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Dear university, are you listening?

SUSHMITA S PREETHA

On November 20, an undergraduate
student of BRAC University (BRACU)
lost his life in the university's residential
campus, referred to by students as TARC,
in Savar—according to official accounts,
he succumbed to his injuries on the way
to the hospital after jumping from the
fifth floor of his dormitory. The campus
authorities and the police have both ruled
that it was a case of suicide.

Beyond the “what-how-why” of the
incident, this untimely and tragic death
of a promising engineering student has
also led many students and alumni of the
esteemed university to ask a question
that requires honest self-reflection: is their
institution equipped to deal with mental
health issues of the student body?

We do not know the details of the
student's case(we are withholding the
name to protect his family's wishes of
privacy). What we do know, so far, from
a statement provided by Rehan Ahmed,
Campus Superintendent of BRACU's
residential campus, to our Savar corre-
spondent, is that the victim suffered from
severe mental health issues—BRACU, he
insists, was not fully aware of the sever-
ity of his condition, and that it did every-
thing in its power to help the student
once the university did find out.

When asked to clarify the extent to
which the authorities knew and what
steps they took to ensure his safety, Rajib
Bhowmick, who heads the Media and
External Relations section of BRAC's
communications department stated:
“Medical history is a strictly personal
matter. We respect personal and family
privacy and hence we are unable to com-
ment on this.”

On September 23, almost a month
before his death, the student posted a
Facebook status: “I am sorry to everyone
whom I hurt directly or indirectly. [ am
guilty that's why god sent me to TARC. I
am sorry to everyone.” A few “haha”
reacts to his post had led some of his
classmates in the comment thread to
speculate that he was being bullied. Was
he, indeed, being bullied, and, if so, to
what extent? Did the tutors, classmates,
and counsellors manage to foster an
environment conducive to the function-
ing and development of a student who
was considered “different” from the
pack? These are questions that, at this
point, only the BRAC authorities and the
student body can answer (the media,
after all, has been denied access to the
campus).

His classmate Mohammad Sakib
Rummat informed Star Weekend that he
was very “homesick”. “He was childlike
in some ways—all he wanted was his
own home, own room, own computer
and mom's cooking.” Was he bullied, I
ask. “A bit,” replies Sakib,”But mostly, he
was really unhappy about being here.”

It should be mentioned here that the
three-month residential semester at

BRACU's Savar campus is mandatory for
all its students, no matter their mental
condition. A former BRACU student,
Nusrat Jahan®, says that she had to drop
out from the institution because the
authorities wouldn't allow her to skip the
residential semester—even though her
psychiatrist had clearly stated that it
would be detrimental for her mental
health to be separated from her family.
“My parents, my psychiatrist, and I all
tried to explain that it wasn't a matter of
not wanting to go away’, but a real con-
cern for my health and safety. But I was

Nusrat, however, says that she and her
family were unsure if she would be in a
better position, emotionally and mentally,
to fulfil this requirement down the line. “I
asked BRACU if  would be able to trans-
fer my credits if, say, in my fourth year, |
was still unable to live on my own. They
said it wouldn't be possible. I couldn't
take the risk of losing two years of my
academic life, so I had to transfer to
another university,” she explains. “It's a
pity that I had to leave; I was thoroughly
enjoying my classes at BRACU, and had
a good GPA.”
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told that the policy was set in place and
there was no room for exceptions.”

Shami Suhrid, Psychosocial
Counsellor, Lecturer and Coordinator,
Counselling Unit, BRACU, confirms there
is no other way for students to make up
for the credits if they do not attend the
residential semester. “But we try to make
participation flexible. In special cases,
upon written approval/permission from
guardians, a student may choose at what
point of their four-year graduation time
they want to take the residential semes-
ter.”
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Other current and former students
who suffer from mental health issues
interviewed by Star Weekend state that
unlike many students who enjoy their
time at the residential campus, they felt
alienated and their conditions worsened
in the three months they were there.
Some say they were bullied, and dorm
tutors and counsellors provided insuffi-
cient support, often conflating their
depression with “sadness” or “homesick-
ness”.

“I've had severe depression and anxi-
ety since my teens, and it is difficult for

ILLUSTRATION: KAZI TAHSIN AGAZ APURBO

me to engage with big groups of people. I
feel overwhelmed and need to take a
break sometimes. My dorm tutor would
keep on telling me to 'go hang out with
others'—she was completely unable to
understand what I was going through.
Even the counsellors had a rudimentary
understanding of mental health services,”
says Rima Rahman*, a student of
BRACU. “I am sure they had the best
intention, it's just that they did not have
the training or expertise required to deal
with the kind of issues I had.”

Another alumnus who attended the
residential semester a few years ago says
that her mental condition deteriorated
dramatically during the term. Following
a traumatic incident of harassment on
campus, she shut herself down com-
pletely. She would miss classes and sleep
during the whole day at a stretch, unable
to confide about what had happened to
her, even to the counsellors on campus.

“I was not in a position to seek help.
Had I been with my family, they would
have identified the irregularity in my
behavioural patterns, and intervened
earlier. Yes, I was asked to see a counsel-
lor, and there was one who was welcom-
ing, but I was afraid of telling her what
had happened. I thought she might
blame me, and in the end, the sessions
didn't really help,” says Hridita Ali*. “I
would have emotional outbursts all the
time, which made me a laughing stock
amongst my peers, which further wors-
ened my condition. Back then, I blamed
myself, but now I understand that it was
bullying. Perhaps we were too young,
only in our second semesters, to be empa-
thetic towards people who were different
than us.”

She completed the semester, but her
condition deteriorated to such an extent
that she had to take a break from her
studies for two years. “It has taken me so
long to recover. Even now, when I look
back at those three months, I shiver
thinking about how low I had fallen.
Some days I didn't think I would make
it.” Nandita Chowdhury*, who had been
diagnosed with clinical depression and
anxiety since her early teens, and on
medication for the last few years, informs
that she had to drop out of the residential
semester in the first week, when her
mother got very sick. “Even the doctors
spoke to the authorities at TARC and
asked them to let me come say goodbye
to my mother in case something bad
happens, but they wouldn't let me out.
My anxiety shot through the roof, and I
felt like I was going insane. My aunt
came to TARC to get me and I decided I
would just drop the semester and go back
home.” Even though Nandita only
attended a week of classes, she had to
pay the whole semester fee (BDT
1,30,000).
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