Both cyberbullying victims and offenders are found to have lower 
levels of self-esteem than their peers, suggesting that low self-esteem 
is both a potential trigger of as well as outcome from cyberbullying 
[23].
   Sexual assault is an act of interpersonal violence that inflicts 
significant risk of negative physical and psychological outcomes 
[24]. A large body of research shows endemic rates of sexual 
victimization among college students [25], and an increasing number 
of sexual violence cases in US colleges [26]. Findings from the study 
on the risk factors for (PTSD) and depression in female survivors 
of rape supported pervious literature on the negative mental health 
consequences on the survivors including posttraumatic stress and 
depression [27].
Educational Policy and Practical Impact
   Ever since “A Nation At Risk” was published by the US Department 
of Education in 1983, there have been multiple attempts to change 
the American public schooling system and its outcomes [28]. 
Unfortunately, many of these reform policies are fueled by the fear 
of losing “American supremacy” and intention for economic profits 
only. Indeed, the previous three presidents Reagan, George Bush, 
and Bill Clinton) talked about the improvement of the economy as 
the main purpose of education, as if economy is the key and only 
factor in one’s social and personal fulfillment [29]. Accordingly, the 
primary goal of reforming education was set for outcomes that were 
geared toward career and materialistic pursuits. These goals and 
outcomes, however, undermine and even ignore prosocial values, 
such as compassion, loving-kindness, and nonviolence.
   The Goals 2000: Educate America Act was signed into law by the 
then US president on March 31, 1994. According to the policy, the 
national education goals were to increase the high school graduation 
rate to at least 90 percent, and for US students to come in first for 
science and mathematics achievement by the year 2000 [30]. In fact, 
it was only in 2015 when the nation’s high school graduation reached 
the record high of 83 percent [31]. It has been argued that rather 
than working on any specific substantive reform, Goals 2000 was 
focused on shifting the authority of educational policymaking [32]. 
The “School Reform 2000" removed power from teachers, students, 
parents, and the American society to entertain the whims of a few 
politicians and technocrats [33].
   The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) which was signed 
into law on January 8, 2002 was another federal government’s attempt 
to guarantee high quality education for every child in America [34] 
By requiring states to improve and monitor students’ performance, it 
seeks to prepare students with skills and abilities for problem solving
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and Race to the Top certainly encourage students to compete with 
each other for individual profits rather than cooperate with one 
another for the larger social good. It promotes a false notion of 
independent self among students who are in fact part of the human 
society, and dependent on each other’s sympathy for well-being 
[51]. Guided by such policies, students may identify schoolmates as 
their competitors rather than supportive friends. Today, empathetic 
concern, a motivator for prosocial behaviors [52], is declining 
sharply among American college students followed by perspective 
taking [53].
   These mindsets can have adverse effect on the students’ attitude 
toward prosocial behaviors and in turn social connections, which are 
critical for one’s happiness [54]. The direction toward antisocial and 
individualistic goals may lead students further and further away from 
being prosocial.
   Empathy helps people to connect with others at an emotional level 
and foster interpersonal behaviors [55]. Having emotional closeness 
toward others is very important since it safeguards oneself from 
the negative effects of stress and suffering [56]. Because students’ 
negative emotions and anti-social behaviors are not favorable 
in a healthy society, it is of utmost importance and urgency for 
us to revisit today’s education policies and realign polices and 
academic curriculums to prosocial behaviors for the common good. 
Specifically, interpersonal skills, such as empathy and compassion 
that are associated with increased helping and prosocial behavior [57, 
58] should be taught and fostered from K-12 and through college.
Compassion as an Antidote
Compassion Education
   Compassion can be defined as a sensitivity to the suffering of 
self and others with a deep commitment to try to relieve it [59]. 
Compassion has also been defined as a feeling that arises when 
witnessing the sufferings of others and that motivates subsequent 
desires to help [60, 61]. Education is far more than knowing how 
to read books or use numbers [38], or training youths merely for 
jobs. Education is an active process of enriching the human mind and 
heart, and it should be constructive and purposeful for the betterment 
of humanity. Compassion should not be discarded from education 
because it is a basic human value rooted in the recognition of a desire 
to alleviate suffering and help increase prosocial behaviors [62]. 
Therefore, compassion should be adorned in education policies, and 
incorporated into curriculums.
Compassion and Positive Emotions
   A study on the impact of compassionate thinking among 
undergraduate students found that students who practiced 
compassionate thinking reported significantly lower frequencies of 
negative emotions compared to students in the control group [65]. 
This finding is similar to previous studies that found that compassion 
acts as a protective agent that counters negativity and supports social 
connection [66]. A pilot study with chronic pain patients found 
that the Compassion Cultivation Training (CCT) was effective in 
reducing significant levels of anger and pain among participating 
female patients [67]. Compassion training has also been found to 
increase positive mood and decrease negative mood [58].
   A study conducted with 571 undergraduate nursing students 
indicated a positive correlation between emotional intelligence 
and self-compassion [68]. Another study reported that the CCT 
intervention group reported a decrease in emotional suppression 
and worry, and an increase in mindfulness and happiness comparing 
to the waitlist group [69]. In another study, compassion meditation 
and loving kindness meditations were found to be highly promising 
methods to reduce stress and anxiety and improve positive affect [70].
Compassion and Prosocial Behavior

 Even short-term compassion training has been found to have 

significant positive impacts on prosocial behavior [58]. Prosocial 
behavior includes a broad range of actions, such as comforting, 
helping, cooperating, and sharing with intention to benefit one 
or more persons [71]. Compassion was found to reduce one’s 
engagement in punishment and avoidance in escalation of aggression 
[72]. For instance, a compassion study using Cognitive Based 
Compassion Training (CBCT) method reported that its teenager 
participants tried to behave more compassionately in times of anger 
and stress [73]. Developing prosocial behavior is important because 
many experimental studies have found prosocial activities to increase 
human happiness [74].
Compassion and Social Connections
   Compassion interventions have been proven to be efficient in 
improving social connections [75]. Deep individual and social 
connections arise when there is respect and caring for self and others 
[76]. There is a strong scientific evidence that shows the short-term 
and long-term effects of social relationship on one’s health. Social 
connection is also closely related to morality, mental and physical 
health [77], greater happiness [78], and longevity [74].
   By increasing emotional regulation and cognitive ability, social 
connectedness may help people to find calmness under stressful and 
adverse circumstances, and to help them endure difficulties [75]. A 
study conducted with 485 college students attending a Midwestern 
public university shows that students who reported higher emotional 
closeness to others reported lower perceived stress [79]. The study 
also indicated that one’s emotional relationship and stress level 
make significant difference in student’s perceived happiness. Those 
students who feel profoundly connected do not need weapons or 
hurt themselves or others to feel powerful, and their connection with 
people help them grow compassion and passion for life [76].
Compassion and Well-being
   The development of compassion is very important for adaptive 
social interactions and the maintenance of physical and mental health 
especially during times of distress in one’s life [64, 80]. Studies on 
self-compassion have reported a positive association between self- 
compassion and psychological well-being [81]. Another study has 
found that viewing and treating oneself with compassion is a strong 
way to increase intrapersonal as well as interpersonal wellbeing [82]. 
A study on CCT program found that compassion was effective in 
reducing significant amount of worry and increasing mindfulness and 
happiness [69].
Conclusion
   Recent studies indicated that many US college students experience 
high levels of stress, depression, and anxiety [4]. There are also 
significant increases in sexual violence [25] and cyberbullying [22] 
on campuses. These negative emotions and behaviors may cause 
harm to the physical and mental well-being of both perpetrators 
and the survivors. These negative emotions and actions could be 
prevented or at least minimized if one understands and practices 
compassion. While empathy may help people to make emotional 
connections with others and thus to develop interpersonal behavior 
[55], and morality helps people to understand acceptable or 
unacceptable customs of behaviors in a society [83], compassion 
education has far more benefits. Compassion would not only enhance 
interpersonal connections and positive behaviors, but also increase 
the sense of hopeful [73], psychological well-being [81], physical 
well-being [84], mindfulness, and happiness [69] to the givers 
themselves. Therefore, compassion education would be a holistic and 
wholesome approach to establishing a safer, healthier, happier, and 
more inclusive campus environment for young adult college students 
facing the challenges and stressors of today’s fast paced modern 
lifestyle. As the benefits of compassion education at all levels of 
schooling become clearer, scholars and researchers will need to 
focus their attention on determining the most effective pedagogies 
for delivering a compassion-oriented curriculum.
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