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Abstract 

 

 

The Culture of College Mental Health: Narratives of Stress, Value, and Belonging  

 

By Gracie Wilson 

 

 

College students across recent decades seem to be presenting with more severe mental health 

needs and universities struggle to meet rising demands for mental health services. Called a 

“crisis in college mental health,” these trends, and the clinical framings and national surveys 

through which they become known, share a focus on the individual as “getting sicker.” Less 

explored is how the symptoms this crisis describes are embedded in social and cultural 

meanings, or how student culture structures students’ experiences of their mental health. This 

thesis presents an ethnographic study of college student mental health and social and academic 

life at Oxford College, one of Emory University’s liberal arts colleges. I present how student 

mental health comes to be defined through student culture, narratives of high achievement, and 

notions of productivity to structure students' experience of belonging. Findings consider how 

college mental health represents social and cultural phenomena related to systems of value, 

identity, and adequacy, and how a student-centered lens can inform policies and practices of 

college mental health.   
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Introduction 

 

“Stressed.” 
Student, responding to “What does it mean to be a student here?” 

 

 

When I asked Lucy1 to describe her college experience in three words, she confidently 

responded with: stressed, interconnected, community. From our lawn chairs on the Emory 

University quadrangle, she recounted the first two years of her college experience that took 

place thirty-six miles away at the site of Emory’s original founding: Oxford College. Lucy had 

recently graduated from Oxford, a two-year residential campus where a portion of 

undergraduates begin their Emory education. We’d known of each other during our shared time 

at Oxford but hadn’t known each other until we met in a classroom on the Atlanta campus and 

began talking about traditions, clubs, and friends that shaped our college experience.  

Spanning a few hundred acres, Oxford College includes a campus farm, four residence 

halls, athletic facilities, classrooms, a dining hall, and a newly renovated student center all 

perched around the historic quad. Students can see a tree from almost anywhere, and they’ll 

walk right by at least two dozen squirrels each day. Walking along pansy adorned cobblestone 

sidewalks, they’re bound to see somebody they know—someone they’ve heard of, seen before, 

know something about, or perhaps who they should know. The 24-hour library is full, the study 

rooms are booked, the dining hall is filled with open laptops, and the resident dorm lounges are 

occupied until sunrise. With dozens of student organizations ranging from Healthy Eagles to 

OxPride to Volunteer Oxford to Student Government, every day is sure to hold some event, club 

meeting, sign-up sheet, or online fundraiser. Any one of the school’s enduring student group 

messages alert students to daily events and invite them to take a break, to learn something 

new, to meet new people, and maybe get a free slice of pizza. One-thousand students call 

Oxford home for the first two years of their college education, many looking for a liberal arts 

 
1 All names used in this thesis are pseudonyms.  
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education, small class sizes, and abundant leadership and research opportunities. Sixty-five 

percent of these students hold leadership positions in over 80 clubs and organizations. These 

students are polite and kind, they are high achieving, they are leaders; they want to be here, 

they have something to contribute. Everyone here is stressed and busy, they are involved and 

engaged, they work hard. This is “just what the culture is like.”  

Surrounding these motifs of involvement and overcommitment are language and 

messages that encourage students to take a break, go to the counseling center, and take care 

of themselves. Mental health, rest, and well-being occupy the forefront of student conversations, 

and multiple clubs, committees, and initiatives are devoted to well-being, yet students continue 

to report high levels of stress, burnout, and mental health challenges. Mirroring national trends 

across college campuses, stress seems to pervade every aspect of these students’ lives. Called 

the “crisis in college mental health” (Kadison and DiGeronimo, 2004; Kruisselbrink Flatt, 2013; 

Schwartz & Kay, 2009; Xiao et al., 2017), college students across decades seem to be 

presenting with more severe mental health needs. Suicide is the second leading cause of death 

among college students (CDC, 2020). Mental health struggles have nearly doubled in the last 

decade among college students (Duffy, Twenge, and Joiner, 2019); more students are taking 

psychiatric medications (Gallagher, 2015) and over 60 percent of students meet the criteria for 

one or more mental health concerns (Lipson et. al, 2022), with anxiety, depression, and stress 

as the top challenges (CCMH, 2021). In a 2019-2020 survey, nearly 90 percent of college 

mental health workers reported higher demand for services than the previous year (Gorman et 

al., 2021); TimelyMD, the most widely used college telehealth service, tells us that 9 in 10 

college students say there is “a full blown mental health crisis” (TimelyMD, 2022). Researchers 

have questioned whether these students are “getting sicker” (Much and Swanson, 2010), how 

students’ needs and the pressures they face have shifted (Duffy, Twenge, and Joiner, 2019), 

and if these framings might reflect changes in the ways in which we recognize and make sense 

of student struggles (Watkins, Hunt, and Eisenberg, 2010).  



3 

Research Questions  

This study focuses on student stress—an “epidemic among college students” (Heckman 

2019)—to better understand how student culture and identity shape the lived experience of 

mental health for college students. Here, I ask: what does “mental health” mean, and in what 

spaces are these meanings constructed? If everyone seems to be talking about mental health, 

what are they saying?  

My pursuit to better understand how Oxford students talk about mental health began 

shortly after an encounter I had with a group of fellow students. In one of numerous student 

spaces dedicated to raising awareness about student mental health, it became clear to me that, 

to be an Oxford student, I was meant to be stressed. For roughly the first half of each of these 

gatherings, students went around the room sharing how they were doing, inciting an 

unsurprising chorus of “stressed”, “overwhelmed”, and “busy.” When I answered that I was well-

rested and feeling content, I quickly realized I had made a grave error: to be an Oxford student, 

I had to be always stressed, always busy, and always aware of what else I could be doing. I had 

crossed some sort of social line; the empty stares across the room made me question, with a 

red, flushed face, in what context could not being stressed seem to be a bad thing? 

A number of previous Oxford student groups have formally and informally asked 

questions about how stress manifests at Oxford; I began this project three years ago with a 

focus on students’ ideas about mental health and their relationships to the counseling center. 

Like most counseling centers across the country, the school’s Counseling and Career Services 

(CCS) continued to see students struggling with symptoms of stress, anxiety, and depression, 

reflecting a continuing trend as well as the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. I started with an 

interest in the diagnostic terms students used to understand their mental health and shape their 

identities; I wanted to know what frameworks they adopted to negotiate things like stress, 

anxiety, and depression as students in a high achieving environment. A much different project 
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emerged when students began talking not about their individual pathologies or diagnoses, but of 

how their experiences fit into larger campus narratives: it appeared the classifications students 

were using to make sense of their experiences were not diagnostic categories, but cultural 

ones. The issues students brought to the counseling center represented much larger patterns of 

stress, worth, identity, and value—patterns that suggested students’ experiences were informed 

by relational and cultural practices at least as much as they were individually constructed. With 

this shift, my research questions became: what narrative frameworks are students constructing 

to make sense of their mental health? What does student culture reveal about the social and 

linguistic elements of the crisis in college mental health?  

Structure of Thesis  

This thesis is organized into three main chapters. Chapters One and Two present ethnographic 

detail from two years of research among Oxford students, concentrating on how student culture 

structures experience through narratives of involvement, high-achievement, productivity, 

identity, success, and community. Chapter One focuses on what student culture is and how 

students construct narratives and norms related to high-achievement, leadership, and busyness 

that informs how they are to perform as students. Chapter Two concerns how students 

understand and share experiences about their mental health on campus, with particular 

attention to how stress is embedded within discourse as a descriptive state of being that affirms 

identity and adequacy, rather than solely a physiological or psychological experience. Chapter 

three analyzes how stress and identity complicate traditional notions of belonging by exploring 

the possibility that belonging is at times in opposition to student well-being. The conclusion 

places these findings among the larger phenomenon of college mental health and discusses the 

implications of student culture and student subjectivity for addressing misalignments of care and 

mental health on campus.                                                                                                                                                             
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The College Mental Health Crisis  

Since as early as the 1980s, reports from college counselors, universities, and media have 

suggested college students are “getting sicker” year after year (Kadison and DiGeronimo, 2004; 

Kruisselbrink Flatt, 2013; Schwartz & Kay, 2009). Attending higher education at the traditional2 

ages of 18-24 has always been considered a challenging endeavor categorized by change, 

relative independence, identity development, and transition (Arnett 2000; Erikson 1968) from 

which a host of struggles of well-being can arise. Sometime between the onset of college 

counseling in the early 20th century3 and the continued college mental health crisis in the 21st 

century, college students’ challenges represent more severe psychological concerns. The 

“college mental health crisis” describes two connected phenomena: students are struggling with 

more prevalent and severe mental health issues, and colleges and universities are struggling to 

provide the amount and types of resources these students need (Gorman et al., 2021). As such, 

the focus has lied within identifying what students are struggling with and adjusting resources 

and treatments to meet these needs. 

 

Defining Mental Health 

Despite the statistics of college mental health being quite revealing, there remains ambiguity 

about what exactly is, has led to, or can ameliorate these unprecedented challenges. What is 

the “mental health” that seems to be in crisis, and what does this suggest about the way 

forward?  

 
2 College students continue to represent more diverse populations in terms of age, race, sexuality, and 

more. The so-called “traditional college student” has greatly shifted; still, 40% of 18–24-year-olds 
attended post-secondary education in 2020 (NCES 2021).  
3 College counseling, and its parent disciplines within psychology, have come a long way since the early 

20th century when they began offering counseling services “in loco parentis”  (in place of parents) for a 
selection of white, upper class males (Hodges, Shelton, and Lyn 2016). Debate about what services 
should be offered, who should offer them, and whether they should have an academic, psychological, or 
developmental focus contributed to the changing landscape of student affairs in the early 20th century 
university (Hodges, Shelton, Lyn, 2016).  
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While questions of health and illness have been explored for centuries, inquiries of 

mental health are comparatively new.4 As psychology emerged amongst tensions of 

biomedicine and social science, so too did the field of college counseling experience a push and 

pull between the realm of student affairs and student health—tensions which lay at the 

foundation of our questions about college mental health today. College counseling has seen a 

medical, as well as cultural, shift from a talk-therapy counseling model towards one 

emphasizing expert methods and clinical services, often at the exclusion of community-based 

health practices (Rosenbaum and Liebert, 2015). Nestled at the core of this shift is a change in 

what “mentally healthy” means for students, practitioners, parents, and universities. Until 

recently, mental health has been defined as the absence of psychopathology, depicting a binary 

continuum where “mentally healthy” and “mentally ill” are opposed (Keyes, 2002). Through 

diagnostic measures and the reports through which these findings are circulated, so too has 

student mental health been framed in terms of the absence or presence of symptoms of mental 

illness. When students are asked about their mental health, which will most likely be through a 

questionnaire and Likert-scale, their responses serve as measures of the presence or absence 

of mental health symptoms, with less attention to how their symptoms are experienced, what 

they mean, and what else might be important to them. More importantly, this narrative increases 

the possibility that the struggles the “crisis” language describes might also be reflective of 

linguistic, social, and cultural phenomena (Rosenbaum and Liebert 2015; Lindholm and 

Wickström 2020).  

 

Meeting Student Mental Health Needs  

 
4 Organized mental health research began in the early 20th century with the commission of the DSM and 

served as the foreground for the disciplines of psychology, psychiatry, social work, and college 
counseling, among others. 
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As the college mental health crisis continues to make headlines, universities have faced 

considerable pressure to keep up with the rising demand for mental health services on their 

campuses. While in the past, many students did not have access to universities5 or would seek 

more intensive mental health care with outside providers, college mental health care in the 21st 

century has introduced more psychotherapists and psychiatrists to the campus staff, as well as 

utilized online telehealth therapies and external clinical services (Bailey et. al, 2022; Cornish et. 

al, 2017; Ghetie 2007; Mitchell et al., 2019). While the immediate response to rising student 

mental health concerns was to hire more therapists and supply more clinical interventions, many 

have suggested that even exponential clinical care will not in itself end the college mental health 

crisis (Frank 2022; Wood 2022). Many are now calling for cultural change, community based 

initiatives, and a shifts in the broader conversation of mental health (Beresin et al., 2017; 

CCMH; see “Caring campus” initiative, AUCCCD; Brunner et al., 2014; JED foundation, Clay 

Center). This begins by identifying existing narratives of mental health in the context of their 

emergence. It is within this broadening from clinical services to community and cultural contexts 

that this study originated and has followed.  

Methods   

This thesis presents an ethnographic analysis of student mental health through methods of 

semi-structured interviews and participant observation. The conversations and perspectives 

presented throughout this thesis represent dialogues that students themselves are having all the 

time; this project, too, can be conceptualized as an extension of student conversations that have 

been happening for decades. Students at Oxford College have in recent years created spaces 

to reflect and analyze many of the same themes I make visible here—spaces ranging from 

 
5College demographics radically changed throughout the social movements of the 20th century, and more 

people were able to pursue higher education due to the emergence of psychotropic drugs and other 
therapies (Gallagher 2015, Schwartz & Kay 2010).  
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reflective discussions to ethnographic inquiry to research presentations. The present thesis 

serves as an empirical cultural and linguistic analysis of such conversations through interviews 

with Oxford students.  

From August 2021 to December 2022, I, along with my research team,6 interviewed7 

thirty students. Participants8 were either current students of Oxford or had graduated within one 

year and were attending the Atlanta campus. Interviews were semi-structured to allow for 

participants to share about their experiences more broadly and to address topics they 

considered relevant to conversations about mental health and campus life. All participants gave 

verbal consent to the interviews per IRB standards.9 Interviews lasted from 20 minutes to 2 

hours, depending on the participant’s eagerness and ability to share. Some interviews were 

conducted via Zoom, and many were in-person on campus. Common questions included 

“Describe your college experience?,” “What do you think about student mental health?,” “What 

does a typical day look like for you?,” and “What are you stressed about right now?” Interviews 

were transcribed by hand as well as with an online transcription service, then imported to 

MAXQDA for the entire research team10 to analyze independently via thematic coding. For the 

purpose of this thesis, I re-coded all original transcripts with particular focus on student stress, 

belonging, and mental health. These generated codes relating to student stress, identity, 

 
6 Data were primarily collected with two other students: Julia Kwak and Cody Nelson. A selection of more 

recent interviews was gathered with the help of students Imaan Hashan and Rachel Lawrence.  
7 Because the interviews presented here represent data collected by multiple researchers, I use the title 

“interviewer” when presenting transcripts in this work to represent any member of the research team. If 
there is no indicator of “interviewer” it can be assumed that I, the author of this thesis, was the researcher 
who talked directly with that participant.  
8 As a researcher having previously attended and still part of the school’s network, keeping the 

institution's title anonymous would not have been feasible. While the school’s name and location are 
identifiable, all other data has been deidentified. To better organize ethnographic data, I present student 
narratives through four student pseudonyms. These characters are composites of multiple participants 
and are in no way meant to represent any particular kind of student or to generalize the experiences of 
the many students interviewed. At times, there may be shorter quotes presented without a pseudonym 
attached.  
9 IRB study number: 00002963 
10 Some arguments presented throughout this thesis draw from conversations or presentations conducted 

by the collective research team. These sections are marked by footnotes and the proper citations.  
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productivity, belonging, mental health, relationships, expectations, culture, authenticity, among 

others. 

 To present the stories and narratives shared by students, I utilize four pseudonyms 

throughout this thesis. Each is constructed from multiple students as composite representations. 

Chapter One opens with a case study pulled directly from a conversation with one interlocutor, 

named here as Lucy. Lucy, a composite of two female students, is mentioned most frequently 

throughout this thesis because the students “Lucy” represents were the most broadly descriptive 

of Oxford student culture as well as took part in follow-up interviews. The other students 

depicted here—Alex, Daniel, and Justin— each represent about 3-4 students interviewed.  

Subjectivity, Narrative, and Performance  

 
A primary purpose of this thesis is to consider how we can better understand student mental 

health by attending to the subjective states of well-being, identity, belonging, stress, and affect. 

This study draws from three interconnected theoretical and methodological tools: subjectivity, 

narrative, and performance. I view the lived experiences of mental health as fundamentally 

questions of subjectivity—requiring attention to “that a person experiences, what they 

experience, and how they experience it” (Ozawa-de Silva, 2021: 20). In an ethnographic 

analysis of student culture among secondary students in Mexico, Levinson (1998) describes 

student subjectivity as “all forms of identity and self-awareness, but especially those informing 

and informed by intersubjective cultural practices, through which students apprehend their 

environment and generate behavior” (289). Because individual experiences alone can be 

“misleading units of analysis and reform” (Varenne and McDermott, 2018:145), studies of 

student well-being must also devote great attention to the social conditions in which student 

experience is understood—the “role of the social in an individual’s experience of an emotion” 

(Luhrmann, 2006: 349). Such a lens draws the focus towards how students construct identities, 

generate norms, configure relationships, appraise emotions, and make meaning of those 
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experiences as at once both singular and collective processes (Ozawa-de Silva, 2021; Biehl, 

Good, and Kleinman 2007). I approach mental health as a fundamentally collective and cultural 

experience.  

As will be shown in this thesis, student culture is the center social stage where students 

learn about and express their understandings of what it means to be a student. As they learn 

new social rules, navigate academic pressure, and negotiate identities, students engage in a 

performance of impression management and cultural capital reflective of Goffman's (1956) 

dramaturgical analysis, whereby people are thought to be performing particular selves 

according to the social rules of their environment. These performances of student life, and the 

meaning created through them, are expressions of student subjectivity particularly relevant to 

student mental health and well-being.  

Additionally, narrative, as an organizational, cognitive, and expressive act of storytelling, 

is central to how students spread information and conceptualize their social and academic 

world. This study follows everyday student subjectivities and examines how they are produced 

and negotiated through what Langellier and Peterson (2004) call performing narrative: how 

storytelling is “embodied, situated and material, discursive, and open to legitimation and 

critique” (2004: 8). When students think about, construct, and share their experiences, they are 

not merely recounting; rather, this narrative is embodied and “lived through the body as 

meaningful” in ways that inform and structure experience (Langellier and Peterson 2004: 9). 

When we experience emotions, we are also, consciously, or unconsciously, generating meaning 

through complex narrative structures which inform us about ourselves and our world (Shweder 

1994:37); when students experience stress—have too many tasks, receive an unwanted grade, 

feel overwhelmed—they create meaning and look to structures of meaning to apprehend that 

experience (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). The following chapters attend to how student 

experience, through shared narratives and embodied performance, structure the lived 

experience of mental health as relational and intersubjective.   
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Chapter 1: Student Culture  

 

I think that Oxford is made up of a lot of really talented overachieving kids and 

that is something that helped us in high school to get here. The kind of 

environment that Oxford has - a small group environment that fosters good social 

well-being could also foster a lot of unhealthy competition. It's very easy to get 

involved in everybody’s business and that means that even if you're trying to 

avoid people or avoid, say, some negative news or whatever is going on, it 

spreads incredibly quickly, and it's almost impossible to, you know, get away 

from it all. Oxford is simultaneously liberating and isolating at the exact same 

time, I think in this aspect. 

 

As Lucy demonstrates in this opening quotation, the environment of Oxford plays a considerable 

role in shaping students' social and academic experiences. Throughout my research, within 

campus programming, and during the last four years I’ve engaged with Oxford students, the 

terms “campus culture,” “student culture,” and “Oxford culture” have been recurring descriptors 

used when referring to the Oxford community. Campus culture, often used to emphasize 

university affiliation, academic culture, and athletic or cultural groups, describes “the complex of 

values, attitudes, and behavior held by undergraduate groups and transmitted to those entering 

them” (Horowitz 1986: 2). While often used interchangeably, I use the term student culture here 

to emphasize the role of students in shaping and interacting with campus culture. Further, I am 

interested here in not only the identities and diversity students bring into their school but in the 

ideas and frameworks they construct together within the walls of the university (Levinson, 1998; 

see also Bishop, 1993; Eckert, 1989). Echoing Bourdieu’s habitus, student culture informs and 

structures students’ social, academic, emotional, and relational worlds as well as provides a 

scaffolding through which students transform their intersubjective realities. Beginning with a 

case study, this chapter examines the student culture whereby students reproduce and 

reconstruct norms, identities, and expectations through shared narratives of identity, success, 

achievement, and productivity.  
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Case Study: Lucy 

I spoke to Lucy at length about her experiences as an Oxford student. Like me, Lucy had 

recently graduated from her two years at Oxford and was transitioning to the Atlanta campus. 

While we had shared a classroom together, there remained much I didn’t know about her 

college experience. We began by talking about well-being on campus, to which Lucy described 

a stressful spring semester and difficulty seeking help for stress as a junior:  

I think that the small campus environment made it easier for me to have at least 

good social well-being because, even though I didn’t get out much, the small 

campus environment made sure that I have friends, have smaller classes, and 

made it easier to interact with people.  

I'd say regarding other aspects of well-being like physical and mental, I was also 

OK just because I felt like the stress really started hitting in spring semester. I 

would say my stress is probably at an all-time high now, and I feel like it's difficult 

to seek help for that kind of mental wellbeing. I feel like it's really difficult to reach 

out and ask people because it feels like as a junior you should be able to 

understand and know this information by then. 

With a population of just 1000 students who almost all live together in four residential 

dorms, the smaller campus facilitated more social connections. It also meant that most people 

knew each other, and knew, or could quickly find out, what was going on in each other's lives. 

This, Lucy observed, could manifest in comparison and competition:  

I think that people recognize the issue of mental health, especially people who 

have been at Oxford campus for more than a year. I think that there's a lot of 

effort, for example, to make executive boards less stressful and reduce the 

amount of work that they ask for from their leadership, but at the same time I 

think stress is almost revered in a certain way. You know, I think that Oxford is 

made up of a lot of really talented overachieving kids and that is something that 

helped us in high school to get here. The kind of environment that Oxford has - a 

small group environment that fosters good social well-being could also foster a 

lot of unhealthy competition.  

It's very easy to get involved in everybody’s business and that means that even if 

you're trying to avoid people or avoid, say, some negative news or whatever is 

going on, it spreads incredibly quickly, and it's almost impossible to get away 

from it all. Oxford is simultaneously liberating and isolating at the exact same 

time, I think, in this aspect. 
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Throughout my conversation with Lucy, the topic of stress continued to come up in 

different aspects of her experience. She described how people are aware of stress—and the 

need to reduce it—but that it could be “revered in a certain way.” This, tied with the ways 

students are involved in each other’s lives, can quickly foster a sense of competition. She 

continued:  

I would say that stress is primarily just in the environment being fostered. For 

example, executive club culture. Obviously one of the big draws of Oxford is the 

small classes and the fact that you can get involved with organizations incredibly 

quickly. I suppose like the only people above you are the sophomore or kind of 

your seniors, right? So, you're already in a very big leadership position and 

equipped, so people feel a lot of pressure to kind of rush those positions and put 

in their 100%.  

But they're not realizing that as a freshman, part of that is, you know, making 

mistakes, overcommitting, but also pulling back when you need to. But the fact 

that Oxford has so much reliance on this small executive club culture and 

organizational structure means that people feel like they can’t pull back when 

they need to.  

There's the guilt of seeing someone you know on campus again, small campus 

and pulling out of their club for whatever reason you have, and feeling as if you 

should have pushed through and tried harder, especially with everyone else 

around you and other examples.  

 

I had known Lucy was involved in many clubs and activities on campus. I’d seen her 

post about events in the student group chats and be featured on school emails—two strong 

indicators that someone is involved and influential on campus. When I asked Lucy about her 

experiences in these spaces, she described how students, including herself, engaged in deficit 

thinking that “perfectly contrasts” with this pressure to be involved in everything. She said:  

I think that of course there's always people on the Oxford campus and I was 

always one of them where we were always kind of like “you know I'm failing 

everything,” but in reality you're not, you feel like it because it's a great way to 

cope and it's one of those ways that like competition kind of manifests. Saying 

I'm failing everything, then getting As on your projects is a very unhealthy but a 

perfectly contrasting way to cope with what's going on and you feel very 

overwhelmed and stressed. When you manage to pull through it's almost 
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intoxicating like you could keep doing it over and over again, but that's not how 

your mind works and how your body works. You will eventually give in. 

I think that my freshman year I felt the need to compete like there's always this 

kind of like “oh, you know I slept only three hours last night I only had two hours 

last night.” I know a lot of people who always saw it as a challenge and I know 

one up, you know, trying to get a leg over someone because you slept less when 

in reality you probably should have gone to bed at a certain time because now 

your immune system is completely drained. You just can't do anything right now. 

I would say that regarding just kind of like the structure of it all and like how 

people were impacted from it. Again, people talk about it, but nobody has a real 

solution to it. Does that make sense? Like Oxford is a really small campus and 

they pride themselves on this organizational aspect of getting involved early, but 

nobody really steps in and is kind as a mediator. Like hey, maybe you shouldn't 

over commit early like it's OK if you don't, you could still be a regular college 

freshman or whatever college freshman entails. 

Lucy couldn’t help but laugh when trying to think about a “regular college freshman” in 

comparison with what we’d both experienced in our first year of college. After tossing around 

anecdotes about our friends attending larger, public universities, Lucy offered a definition of a 

regular Oxford freshman:  

I think I would say a regular college freshman at Oxford is someone who's getting 

involved in at least 16 or 17 credits because let's be real. Even though the school 

says the 16 credits like the max you should take like the average suggested. 

That's the minimum for most people. I feel like other regular Oxford College 

freshmen would be involved in a lot of opportunities. They would be, you know, 

rushing every executive board application they possibly could. They would try to 

get involved with some kind of jobs that shift their work study and they would try 

to get involved like in Oxford Farm research they would have something to keep 

them busy because everybody at Oxford seems like they have something to 

keep them busy. So, it feels like you're almost like losing out in the rat race If 

you're not getting involved. 

 

In her account, Lucy addressed a number of larger themes that emerged throughout my 

time talking with Oxford students. The rest of this chapter will look specifically at five areas of 

Oxford student culture: (1) visibility in a small, tight knit community; (2) the ideal student; (3) 

comparing oneself to others; (4) leadership; and (5) clubs and student organizations.  
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Visible in a Small, Tight knit Community 

As only a portion of undergraduates begin their 4-year education at Oxford, the student 

community is uniquely both connected to something larger and isolated in a local setting. The 

most common words used to describe Oxford were that it is a “small, tight-knit community” or a 

“small campus environment.” The college, with roughly 1000 students, is nestled into a rural 

town of just over 2000 residents, making the 56-acre campus its own kind of bubble. When 

talking about their experience being among such a small number of students, Alex, a second-

year student, explained:  

 
I think it's unique in that it's very small, but there are very scholarly people here, 

like overachievers. And so, it’s interesting, I think. I always remember a 

sophomore last year who told me that she had a friend that hated Oxford, 

because it was just like high school. It was so small, it's really cliquey. It's in the 

middle of nowhere. I think Oxford culture is unique because you can really lean 

into what you're interested in. You also see a lot of other people, there's lots of 

overlap with other people.  

 

While this close community improved social well-being for many students, it also meant 

that students see each other all the time, and, with that, they are always being seen by others. 

Many students described feeling very visible on campus. Talking about how this small campus 

impacted social life, Lucy explained:  

 
If one thing happens, everyone knows about it, and everyone has an opinion on 

it, and then everyone starts to spread their opinion on it. And then soon enough, 

it's just like, mob mentality where everyone believes the same thing. And 

because everyone's like, keeping you in check. Everyone's just so involved in 

each other's lives and stuff. It's hard to break from the mob. 

 

Similarly, another student described how, in an environment where “everyone knows 

everyone,” gossip and news spreads quickly.  

 
For the most part, I feel welcomed and appreciated on this campus. But, like 

many things in life, it can be kind of a double-edged sword. Because we are so 

small, your business gets around. You know, especially if you are well known on 
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campus. With social media, with Yik Yak11 in particular. Yik Yak is so d*mn toxic. 

Horribly toxic and especially at Oxford when only 1000 people. It is so easy to 

fabricate something that's not true and it's just a big game of telephone, right? 

You read something and it's a quick upvote. It just hurts when you're the subject 

of what they're talking about. 

 

This constant possibility of being seen also means students are left managing the ways 

they are seen by others. The ways students manage these impressions are shaped in large part 

by their perceptions of others as busy, involved, and successful: the ideal student.  

To be Busy and Involved: Performing the Ideal Student  

When students described their academic, social, and personal lives, they often 

compared themselves to what they viewed as some sort of quintessential student. This “ideal 

student” is a representation of what all students could or should be; it is not necessarily any real 

student around them, but rather a construction of the “right kind of student” meant to be strived 

for. This includes specific narratives about what is expected for students and how they are to 

manage these expectations. Interestingly, Lucy connected these expectations to the 

construction of a particular Oxford identity: 

I think it is not just an identity as a student, I think you have to add as an Oxford 

student, because there's a lot of expectations that not only does the school puts 

on you, there's also expectations from other students that they've put on you. So 

you have to be doing a lot of things. You have to be always studying, but you 

also have to be able to go out on the weekends to Atlanta to hang out or you feel 

left out, right and I think like. Of course, like. Being a studious student is good, 

but there's a limit to where it becomes, you're just overworked, right? And 

sometimes being too busy or studying too hard becomes normal standards that 

you are comparing yourself to others, right? Especially because people are 

studying. I mean in the connector [in the dorm] people study late at night. I'm 

guilty of that. People study in the library. It's 24/7 and you can see the library 

from the quad, right across the campus. That's basically our campus. 

 

 
11 “Yik Yak” is an anonymous social media platform where users sharing a geographic location can post 

information—it was previously shut down for inciting cyberbullying and hate speech but has resurfaced on 

many college campuses since 2021.  
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 But you see people studying everywhere and sometimes you're just walking in 

like “Should I be studying as well?” Maybe I'm not thinking about it constantly, but 

I’m subliminally thinking to myself “I should be studying too.” I should be doing 

this, I should be doing that based on what other people do, just because it's so 

visible, and you know the person too, right? Especially if it's a person you know, 

you think maybe you should be doing that too. 

Describing a similar sense of comparison, Daniel, a first-year student, tied the “ideal 

student” to everyone being so visible on campus. He explained:  

I have a friend who’s always like “you need to be doing everything.” Like if I’m 

just doing biology, that’s not enough. The ideal Oxford student is involved in a lot 

of things, multiple clubs to a high degree. Uhm, but that might just also be the 

people that you would see the most? You would always be commenting in the 

Oxford Group chat. Like the people you probably see the most from our people 

who are in clubs and are like advertising for that club or something. That’s 

probably why there’s that perception.  

Like many students, Daniel quickly offered a list of things expected of students. He also 

added the ways that this idealized student is a perception based on what people observe. 

Similarly, Lucy questioned whether this ideal student might represent a performance from 

students: students acting in ways they associate with what is expected of them. She said:  

I think high achievement can be a bit of a stereotype, but that’s again a visible 

thing that people would associate. But it might not be what’s actually true? I 

guess like maybe people aren't highly motivated, but they feel like they should be 

so they act. But really, it might be the exception. Maybe people perpetuate it 

because they think it is the expectation. If everyone else is working harder and 

feeling motivated, I should go be motivated, too.  

When talking about how sometimes other students made him reflect on his own work 

ethic, Justin, a sophomore at the time we spoke, explained how people compare themselves to 

this idealized student, often to the detriment of their well-being.   

People are involved in a lot of things. Everyone had a job and everyone was 

taking all these hard classes and like having a difficult lab. I remember knowing I 

didn’t want to overwhelm myself; I would think ‘Yeah, I'm only going to take one 

science class at a time like I don't want to have two labs at a time.’ That's like 

that's too much for me, or like I'm going to make sure I get a professor that's not 

really intense or crazy. And it's going to make this class easier. I'm someone who 

likes to balance it. 
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At Oxford, we are just going really hard. People are always saying “I gotta take a 

lot of classes. I have to make sure I'm involved in all these things. I need to be 

the President of this club” because they're trying to build up. There’s not a lot of 

work life balance. Like people always say they pulled it all nighter and I'm like 

‘well why did you do that?’ You probably could have used this sleep more than 

you could have used three extra hours of studying. 

 

Interestingly, in this quotation, Justin reveals how performing what is expected of the 

ideal student, while important for “building up” resumes, reputations, and skills, is frequently tied 

to unhealthy behaviors.  

   As students navigate these expectations to be constantly busy, they can find 

themselves, as Alex describes in the following quote, seeking to make everything feel 

productive. Even when students recognize the need for them to rest, the pressure to make 

everything productive leaves them compromising between “doing nothing” and “feeling 

productive.” Alex, a second-year student involved in numerous clubs and organizations, asked 

to schedule our interview at midnight—right after the end of their club meetings. At one point in 

our interview, she paused to check her calendar “just in case,” then told me that this interview 

felt productive because it was being used for research purposes.  

Alex: I'm constantly thinking about the work I have to do, just on my To Do List in 

general and also doing them constantly, which isn't really productive. It's just like 

you drag it on the entire day. That's why I feel like it's costly doing without 

actually finishing anything.  

 

Interviewer: What do you mean it is constant but not productive?  

 

Alex: I have such a long to-do list that even when I finish one, I don't feel like I 

have actually made much progress. So the difference between being constantly 

doing something versus being productive is that constantly doing something 

gives you a sense of being productive, a feeling of being productive without 

actually doing anything. So that is unproductively rewarding. You feel like you’re 

doing something. Receiving the email itself is not productive, but I think people 

feel like they're doing work by receiving an e-mail or their work right, even though 

they didn't do anything.  
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So I think that sense of feeling productive is not just contained to our school, but 

our society in general, because you emphasize so much “what's next? What's 

next? What's the next step you're going to take? What's your next goal? What's 

the next position you're going to get?” You want to procrastinate, but you also 

don't want to feel like you're doing nothing, so you find a compromise between 

the two. You drag on what you're doing, maybe even if it's something easy or 

hard. Drag emails on for the entire day. You would procrastinate on it while 

having the window up to feel productive. And feel like you're doing something, 

but instead you're actually avoiding it. 

 

Alex was not alone in thinking about how to co-opt time to feel more productive. Others 

described listening to lectures while taking naps, scheduling time to study with friends to make 

sure they’d see them and doing their homework in the dining hall. When I asked how rest fit into 

this need to feel productive, Alex explained how they never really see anyone resting, just co-

opting spaces for productivity. In this conversation, Alex revealed two connected aspects of 

student life: students rarely see others resting, and students struggle to “do nothing” without 

feeling as though they should be constantly working, regardless of how much work they 

complete. As Alex described, checking something off a to-do list, as an Oxford student, will 

never end—students are meant to always be busy.  

The Average Student is Above Average: Comparing Oneself to Others  

In the opening case study of this chapter, Lucy described that the average is “the 

minimum for most people.” While taking 15 credits is the generally recommended course load, 

this quickly became the minimum benchmark. During my own class registration as an Oxford 

first year, I too was told that “as long as I took over 15 credits,” I would “be okay.” While an 

above average cognitive bias is well documented, it seems that average, for Oxford students, 

serves as a minimum threshold to be a student at all. In this way, “what everyone else is doing” 

becomes a constantly moving and increasingly more difficult minimum threshold. This measure 

serves as a strong point of comparison for students, whereby seeing what others are doing is 

always also an evaluation of whether an individual is doing enough. Justin, who had made an 
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effort to make his life feel more balanced than he had his first year, recognized a sense of 

comparison. I asked him how he felt to set those priorities for himself, to which he responded: 

Yeah, I feel like sometimes it's hard not to compare yourself to other people.  

Oh my God, like they're doing well even recently, like some of my people I know 

were like, oh, I'm doing like scribing and like yeah and this and that. And I think 

that, if I'm not doing that, I am falling behind. I think to myself “should I be doing 

that?”  

 

It's hard not to compare yourself to other people who are on similar paths. When 

I compare myself to other people it becomes competitive, I guess. Sometimes it 

can motivate people if they're that kind of person, where they think they’re behind 

and need to be the best. 

 

Comparison becomes competition when students view that they are somehow behind 

their peers, as though competition is comparison becoming relational. Interestingly, competition 

seems to be something undesirable in the Oxford community. Talking about how she doesn’t 

want to be a “toxic student,” Lucy said: 

Sometimes it makes me insecure when I see some people are involved in so 

many things, and they seem to be doing it better than I do. I would say it 

motivates me, too. I mean, like, I don't want to be like that, like a toxic student. 

And I know what constitutes—I'm self-aware enough to know what constitutes 

like a toxic student here. But there's always going to be that edge of 

competitiveness. I think people who say they’re above that, I think they're lying.  

 

It seems that, while being aware of “toxic students,” competition still finds its way into 

many of these students' ideas about themselves and others. Expanding on how comparison and 

competition showed up in their life, Alex described social competition.  

Alex: I would say that our culture is more competitive in non-academics than 

academics. Because social groups are so small, they're constantly kind of going 

to the top and going down. Your ability to kind of be in a good social standing is 

so constantly on edge, that I think it kind of breeds a certain competitiveness. I 

think it's a direct competition for social standings, but also that people compete 

for things like club positions, and it's kind of a competition of who has more 

executive positions. And I think like Oxford, as kind of a case study, breeds 

competitiveness, and that people strive to be the most accomplished person on 

campus in a way that other campuses don't have because of the nature of 

Oxford, and it being so small. 
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Here, Alex is describing an overlap between social connection and the networking of 

organizations—a competition for “social standing” is also a competition for club positions. The 

lines between social life and the identities of ideal students are increasingly blurred as students 

face the pressure of “being in good social standing.” I then asked Alex if she found herself 

competing or whether it was possible not to compete. To this, they responded:  

Alex: I do participate to a certain extent, I do. And I think it's because it's more of, 

I wouldn't quite say survival, but there are certain things that are necessary for 

you to thrive later in life. I think clubs and those kinds of things are really 

necessary for you to stand out when you get to the main campus. I think 

academic pressures are very necessary to make sure that you thrive and get job 

opportunities later. I think most of these competitions have direct correlations into 

most people's futures, to the point where they become, like, important enough to 

compete. With social situations, I think it's a little bit less necessary. I can't say 

that I don't compete at all. But I do think I kind of take a step back where others 

wouldn't. 

  

Interviewer: How do you take a step back?  

  

Alex: In certain situations, it's very possible to not compete at all like, I think, if 

you don't really care about things like, social standing and stuff. But I do think 

that people struggle to not compete because of that implication of kind of their 

futures at stake. I think there's a large consensus of thought that if your name is 

known on this campus, it affords you more opportunities, in terms of that you 

know, more people in executive positions, you are afforded more opportunities to 

join things when you get to the main campus, and I think that's a very direct 

correlation of like, wanting to know important people on this campus and getting 

to know people who are really accomplished because it kind of in a way seems 

that your association with them will kind of bring you up to their level, if that 

makes sense. 

 

This competition, then, is directly tied to one’s confidence about the future. 

Competition—gaining more and more accolades, higher grades, and higher achievement—is an 

avenue to reach this idealized student and rise to someone’s “level.” Here, being seen and 

known for what you can contribute is directly associated with students’ perception of the future. I 

then asked Alex about overcommitment at Oxford and what that has to do with competition.   

One hundred percent. Yeah, I think it's a very much product of Oxford thing to, I 

don't know, like, I think it's a very product of competing of being at kind of elite 
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institutions like Emory, but I think that kind of, especially Oxford, like, there's this 

kind of need to sign up for as many things as you can and then kind of deal with 

the consequences of it later. 

 

Describing the expectations placed on students, Daniel explained:  

There is this invisible expectation where you are simply put into that class where 

there are a lot of you know, good students and like the professor really likes them 

and they're doing great, while you are kind of automatically comparing yourself 

with those good students. You set the expectation that since you got into Oxford, 

you are deemed as accepted into this highly intellectual and high achieving 

student community, which means you have to be somewhat like them. You 

cannot be bad generally.  

 

The threshold of what constitutes an average student is constantly rising, and easily known to 

students; when incoming freshmen arrive on campus, they are quickly exposed to norms and 

expectations of this “highly intellectual and high achieving student community.” At every turn, as 

Daniel notes, students are reminded that they “cannot be bad generally.” Interestingly, students 

already related this need to be “like others” and compare oneself to others to a sense of 

belonging to the school. When I asked him to describe what students have in common, Justin 

stated it this way: 

For everyone, their desire to belong. I think that's a main motivator for a lot of 

people besides, like getting good grades for your academics because your 

career depends on it. I think any first year students at any school are just trying to 

belong in a friend group, and not look like you’re alone. I think that is a big 

motivator for a lot of people. 

When I asked why “looking alone” is such a bad thing, he continued:  

You need to belong to something. That’s anywhere, people want to belong. They 

don't want to look like they're alone or that they don't have a lot of friends. 

Although I think as you learn, you realize it's fine to like, eat alone. I think when 

everyone is in the phase of trying to meet new people and not wanting to miss 

out on the college experience or feel like an outcast to like the typical college 

experience. Then it can make you feel like you're doing something wrong. 

In this quotation, we again see how comparison and the need to be like others is present in 

students' understanding of their community. The pressures of high achievement and 
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overcommitment, then, are not only about success, but tied to how students relate to each other 

and view their position within the community.  

Second-Year Seniors: Leaders Leading Leaders 

As a two-year campus, students quickly become “upperclassmen”–by their second year, 

they are essentially seniors, and are often generalized as all being “student leaders.” Among a 

student body of 1000 students, about 650 of them hold leadership positions across over 80 

unique clubs and organizations (“Quick Facts.” Oxford Website). The ability to get involved in 

leadership so early in one’s college career is one of the strongest draws of Oxford. The days of 

general body members have begun to pass, and nearly everyone in these clubs has some sort 

of position or title and are responsible for organizing events, setting up fundraisers, recruiting, 

running social media, and maintaining a presence on campus. Consider Justin, who told me he 

joined eight different organizations within the first week of school.  

  

A lot of people feel the pressure to go into those leadership positions, because 

there's so many people in leadership positions, either you or your friend, that you 

know at least one of them is in a leadership position. At the same time, there's so 

many people in leadership positions because they’re available. We open 

executive boards to first year students, because if you don’t, the club will likely die 

out. They’re dependent on first years getting involved. If they don't, there's no 

transfer of institutional knowledge over the years and that makes it hard for a club 

to live because then things are lost. By next June or next May, half of the campus 

is gone, the turnover is rapid. But you get to keep teaching and transfer the 

knowledge you have to the next generation of students.  

 

It’s great that there are so many opportunities for students, but, on the other hand, 

because there's so many people in leadership, if you're not in that leadership 

position, you do feel the pressure to join a club or the executive board. So, there 

is that difficulty. 

 

Here, Justin described the phenomenon of clubs and leadership as twofold- on one 

hand, there are so many positions because the leadership boards are so large, and, in relation 
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to this, everyone then thinks the only “right” way to be in a club is to be leader. Lucy had a 

similar observation: 

The only people that the students here really confide in is each other, and the 

only like value that they can find in themselves is often just their grades, like 

that's pretty much all they're left with at the end of the day. Because even things 

that are meant to be enjoyable, like art and theater and things like that, can get 

commodified, they are material leadership positions. 

 

 And people here have this mentality that you can't even join a club unless you're 

in a leadership position here. Because at the end, time is money and you just 

can't…if you're in the general body of a club and you're putting all your effort into 

doing those weekly meetings and you're doing this and you're doing that... you 

could be doing, you could be applying for something else and being a leadership 

position somewhere else. And that could make your LinkedIn, or your resume 

look a little better at the end of the day. And it's like... it's such an evil sh*tty way 

to think about it, but it's the truth about university and about higher education in 

America.  

 

Lucy was not alone in her perspective of how activities and spaces of community could be 

“commodified” or co-opted for a resume. Students described feeling difficulty disconnecting from 

the academic or productive potential of activities or opportunities, including how to enjoy things 

like art, theater, and community groups when they could be doing something else, applying for 

something else, or being a leader somewhere else. Describing how this pressure to fill 

leadership roles is connected to student culture, Justin said:  

 

I feel like the administration kind of promotes this image of “you're special here, 

you can do so much here.” You can’t really have a normal college freshman 

experience or whatever we call a normal one. It feels like it can't be okay at 

Oxford, and I think that's the problem. I think with students and executive culture, 

people are aware of the problem, but it's hard not to perpetuate it because 

there's no other solution. For example, people are trying a solution of opening 

executive boards to as many people as possible, but that's made it more difficult 

to initiate events. 

It’s like trying to really keep a club going. And clubs again are like the backbone 

of our culture. If you're not keeping your club going, that's your number one 

priority, so that club fails. You have to go back to the drawing board, so people 

tend to stick to the same routine, the same pattern, no matter how difficult it is on 

the students themselves. 
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Here, Justin says, you can’t have a normal college freshmen experience. Instead, expectations 

and pressures of leadership are an element of “the backbone of student culture.” Students seem 

to have no choice but to perpetuate it, even if it “is difficult on students themselves.”  

Oxford Culture: Passing it Down 

As incoming freshmen, Oxford students have more opportunities than their peers at 

larger or traditional 4-year institutions; they also carry the responsibility to influence student 

culture, carry out traditions, and set up the next set of students with a strong club model. In 

addition to the ways students share ideas about leadership, it is also an important tenet of the 

administration’s values: numerous retreats, leadership fellowships, workshops, and awards are 

devoted to training and supporting sophomores in leadership positions. A first-year class, 

“Learning to Lead” is offered and taught by these sophomore student leaders, as they learn to 

“teach to lead.” As students are learning to lead, they are at the same time telling themselves 

they need to already be leaders. As described in the previous section, student clubs are a place 

where institutional knowledge is taught to incoming students, as well as reinforced year after 

year.  

Clubs are considered “the backbone of student culture.” Student organizations are 

places where students emulate what it means to be a student—where examples of leadership, 

success, and student life are performed. They are sites where this ideal student is constructed, 

performed, and reproduced to future students. Daniel described it in this way: 

We think people think of success as kind of curating this perfect image of 

yourself in the world and presenting it in such a way that it's impossible for 

someone not to look away, like for example, with your resume. Everybody goes 

into things they're passionate about, but then pulls out when they realize maybe 

you know it doesn't really work with their goals, their aspirations, right?  

They feel that they need to fit into a certain niche and that needs some image 

created by people who came before them and so the image of success has 

already been well-established in Oxford's culture, and people are just 

perpetuating it because they feel like that is the standard they must live up to. 
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In the context of a community where students feel highly visible, this focus of how 

students present themselves adds to other students’ observations that, in order to be a student 

at all, they must perform in particular ways. Importantly, what Daniel describes here is that 

student culture is not merely a definitive set of social rules, but a continuous process of 

engagement and reconstruction of which students are active participants. These standards of 

how students are supposed to be are not written into codes of conduct, but constructed, as a 

communal process and performance, by students themselves. As an analytical space, then, 

student culture is more than something “held” or “shared” by undergraduate groups, but a site of 

constant social restructuring where social, academic, personal, and relational stages are 

brought into being. Student culture is acted out, embodied, and performed in everyday student 

acts. The next chapter turns to how these narratives, and their performances, structure 

students’ experience of stress and mental health.  
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Chapter 2: Student Stress 

 

 

“I feel like I don't understand stress here at Oxford that much…What does stress 

even mean to me, and what does it mean to other students?” 

 

 

Considered an “epidemic among college students” by the American Institute of Stress 

(Heckman 2019), student stress is among the top three most common student mental health 

concerns (CCMH, 2021). This chapter concerns how students understand and share 

experiences about their mental health on campus, with particular attention to how stress is 

embedded within discourse as a state of being that affirms identity and adequacy. College 

psychotherapist Declan Aherne (2001) suggested that students create meaning of stress 

through two developmental questions: “Who am I?” (Erikson 1968) and “Am I adequate?” 

(Combs, Richards, and Richards, 1976). This chapter looks at Daniel’s opening question “What 

does stress mean to me and other students?” through the lens of Aherne’s prompts. I am 

interested here in what mental health has to do with identity and adequacy for students, and 

how, through these discourses, stress is positioned as a way to be, rather than as a solely 

physiological or psychological experience.  

Conceptualizing Student Stress 

The World Health Organization (WHO) defines stress as a “state of worry or mental tension 

caused by a difficult situation” (2023). As such, stress is generally conceptualized as a 

psychological and physiological response to a stressor (Park and Folkman 1997; Pearlin 1989, 

1999). It is thought to be mediated by an appraisal process—a primary appraisal of evaluating 

the significance and threat of a situation, and a secondary appraisal where available coping 

resources are examined (Lazarus and Folkman 1984: 50). How stressors are appraised, what 
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that appraisal does, and how stress is experienced are also highly subjective and context- 

dependent (Park and Folkman 1997; McLeod, 2012). 

A certain kind of stress has always been expected for college students (Towbes & 

Cohen, 1996; D'Zurilla & Sheedy, 1991). Change, adjustment, new social rules, time 

management, finances, and families—these are all things we expect college students to 

appraise as stressful. Much research is devoted to identifying and understanding the intensity of 

stressors (see University Stress Scale, Student Academic Stress Scale, Perceived Stress 

Scale, etc.) to inform college counseling centers as they provide resources for students 

experiencing these very things..However, in recent decades, students seem to be stressed at 

higher and higher rates, and this stress is positioned as a mental health issue12. In this chapter, 

I demonstrate how student culture, through social influences on the appraisal process, positions 

stress as something highly intersubjective and connected to students' sense of themselves, as 

well as an important narrative performance of the ideal student.  

Oxford Student Stress 

At the beginning of many interviews, students were asked “how are you?” and encouraged to 

respond with whatever they noticed at that moment. When “stressed” appeared as the most 

frequent answer, they were asked to define what stress meant to them or what they 

experienced stress from. Below are some excerpts that represent common themes. 

  

➢ “Stress is the feeling of overwhelming feelings.” 

➢ “For me, stress manifests in stomach problems. Even if I'm not consciously 

anxious or stressed.” 

➢ “I’m stressed about everything I have to do. It never ends.” 

 
12 There is ample evidence suggesting a relationship between stress and mental health struggles (see 

Schneiderman, Ironson, and Siegel, 2005). The misalignment here is that seemingly all experiences of 
student stress are being framed (through clinical as well as colloquial discourses) as constituting mental 
disorder.  
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➢ “I feel stress from my parents about school.” 

➢ “People are always talking about reducing stress, but I think it’s almost revered in 

a certain way.” 

➢ “Things that shouldn’t be stressful are still stressful. I have a meeting with a tutor, 

which is a change in my routine, so I'm going to get stressed.” 

➢ “Stress is also a good way to make friends. Like I said, it also creates a sense of 

belonging with the people you're stressed with.” 

➢ “If someone else is stressed, I should be stressed as well.” 

➢ “I often feel stressed about not being stressed.” 

➢ “Stress is just in the environment being fostered.” 

 

Throughout my time talking with students, they referenced many of the developmentally 

expected stressful experiences—responsibility, expectations, and change. But they also spoke 

of how stress was relational, valorized, and part of the community. For these students, stress 

was much more than a response to a particular event, but a connection to identity, adequacy, 

and belonging. To explore the intersubjective experience of stress, this chapter follows how 

students connect their stress to the stress of others and entangle values with mental health, and 

how this serves as a personal and social performance of identity and adequacy.  

Am I Doing Enough? Stress, Comparison, and Adequacy 

When students talk about stress, they do so in connection with the stress of others, often 

comparing their stress to their peers as an evaluation of whether they were “doing enough.”  

Lucy, talking about the anticipation of finals week, shared this story:  

Lucy: Once the finals season was coming up, everyone was like, “Oh yeah, finals 

are here, here is all this anti-stress stuff.” I remember thinking that it was making 

me more stressed because I had my finals and was feeling okay about them, but 

then I was wondering if I should be more stressed.  

 

Interviewer: Do people talk about stress often?  

 

Lucy: Yeah, sometimes it's not helpful. Especially when they're preemptively 

getting you stressed about things and not offering a solution. People will say 
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“finals season is going to be so hard” or “final season was really hard for me last 

year” and I'm like okay, yeah great.  

 

I remember being with my friends at those events and not feeling too much 

stress, but then wondering if I should be more stressed. Should I be spending 

more time? That can make you feel self-doubt. You're like, am I missing 

something? For me, there have been times I've realized I'm missing something.  

 

I see other people and I just think “these people know what's going on more than 

I do. What are they talking about? What are they discussing? Why do they seem 

to know what's going on? Am I missing something? Did I forget something with 

my assignments? Am I preparing for this in the wrong way?” 

 

Before finals begin, school activity clubs hold a series of events for the purpose of “de-

stressing,” often carnivals with games, food, and therapy animals. Lucy described how, while 

they can be fun, it could also be a source of comparing stress to others. If you’re not stressed, 

then it might mean you don’t understand how much work you need to do, that you don’t care 

about your studies, or that you’re missing something. To revisit Aherne’s questions of student 

stress, it appears identity and adequacy are wrapped into Oxford students’ experiences of 

stress: the experience of stress—or lack thereof—is connected to how students perform the 

norms and ideals of Oxford students. As we saw in Chapter 1, students are inundated with 

expectations about overcommitment, leadership, and high achievement which undoubtedly 

incite multiple forms of stress. At the same time, they are tied to a cultural norm of being 

stressed—whereby being stressed indicates to oneself and others that a student is doing the 

right things. The stress process takes on its own performance as it positions students as 

productive, adequate, and high achieving.  

In a similar vein, Daniel notes how students talked about stress all the time, albeit in 

particular ways. He explains how talking about stress becomes stressful and leads to similar 

feelings of self-doubt and a feeling of inadequacy about doing enough.  

I think what stresses people out a lot here is the culture that's created. Emory is a 

hard school to get into because there are smart kids here. Everyone always 

expects the best from themselves. Everyone is super professional. You've got an 
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internship lined up after freshman year. If you don't, you feel like you're missing 

out on something. And that's just one example. People here are always trying to 

take the most credits, right? I mean, if you're taking 15 credits, it feels like you're 

not doing enough, when in reality that can be 5 classes, which is a lot. 

  

It just feels like you always need to be doing something academic, and I think 

that people feed into that. The culture that we have at Oxford at least is not 

conducive with also living a healthy life outside of classes. It's conducive to being 

more stressed out. It's conducive to getting less sleep, with eating less, and not 

having time to go to the gym. 

 

I feel like all I ever talk about when I'm in a conversation with a lot of students are 

test scores and how many other midterms people have. I think there's a bit of a 

vortex too, because, for a lot of people, that is all they talk about. And yes, 

Oxford can be a very stressful place. It’s perpetuated. Stress isn't something 

extra added on to the day. It's built into your day.  

 

A lot of my good friends do not see me during the week. We are like bears 

hibernating in the winter. You can find people in the library at 2:00 AM in the 

morning, but other than that, they basically do not exist on campus during the 

week, right? Seeing other people working so hard and having their life planned 

out makes me wonder if I'm doing something wrong if I'm not doing something 

right, which stresses me out by extension. And I do think our community has 

heartfelt efforts at combating stress. But it’s just a bigger problem than that. I 

never attempted to use the mental health resources. I've heard from many 

friends that we just don't have enough.  

 

An important part of stress highlighted in Daniel’s story is how he describes stress less 

as a specific psychological and physiological experience, but rather as an enduring state, 

something that is “built into your day.” Daniel does, at the end, relate this stress to the 

counseling center, admitting he has never tried to seek counseling but has heard that it would 

be insufficient. Instead, he says, stress is part of a “vortex” of the “culture that’s created.” In the 

following quotation, Daniel expands upon how “doing enough” is connected to his sense of 

identity and adequacy as a student.  

Daniel: There's a pressure to be premed because so many people are premed. 

Or there's like a pressure to do like 800 different things. Like you have to be in a 

lot of clubs or in different extracurriculars. If you're not doing that, you can kind of 

feel like you're not doing enough. And then that can make you feel like, why are 

you even at Oxford? Do you even belong there?  
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Interviewer: When you say not doing enough, do you mean merit? Or like earning 

your place?  

 

Daniel: For admission, yes, I think so. I think that's where many people get 

impostor syndrome, they feel like, why am I here? Like, if they get there and they 

eventually ask themselves, “Oh my God, do I even have the merit to be here?,” 

then that can probably be a stressful situation and cause them to feel a lack of 

belonging. Maybe belonging is feeling like you deserve to be there or you're 

supposed to be there or it's the right place for you in terms of school or our 

community.  

 

Interviewer: Do you feel connected to it?  

 

Daniel: I don't think I really did. I didn't really have any friends. I don't know if 

friends have to do with belonging. Maybe if you're feeling isolated, that can be 

part of it. I don't have a sense of community here, so then I don't have a sense of 

belonging.  

 

There's a pressure to be more high achieving at Oxford, I think, and that can 

contribute to a sense of belonging. Like, if you don't think you're as high 

achieving as other people, you're like, “why am I even here?” 

 

This evaluation of “doing enough” appears to operate on a binary scale; “doing enough” 

is continuously being defined and performed, and, by contrast, anything other than that is 

grounds for self-doubt: “why am I even here?” In students’ descriptions, this evaluation is also 

central to what it means to belong in this community. What Daniel’s experience, and the stories 

of many others included in this chapter, reveal is how self-doubt and uncertainty serve as 

sources of stress for students. Moreso, it seems that the performances expected within student 

culture are believed to provide some form of structure, or perhaps control, over these 

ambiguities. In another conversation with Daniel, he shared:  

Academic stress ties into everything. I think because we're given so many 

opportunities in so many different outlets, academics have become a bigger 

stress for me. On a long term scale, there's options now of what to do, and how 

to do it, and how to kind of model your life. At our age, we’re right in the middle of 

deciding what we will do and how we will build our lives and so it’s a stress that is 

always there. Like, what if I pick the wrong thing, what if I don’t pursue what I 

actually want?  
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Immediate feelings of stress are definitely something that I feel already often and 

it's kind of like, a lot of pressure, like a lot of things on your shoulder. I think 

stress can exhibit itself in many ways.  

 

But I think kind of like a key factor of stress that everyone feels is that things are 

just building up. And it's kind of a sense of a lack of clarity rather than fear, or 

kind of like confusion rather than fear in terms of like, being able to assess what 

you need to do. And I think a lot of the stress comes from like, as like, in terms of 

like patterns that I see in myself, a lot of stress comes from not planning ahead or 

understanding it, and that type of thing, more than actual, like workload.  

 

Students explore what stress means to them through identity and adequacy, measured 

by perceptions of productivity, function, and achievement. Additionally, performance seems to 

take on a moral quality (Rosenbaum and Liebert, 2015). When we were talking about what is 

expected of students at Oxford, Lucy related stress to being a good person:  

Lucy: I consider myself to be a good student here. I'm in good standing grades 

wise. I'm really involved in a lot of things here and I'm able to balance that pretty 

successfully. But I will say, people here definitely glorify busyness, just being 

busy. Everyone expects you to be involved in so many kinds of things. It seems 

like the more that you do, the better person you are.  

 

Interviewer: How does this glorification of busyness impact you?   

 

Lucy: Sometimes it makes me insecure when I see some people are involved in 

so many things, and they seem to be doing it better than I do. I would say it 

motivates me, too. I mean, like, I don't want to be like that, like a toxic student. 

And I know what constitutes—I'm self aware enough to know what constitutes 

like a toxic student here. But there's always going to be that edge of 

competitiveness. I think people who say they’re above that, I think they're lying.  

 

In addition to the “ideal” student discussed in Chapter 1, there is also a figure of a “toxic” 

student, one who is always competing. The line between the “ideal” and “toxic” students 

becomes increasingly blurred as students negotiate how to be a good, kind, and welcoming 

student while at the same time achieving at higher and higher levels.  
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Stress, Mental Health, and Value  

For students at Oxford, mental health is a term that follows them everywhere. Countless student 

groups and initiatives are devoted to raising awareness about mental health, decreasing the 

stigma of medication and therapy, and hosting events for students to talk about their mental 

health and connect with others. Like many schools and workplaces during the height of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, “mental health rest days” were implemented. In the one to two years 

before I began talking to these students, campus life had revealed a new set of initiatives 

related to student well-being. The school’s Counseling and Career Services (CCS) frequently 

collaborates for outreach and community events. Suffice to say, “mental health” is everywhere 

at Oxford, and it is everyone’s responsibility. In the following quote, Alex describes this ubiquity 

of mental health: 

Everywhere around campus, there are signs saying “Oh, are you feeling 

stressed? Text this number.” “Oh, take care of your mental health.” “Oh, take a 

breather today.” Then I have three weeks of straight tests back to back to back. I 

didn't sleep for like almost three days. And I knocked out and my roommate said I 

looked dead. My roommate said I look like a dead person.  

 

While people are talking about student mental health, students are navigating their well-

being in a culture where stress is entangled with their identity as a student. Students are aware 

of these juxtapositions—how are they to “take care of their mental health” when they feel that 

they need to stay awake for three days? As Alex said above, these messages about mental 

health and self-care exist within a social field where students are expected to do whatever it 

takes to succeed academically. These expectations, however, that make students feel like 

staying awake for days on end is necessary, are perpetuated by student culture. Lucy describes 

this here: 

I think that people recognize the issue of mental health, especially people who 

have been at Oxford campus for more than a year. I think that there's a lot of 

effort, for example, to make executive boards less stressful and reduce the 
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amount of work that they ask for from their leadership, but at the same time I 

think stress is almost revered in a certain way.  

The issues of mental health are recognized by most students, yet these efforts exist 

within an environment where that stress and overcommitment can be “revered.” Consider how 

Alex described well-being: 

Functionally being able to do what you need to do. Not getting too bogged down 

with stress or loneliness and being somewhat stable in your habits and your 

health routines. 

 

College is a critical time for young adults to create ideas about health and develop health 

behaviors that are predictive of future health outcomes (Visser and Hirsch. 2014). What we see 

here is how “mental health” comes to be defined as a measure of functioning in addition to a 

physiological and psychological experience. 

 

Meanings of Stress and Stress Narratives  

 

When talking about stress, students described it often as a motivating factor or a structuring 

force, suggesting that the negotiations and ambiguity of student life could be made sense 

through standards of busyness, achievement, and productivity. In doing so, they also described 

specific forms of talking about stress, and the experiencing that fell within, or were excluded 

from, stress as an identity affirming experience. This last section follows stress as it becomes a 

source of affirmation and adequacy as well as how it is negotiated on campus.  

When we talked about stress, Alex described how stress can be a motivating 

factor: 

 

Oh, stress. I always thought of it as a motivating factor. So like, it keeps me on 

my toes, it keeps me waking up every day. I guess people will say it's unhealthy. 

I go to sleep stressed, and that is how I wake up. I wake up stressed and that's 

how I woke up on time for my classes, because if I went to bed peacefully and 

relaxed, I would slip through my classes, which happened this year and last year 

too.  
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So for me I always thought it's like a way to get going in life. It's kind of like how 

people have standards or guidelines that are objectives. It’s a daily calendar for 

me—that's my stress like “oh what's stressing me out the most?” And like okay 

what's stressing me out is this essay due in two days instead of this bio 

homework due tonight, so I'll probably work on the essay first and then I'll do the 

homework. So that kind of helps guide me too, so I try not to think of the negative 

thing, because there is good and bad stress, and I feel like people often see 

stress as a negative thing. 

 

For Alex, stress is a wake-up call, an energizer, a sense of priority, and a way to move through 

the world. Describing a similar distinction, Lucy shared her perspective:  

 
Interviewer: Would you say that stress is a positive thing, a negative thing? What 

do you think about stress? 

Lucy:  I think stress can be both. I always say I like getting stress from what I 

want, what’s related to my passions, like work related to my career in music. Like 

“Oh, I can't think of something to write or like a melody to like fit in this song.” And 

then that's a lot of positive stress I get in trying to solve the puzzle to get what I 

want. And then after I solve it, I feel fulfilled. I get adrenaline and stuff like that. 

Negative stress I guess, for me it would be schoolwork, because that's not 

necessarily what I want to do right now or in the future. It's not related to anything 

I want to do in the future. I feel very forced to do it. And even if I don't feel the 

pressure to try hard and be as good as everyone else and at the same pace... it’s 

school and everyone is doing the same thing, and walking in the same direction, 

trying to get good grades. Even if I don't want to feel that pressure, sometimes 

it's still there. 

Interviewer: So it's hard to kind of escape like the collective path and goal, do you 

think that’s kind of a message from college itself? 

Lucy:  Yes, and I think colleges aren't really at fault for that because they're 

trying. Because college is like a place where you can explore and find different 

career options that you didn't know of, and college is just trying to push that so 

you can be successful, make money and also make the university money. So I 

don't think colleges are at fault for that, but I think a big thing is that no one here 

knows what they're doing or what they're really supposed to do, which is why 

everyone is following the same flow, recruiting for internships like stressing it out 

about the same midterms and exams and stuff like that, yeah. So I don't think 

anyone is at fault. It's just what the culture is like. 
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Most students described stress in similar terms to stress researchers—recognizing a difference 

between good stress and bad stress. An important distinction, though, is how Oxford students 

described good and bad stress less as an estimation of the threat it posed to their coping 

resources, and more so in terms of how it affected their ability to get work done. The appraisal 

of stress seems to be much more of an evaluation of functioning than a judgment of social and 

emotional well-being. Justin described this in the following conversation:  

 

I think that healthy stress is recognizing your priorities, being a little stressed 

about having so many things to do. But you still get them done. Sometimes 

stress can be motivating.  

 

A certain level of stress can be motivating, and for some students, even thought to be 

necessary to complete tasks. Yet, this becomes an issue when stress is embedded in everyday 

life. Justin continued:  

The problem is that the stress at this school, it's hard to manage, because the 

state of our mental health is so bad. I've never been this uninvolved at school in 

my life. And I started so many things at the beginning of the semester that I 

haven't done and after like two weeks of doing them, I just stopped participating 

and doing things and, and yet, I still feel like I'm drowning in work. And that I can't 

catch up. 

 
It appears that there are particular ways students can, and are supposed to, talk about 

stress, as well as details and experiences that are less acceptable and may be 

stigmatized.  

Daniel: I feel like I don't understand stress here at Oxford that much.  

 

Interviewer: In what ways?  

 

Daniel: What does stress even mean to me, and what does it mean to other 

students? I’m thinking about my anthropology class. I don’t think I understand 

everyone’s stress, because we're not the same person and we don't understand 

each other well enough. It's hard for us to be on the same page. Everyone has 

their own ideas with feelings of stress. Maybe they don't spend enough time to 

define it, maybe they don't spend enough time wondering about it, or they just 

know something is there that's causing them to feel anxiety, that's causing them 
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to feel the result of stress, but it is never analyzed, and I hadn't really spoken to 

people enough about that to understand what it’s like.  

 

Interviewer:  So it sounds like stress is very personal…  

 

Daniel: That's what I think. Maybe it has to do with stigma. People don't really 

talk about it, or people will try to talk about it, which is why I appreciate this 

research and that we are talking about this right now. People don't like to be 

vulnerable, so they don't want to do things that make them vulnerable. Stress 

may be something that makes people feel vulnerable. This is probably why 

people just say “Hey I'm stressed” or like, “I'm doing okay you know just 

stressed”–you know those typical responses, instead of giving you a detailed 

answer. They're not going to say, like, “Oh my goodness I got like a 46 on my 

exam and that's like 75% of my grade.” 

 

When talking about how she doesn’t stress as much as she used to, Lucy said:  

Some people are okay with saying “oh I'm not stressed and like I have this time 

to do other things” but then other people may look down on that in a way. As if, 

because you're not stressed, you probably don't care about your career.  

 
 
Lucy described how she felt she wasn’t as stressed as others, but she was still constantly 

stressed. Interestingly, being less stressed than others, she thinks, can sometimes mean that 

you don’t care as much about what students are supposed to care about. Lucy mirrors the 

observations of many other participants—the experience of stress serves as an indicator that 

students were doing the right things. On the other side of that, not feeling stressed can spur 

feelings of self-doubt, whereby seeing other people being stressed makes students wonder if 

they are doing enough or working hard enough. In my conversation with Justin about how stress 

is negotiated on campus, he explained how there are particular ways students do and do not 

talk about stress:  

Yeah, I think definitely like If you're stressed about school, like “oh, I'm stressed 

about the test,” but not like “Oh my God I'm so stressed I'm like falling apart and 

I'm freaking out 'cause I'm not doing well in the class.” I feel like that's less 

acceptable than when I'm stressed about the test or like it's less acceptable to be 

like ‘These are like some horrible personal things that are happening to me’ and I 

want to talk to my friends about them, but like that can be kind of hard. You 
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wouldn't admit that to someone who's just like in your class, but maybe you talk 

about your back to your friends. But yeah, I think that's an interesting idea like 

what's acceptable, what's not. 

And then sometimes, maybe they're shame involved like, oh, I got a 20 on the 

last Test. Some people will joke about that and then some people will hide it 

because they feel ashamed, yeah, and they don't want people to think less of 

them.  Yeah, I think people can get uncomfortable if you're being too personal 

like that. If I'm like “damn, I’m so stressed about this test” that is fine. But if I say 

“Oh I'm so stressed, my life is falling apart, I'm clinically depressed. I have no 

motivation to like to bathe or anything,” people might get really uncomfortable. 

 
Daniel’s questions about what stress means for students is incredibly important to our inquiry 

into student mental health given the norms of how students are supposed to be stressed. Stress 

that leads to a lack of productivity, keeps someone from overcommitting, or any other number of 

“non-ideal” student actions is quickly stigmatized and even appraised as something close to 

failure. Stress, then, can both affirm or put into question someone’s ability to perform as an ideal 

student depending on the context and utility of that stress.  

Further, it is important to notice how stress as a narrative of performance incites certain 

meanings while potentially obscuring others. Throughout my conversations with Oxford 

students, stress was the most frequently used term to describe any kind of mental well-being or 

emotional experience. It seemed that everything, from success to failure to relationships, could 

be explained in terms of how stress operated in their academic and social field. By defining 

experiences in terms of stress, students performed their knowledge and adequacy as a student, 

placing experiences within value systems of worth and productivity. This leads us to question 

what other experiences these students are having related to their mental health, and in what 

ways “stress” as a narrative has become a placeholder or dominant narrative that construes 

mental health more broadly as an evaluation of objective functioning.  

With this in mind, it is important to look at how students also described what self-

understanding, empathy, and reflection had to do with their understanding of mental health. 
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Justin, who had made many efforts to enjoy his education more, described his journey of self- 

discovery as he moved through Oxford.  

Justin: I don't think failure was talked about a lot because when you're straight 

into college, all you're looking for is running to success. So, I guess any slight 

deviation from that could be seen as failure, especially if it’s based on yourself. 

Instead of looking at other people, because I think for a lot of people when you 

look at others and they have some shortcomings, you can view it in a more 

empathetic way.  

 

Interviewer: So when it's yourself you find it easier to think of as failure?  

 

Justin: Yeah, definitely. A lot of my friends I've seen, I have felt that way. And 

from a third person view, getting a bad grade on an exam, you don’t think of it as 

a failure when it’s your friend. Yeah, but it's easier to kind of put it in perspective 

when it's not yourself. Like right now I think that way too, which is good. 

But I remember a lot of my friends had trouble understanding that because 

they're just focused on like, ‘oh if I get this bad grade then like it's going to be on 

my resume and like it's not going to be good for my GPA when I'm competing 

with so many other smart people, and then I'm a failure.’ 

 

Interviewer: What did you think about the programming on campus, about failure 

or about mental health?  

 

Justin:  I didn't think any of it helped until I understood what mental health meant 

to me. Until I was able to empathize and be educated on how others, how my 

friends could feel and experience. You know, like how sad they can be, how 

happy they can be. I think unless you have personal experience and like are also 

empathetic to yourself about how you can feel at times when, like during certain 

situations.  

 

Like unless that happens, I think the messages that they do tell us yes, they're 

helpful and we will regurgitate that to our friends who look stressed in a 

lighthearted way, but I think unless like you've seen your friend experience 

something and you've experienced something as well, those messages don’t 

really mean anything. And like you don't really know the true meaning of what it 

means to take care of yourself, like take a break when you need to. And learning 

self-love, that kind of stuff. 

 
As Justin began to better develop his own sense of identity, adequacy, and value outside of 

student culture, he learned how to care for himself, how to better support others, and how to 

better cope with the situations he experienced. The next chapter turns to an analysis of student 
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culture, mental health, and productivity to place belonging in the context of a caring campus 

community.   
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Chapter 3: Belonging and Mental Health 

 

It doesn’t seem like it’s the school perpetuating this [kind of belonging], it’s the 

students. Every year we get new students, and there are so many ways for them 

to be involved. It also seems like Oxford is choosing the right kinds of people to 

bring here, people who have something to offer.   

“Everybody is talking about belonging,” reads a recent headline from The Chronicle of Higher 

Education (Lu, 2023). Belonging is a subject of strong attention as institutions face rising 

pressure related to enrollment and retention during the changing landscape of who attends 

college and at what cost (see Fotuhi and Barbaro, 2022; Osborne and Shock, 2023). Relatedly, 

some researchers following student well-being have framed increasing mental health struggles 

as in part a “crisis of not belonging” (Fivush 2022; Lu, 20223; see also Anderson 2023, 

Gopalan, Linden-Carmichael, and Lanza, 2022). There are obvious reasons universities are 

turning to belonging-focused initiatives as sites of intervention for college mental health: 

belonging is believed to be a protective factor against mental health issues as well as a strong 

predictor of academic success, retention, and college satisfaction (Gopalan and Brady 2020). 

Being involved in the community is positively associated with belonging in most measurements; 

yet, what that sense of belonging means, how it operates in students' lives, and how belonging 

is related to health behaviors is often under-examined (Samura, 2016). As Daniel demonstrates 

in the opening quotation, belonging is constructed and experienced in large part by students 

themselves, though belonging initiatives tend to highlight the role of the larger administration as 

what they should feel they belong to. In this chapter, I look at how Oxford student culture 

positions belonging within instrumental values that makes students feel the only way to be a 

student is to be overworked, constantly stressed, and always busy. What we see from Oxford 

student culture suggests that a sense of belonging may also perpetuate norms and affiliations 

that are at times detrimental to students' well-being by equating mental health with the ability to 

function at higher and higher levels.  
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Why Belong?  

Long considered a basic human need (Maslow 1954), a strong sense of belonging is assumed 

to be an unequivocally positive experience for social, emotional, and physical health. A sense of 

belonging is widely considered to be a positive concept associated with greater social and 

psychological functioning (Hagerty et al. 1996), social acceptance (Freeman et al. 2007), self-

confidence (Pittman and Richmond, 2007), and satisfaction with college (Soria and Stebleton, 

2013). Belonging correlates with stronger persistence, engagement, and mental health 

(Gopalan and Brady, 2020), and is thought to be a protective factor against stress (Abdollahi et 

al., 2020; Baumeister and Leary, 1995), depression (Hagerty, 2005), and loneliness (Hagerty et 

al., 1996; Hoffman et al., 2002). Student culture is often cited as a critical space of belonging; 

yet, while incredibly powerful for structuring individual experience, the norms and attitudes 

student culture proliferates need more investigation (Levinson, 1998).  

Defining Sense of Belonging  

A sense of belonging for students is generally defined by feelings of being accepted, included 

by and connected to their institutions, often by feeling that they play an integral role in the 

community (Goodenow, 1993:80; Tinto, 2012:66). Studies of belonging in the college specific 

context are relatively still in their “infancy” (Tovar and Simon, 2010), and many researchers 

agree that more research is needed to better understand subjective and intersubjective sense of 

belonging (Samura, 2016; Gopalan and Brady, 2020). In this analysis, I follow Strayhorn’s 

(2018) well-accepted definition of college student belonging:  

“Students’ perceived social support on campus, a feeling or sensation of 

connectedness, and the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, 

accepted, respected, valued by, and important to the campus community or 

others on campus such as faculty, staff, and peers” (4).  
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Strayhorn notes that, while much research has focused on factors that influence belonging and 

on the outcomes like achievement and adjustment, less research has focused on social 

identities and campus environments (2018:3).  

Belonging at Oxford 

While researchers have clearly defined and measured sense of belonging, more attention is 

needed to understand how students themselves engage with and experience a sense of 

belonging on campus and how that affects their mental health ideas and practices. I will now 

revisit certain themes within student culture to better conceptualize how belonging operates at 

Oxford and how it informs a study of college mental health. This chapter addresses instrumental 

value within student belonging, how mental health is equated with high functioning, how 

students balance health and success, and how belonging, in this context, may be reinforcing 

unhealthy behaviors. I place these findings in the context of calls for a “caring campus” followed 

by a discussion of empathy and reflection among Oxford students.  

Belonging as Instrumental Value  

Drawing upon their “small, tight knit community,” many students defined belonging as 

having to do with connection and affiliation. Many students referenced cultural and spiritual 

organizations as the most important spaces of connection for them to explore their identities and 

learn about their peers. Despite this, when they described what a sense of belonging felt like, or 

what it might mean to belong, students brought up meeting expectations and comparing 

themselves to others. While Oxford’s numerous clubs devoted to cultural appreciation are 

spaces of connection and community building, students cited a sense of irony that these spaces 

are situated within a larger club structure that operates on norms of leadership, 

overcommitment, and constant stress. Even within these clubs, the pressure to lead programs, 

attend events, and keep a club afloat positioned something as central as cultural identity as at 

times a space of commodification, as some students noted. 
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In the beginning of this chapter, Daniel noted that students who belong at Oxford all 

have something to offer. The school itself seems to be recruiting a certain kind of student—

those who are highly motivated, highly involved, and high achieving. While belonging is usually 

theorized as connection, comfort, and acceptance, these students seem to be experiencing a 

sense of belonging rooted in instrumental value. Their sense of affiliation and connection to their 

community appears contingent upon their ability to perform in particular ways: as a student 

described earlier, students “cannot be bad generally,” or they “would not be there.” Involvement 

is a core tenet within theories of university belonging, as is “student engagement.” Students who 

are more involved in their community, research shows, are likely to experience a stronger sense 

of belonging (Hazel, Vazirabadi, and Gallagher, 2013; Masika and Jones, 2016). This is true for 

Oxford students as well; however, in the context in which “involvement” is defined and 

“belonging” is experienced, this student engagement is intertwined with students’ sense of 

identity, adequacy, and value. Further, in a context where over-achievement is considered 

average, seeking a stronger sense of belonging could mean “signing up for as many things as 

you can and dealing with the consequences later”, as one student described. Students are 

always thinking of how to make their activities more productive, more valuable, and more 

successful. As demonstrated in Chapter 1, a general body member of a club may have in the 

past been considered an intrinsically valuable member of the community just by being there; 

however, the standard of value is constantly increasing—for your time to be valuable, you must 

be the leader, the best. Otherwise, why do it at all?  

Mental Health and the Fallacy of Functioning  

If belonging is thought to be a protective factor of mental health (Gopalan and Brady 2020), we 

also need to understand how mental health operates. As shown in Chapter 2, students are 

surrounded by mental health programming and initiatives. Around every corner, it seems, they 

are introduced to a new program or given advice to “take care of their mental health.” At the 
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same time, these messages are juxtaposed with student culture that associates student identity 

with high performance and productivity. In this way, student narratives mirrored what college 

counselors Phillip Rosenbaum and Heather Liebert (2015) have recognized as a tendency to 

view health as an objective measure:  

“The contemporary importance placed on performance creates a system that 

associates success, productivity, and achievement with health. In other words, 

“mentally healthy” has come to mean being able to perform, often at high levels 

and across different contexts” (187).  

For these students, mental health, too, finds its place in the framework of how students believe 

they are meant to function and how they perceive their peers to be performing. Lucy, in Chapter 

Two, described how performance, and perhaps even morality, are intertwined with high 

functioning health:  “It seems like the more that you do, the better person you are.” Describing 

this very experience, Rosenbaum and Liebert continued: “performance has almost taken on a 

moral quality, closely connected with how one ought to be in the world” (187).  Mental health 

then, through narratives and expectation of performance, function, and achievement, is 

connected to students' sense of identity and adequacy, which ultimately shapes their 

understanding of and connection to sense of belonging.  

 

Negotiating Health, Stress, and Productivity  

Oxford students must navigate this culture of busyness, high achievement, and involvement 

while at the same time learning how to balance their workload, foster relationships, make sense 

of their identities, and craft systems of value. Three important phenomena appeared throughout 

my conversations with students that are particularly meaningful to the ways that student culture 

orients health behaviors. I will now review three spaces of negotiation: the distinction between 

good and bad stress, the self-performance of productivity, and the binary of success and failure. 

Good Stress and Bad Stress  
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When students describe stress, they demarcated clear lines between what was “good 

stress” and “bad stress.” Stress has been shown to play a physiological and psychological role 

in our functioning capacity; good stress or “eustress” is a normal and necessary part of our 

awareness and cognitive activation (Lazarus and Folkman 1984) and is linked to better learning 

outcomes (Rudland et al., 2020), sense of self efficacy (O’Sullivan 2011), and motivation and 

attention. Accordingly, “bad stress” refers to stress that is appraised as threatening and outside 

of one’s available coping resources, typically characterized by negative affect. While students 

described “good stress” similar to stress searchers, “bad stress” showed some distinction. For 

students, this “bad stress” is defined as anything that stops someone from being able to get 

their work done, with little to no regard for their affect. In other words, stress is less about how it 

makes students feel physiologically, but rather how it affects their ability to function at high 

levels. 

The Performance of Productivity  

In Chapter 2, Alex described feeling the need to make every moment productive—

emphasizing the feeling of productivity rather than the measurement of how much was 

completed. Productivity in and of itself is certainly no bad thing, and is critically important for 

universities looking to improve student performance, retention, and success (Hazel, Vazirabadi, 

and Gallagher, 2013). What is different here, again, is the degree to which productivity is 

enmeshed in structures of value, identity, and adequacy. Alex, as with many other students, 

described a need to be constantly busy, stressed, and “doing something.” She shared how she 

keeps her laptop open so that it feels like she’s doing work and how receiving an email feels like 

completing a task. A consistent busyness—and a consistent stress—subverts Aherne’s (2001) 

question of “am i adequate?” by providing a performance of adequacy without having to define 

or reflect on adequacy. Further, this distinction between feeling productive and being productive 

reveals that, in some ways, the affirmation of “doing enough” is more important, and perhaps 
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more contested, than actually having produced and completed assignments. This suggests that 

it is possible students spend a considerable amount of their time in the performance of 

productivity—time that could be used for rest, for joy, or for positive well-being. It is this 

perception of lack of time and narrative of constant busyness that positions rest and well-being 

as unattainable or as counter to being the ideal student.  

Performance of Failure and Struggle  

In addition to the nuances embedded in student productivity, success and failure was a 

space of particular conflict between functioning and struggling. When students identified the 

means of success and achievement, they also, explicitly or by exclusion, described an 

ambiguous and avoidant state of failure.13 While success was generally described as striving 

for, and continuing to succeed within an abundance of leadership positions, earning perfect 

grades, being well-known, and having clear goals for the future, less talked about were the ways 

in which failure shows up or is communicated in students' lives. Success and failure were 

constructed as mutually exclusive states of being—not as experiences. Alex summarized the 

relationship between success and failure in this simple line: “any slight deviation from success 

could be seen as failure, especially if it’s based on yourself.” To cope with this binary, Lucy 

suggests, students, including herself, would perform struggle, while at the same time clinging to 

success; Lucy described, in her opening case study, that students, including herself, would 

express that they were failing so that, when they ultimately did not, the success would feel even 

stronger. This “failure” that Lucy describes, though, is also defined in the context of Oxford 

students: failure could mean anything less than perfect, or “any slight deviation from success.” 

The culturally situated and shared narratives of success and failure make it difficult for students 

to understand their experiences beyond this binary. The performance of struggle, for many, is a 

 
13 The arguments presented in this section were previously presented at by Wilson, Kwak, Nelson, 2022 

at the Oxford Scholar Research Symposium and Georgia Undergraduate Research Conference. 
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way to cope with the very real realities of student struggle while operating within the desired 

levels of high achievement and constant productivity.  

Belonging and Well-being: Is Belonging Always Good?  

Belonging is considered to alleviate stress (Abdollahi et al., 2020; Peterson et al., 2008), yet, 

here, stress serves as a prerequisite to belong. The very definition of an Oxford student can be 

summarized in one word: stressed. How is it that a sense of belonging can at the same time 

promote the idea that, in order to be a student, they must be always busy, stressed, and high 

achieving? In the context of Oxford student culture, a sense of belonging might actually 

perpetuate practices, such as lack of sleep, constant comparison, and self-doubt, that are 

detrimental to student mental health.  

What is perhaps most important about students' distinctions of stress is the degree to 

which stress is sought after. Stress can be a very helpful physiological response that mediates 

functioning; it is when students are stressed all the time—or feel that they should be—where 

student stress becomes a more concerning issue. The experience of stress affirms to oneself 

and others that someone is doing the right things, and, relatedly, that someone belongs. As 

cultural capital, knowing, performing, and perpetuating the norms of high achievement and over-

commitment within Oxford culture are essential to being connected to the institution. Even more, 

students are considered to arrive at the school already seeking to be leaders and high 

achievers. Their sense of visibility on campus only magnifies these conflicts, making it harder, 

as students described, to disconnect from the shared narratives and expectations.  

 Deconstructing the instrumental values intertwined with student sense of belonging 

makes clear how sense of belonging cannot be assumed to be an unequivocally positive 

experience. Student involvement and engagement, while a pillar of belonging theories, must be 

considered in the context in which students are being involved. Further, when belonging is 

defined alongside the presence of stress, efforts to reduce stress might actually, in a convoluted 
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way, contradict a students’ subjective experience of belonging. Not being stressed, as students 

said, can mean students don’t care about their careers. Not being involved, in many ways, is 

equated to the morality of a person. Sense of belonging here is intricately tied to students' 

sense of themselves, a subjectivity that must be understood in the context in which they 

experience themselves.  

 

Towards Better Understanding Belonging  

If the values with which belonging is measured are entangled students' sense of identity and 

adequacy, and these values are determined through evaluations of high achievement, success, 

busyness, and stress, how might students feel a sense of belonging that aligns more with what 

researchers suggest when they speak of acceptance, care, and community? As mentioned in 

the beginning of this chapter, sense of belonging is among the latest responses to the college 

mental health crisis. It is thought to be an avenue to change campus culture and inspire 

environments based on mutual acceptance and care for oneself and others. One of the most 

famous of such initiatives, the “Caring Campus initiative” (Institute for Evidence-Based Change), 

also bases itself on fostering a sense of belonging on campus. The concepts of belonging 

sought within these programs, though, fails to account for the entanglements of local student 

cultures and how they inform students’ mental health, subjectivity, identity, and adequacy.  

At this point, it is worth asking: do students at Oxford seek a sense of belonging not 

based on their ability to achieve? To ask this question, we need to first review how identity 

and adequacy is defined through external performance to inform belonging. One student, 

describing how many students think about themselves, shared that “the only value that they 

can find in themselves is often just their grades.” The distinction between “am I enough” and 

“am I doing enough?” becomes increasingly blurred as students associate their identity and 

worth—as well as their sense of belonging—with collectively defined standards of what is 

“enough.” This distinction between identity and experience may be exacerbated as students 
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feel that their performance of “enough” is always visible to others. This negotiation is a 

process of looking to others for examples and standards, as well as conceptualizing oneself 

as a separate “self” that can be looked upon. Their very sense of themselves—their 

subjectivity—is a continuing process of experiencing themselves as both connected and 

separate from those around them (See Ozawa-de Silva, 2021). When their sense of 

themselves informs and is informed by external values of achievement and productivity, 

students “may experience themselves as the problem, albeit in a very complicated way 

(Rosenbaum and Leibert, 2015:187).  

At the end of Chapter 2, I shared my conversation with Justin as an example of how 

students learn about themselves and construct their own self concepts in the context of 

student culture. Justin cites empathy as the most important factor in his development of his 

identity and understanding of mental health. He described experiencing emotions with 

others and crafting his ability to support his friends helped him learn the “true meaning of 

what it means to take care of yourself,” as well as “learning self-love.” Even more so, Justin 

cited empathy as a fundamentally relational and social experience that has improved his 

relationships and helped him to better understand the kind of belonging he is searching for.  

Given this, it certainly does seem that students are desiring a form of belonging that 

is not dependent on their ability to perform at high levels all the time. Throughout this thesis, 

students talked about uncertainty and loneliness as some of the greatest motivations to 

participate in and latch onto this concept of belonging that suggests that, if they can 

continue to “do enough,” they will belong. Belonging is an essential component as students, 

universities, and mental health professionals move forward within college mental health. At 

the same time, is it critical that we first understand the context in which belonging comes to 

mean something.  

The Culture is Changing  
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As we geared towards the end of our conversation Justin asked to share with me 

some of the recent joys in his life. Justin, a musician, had been making more space for the 

things he enjoys. He pulled out his phone and played me a recent recording, expressing 

how liberating it was to be able to have a conversation about student mental health while 

also reflecting on how his understanding of mental health has shifted. At the end of our time 

together, he mentioned how student culture is shifting as we move past what students are 

calling the “Covid years.”14 Looking over the green of the Oxford quad, he smiled, and said, 

“I wish you could see it now. The culture here is changing. We are changing. Instituting 

something different, something good, something authentically the students’ work.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
14 With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in Spring of 2020, Oxford College shifted to a hybrid format 

for the next academic year. In the 2020-2021 academic year, little to no sophomores were physically on 
campus, leaving an incoming freshmen class as the only students on campus for an entire year. Some 

sophomore students— those considered to be the most influential of the “student leaders” –were invited 

to live on campus. This year, lacking a strong sophomore student presence, is a frequently discussed 
example of how important the sophomore class is for setting examples, exemplifying norms, and, in the 
words of many students, “passing down the culture.”  
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Conclusion  

The student culture and shared meanings of stress, identity, and belonging explored in this 

project suggests that the symptoms the “crisis in college mental health” asserts are at least 

partially embedded in shared cultural practices and understandings. Student culture, and its 

constructions of narrative, language, performance, and norms, is an important context where 

students experience and make meaning of their mental health. More attention is needed 

regarding what the mental health crisis truly describes, how it is linguistically and figuratively 

depicted, and what these representations do on student, campus, university, and national 

levels. To conclude, I address five areas of intervention and attention based on the findings 

presented here.  

Language of Student Struggle: Crisis, Clinical, and Cultural Framing  

A primary aspect of the college mental health crisis that this thesis has aimed to deconstruct is 

that of the language used to identify, represent, and ameliorate student struggle. The college 

mental health crisis is not a passive descriptor, but a narrative that communicates particular 

meanings while obscuring others, not dissimilar to the student narratives articulated in this 

study.  

Crisis Framing  

Evidenced by the very phrase we use to describe it, research and media narratives have 

positioned college mental health as in perpetual state of crisis. Despite serious concerns for 

student mental health as early as the 1980s, college mental health struggles are portrayed as 

ever more recent phenomena. Year after year, student mental health makes headlines, telling 

us that mental health issues are “soaring” (Thielking, 2017), “skyrocketing” (Higgins, 2022), and 

“alarming” (Hogan, 2023), among other affect-generating verbiage. While certainly a tool for 

conveying urgency and drawing attention, the language of “crisis” may also stabilize an existing 

condition, serving to preserve and proliferate rather than ameliorate or understand (see Masco 
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2017).  Moreover, when student mental health is depicted as constantly becoming more severe, 

it becomes more likely that their experiences will be evaluated through diagnostic methods and 

approached from a model of symptom reduction that aims to eradicate any symptoms that 

suggest mental illness. Similarly, as colleges seek to dispel the realities, not to mention 

reputations, accompanying mental health crises, they often turn to preventative programs that 

center educating students on depression, anxiety, and suicide without first understanding the 

context in which student mental health is made meaningful (Lindholm and Wickström 2020).  

Clinical Framing  

In addition to the ubiquity of “crisis,” a clinical framing is also characteristic of this college 

mental health narrative. While deconstructing the term “mental health” as it's used to describe a 

crisis state among college students, college counselors Phillip Rosenbaum and Heather Liebert 

(2015) reveal three unintended consequences embedded in this discourse: an overemphasis on 

symptom reduction rather than subjective meaning, health as a measure of objective 

functioning, and privileging expert methods over community-based practices.  

To date, the research and media coverage of the college mental health crisis does so 

through measures and language that position student mental health in largely diagnostic 

paradigms of mentally ill and mentally healthy. Statistical assessments, a hallmark of college 

mental health, are critically instructive for staff to support students; however, these 

assessments, and the national surveys through which their results become known, broadly 

frame student well-being in terms of the absence of mental illness, obscuring any distinction 

between mental illness and mental health issues (Lindholm and Wickström, 2020; Kvist 

Lindholm, 2015; Liegghio et al., 2010, 2019; Petersen et al., 2010). When taken alone, these 

measures frame student experience as suggestive of mental disorders.  

A similar clinical framing occurs at the level of the counseling center. Today, a student 

seeking mental health support can expect to first take an intake survey consisting of questions 
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related to their emotions, sleeping and eating habits, social life, grades, and sense of self. 

These intake surveys are intended to measure the needs of the student to assign them a level 

of care; they are not for immediate diagnosis, yet feature language stemming from the primary 

psychological diagnostic system, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 

(DSM-5) with subscales of “Depression, Generalized Anxiety, Social Anxiety, Academic 

Distress, Eating Concerns, Family Distress, Frustration/Anger, and Substance Use'' (CCMH, 

2022). Sample items from one of the most common intake assessments, the CCAPS 62, 

include: “I feel isolated and alone,” “I think about food more than I would like to,” “I drink more 

than I should”, “I have spells of terror or panic,” “I am shy around others”, “My family is basically 

a happy one,” and “I am unable to keep up with my schoolwork” (Locke et al., 2011).  

As “evidence-based practices” have emerged from tensions of legitimacy in psychology, 

so too have the measures used to understand student experience become increasingly clinically 

based. That is not to say empirical measures are not useful to conceptualize student mental 

health needs; rather, when “evidence-based practices” subvert community ones, a host of 

meanings, such as those discussed in this thesis, fall out of focus (Baker 2012). These 

assessments imply a deficit model of mental health, whereby decreasing the symptoms of 

anxiety, depression, and stress students experience is presumed to improve their mental health.  

Especially as the COVID-19 pandemic has “worsened” students’ mental health, a model 

that, albeit indirectly and unintentionally, associates student struggle as an issue of mental 

disorder obscures students and researchers alike from the shared circumstances and 

connections of these experiences; further, a model of symptom reduction is insufficient to 

approach such environmentally, structurally, and culturally situated experience.   

Cultural Framing: Student Narratives  

When students share their experiences, they are not merely recounting facts and details about 

their lives. They are also always engaging with and performing sets of social meanings, serving 



56 

to reconstruct and reinforce norms of struggle, stress, and achievement as well as obscure 

other forms of understanding. The ways students enacted and constructed meanings of stress 

and mental health mirror what Lindholm and Wickström, (2020) call the looping effects (see 

Hacking 1995, 2004) of youth mental health whereby young people redraw classifications of 

diagnosis into cultural categories. As shown in Chapter Two, “stress” serves as much more than 

a descriptor of a symptom, but entails an evaluation of identity, adequacy, and function. When 

students experienced or communicated forms of stress, they aligned themselves with cultural 

definitions of an ideal student, in turn affirming their sense of belonging to both themselves and 

to their community. Stress, as a narrative, performance, and way of being, draws upon an 

intersubjective set of meanings that makes it much more than a symptom or diagnostic criteria. 

Further, if “stress” has emerged as a narrative that moves between mental health and mental 

functioning, it may also obscure a host of other experiences that do not fit so easily into the 

“ideal student” paradigm. Since it cannot be assumed that students, educators, and practitioners 

all mean the same thing when they say “stress” or “mental health”, the language students use to 

describe and make sense of their experiences is a critical space of inquiry in the larger question 

of student well-being.  

 

Towards Positive Mental Health  

In the wake of devastating tragedies on college campuses, universities have moved to better 

identify the signs of depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation, and other hardships in order to reach 

at risk students. An unfortunate consequence of this move towards more systematically 

identifying student struggles through statistical reports, diagnostic screening, and clinical 

interventions has been an emphasis on problematizing or eradicating student struggle, often at 

the expense of understanding it. For decades, mitigating mental health concerns has occupied 

the focus of these efforts, often sidelining conversations about where we are heading and what 

mental health could look like beyond “crisis” conditions.  
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 The model of symptom reduction built into measurements of student mental health 

positions all forms of student struggle as cause for concern—concern that has become, through 

“crisis” language and practices, a concern of mental illness. Researchers in positive psychology 

advocate for a concept of mental health that includes the presence of something positive, not 

merely the absence of something negative. Positive mental health includes “flourishing with high 

levels of emotional, psychological, and social well-being” (Keyes 2005: 539). Not only is it 

important to support students as they face struggle, we must also build systems that encourage 

happiness, empathy, compassion, joy, and other facets of well-being.  

At the same time, it is vital that we not confuse flourishing with objective functioning 

(Galderisi et al., 2015; Rosenbaum and Liebert 2015). In this study, student themselves, 

through structures of identity and adequacy, often framed mental health as the ability to function 

optimally and achieve at high levels; similarly, positive functioning can easily be oversimplified 

into the ability to work productively (Galderisi et al., 2015), further suggesting that any individual, 

in whatever context, who cannot work productively has poor mental health, or, conversely, that 

the importance of mental health rests within the ability to work, produce, and contribute. This 

distinction between flourishing and functioning is an essential part of an intersectional approach 

to mental health that acknowledges systemic inequality and institutionalized sources of distress 

(Johns and Hawkes, 2020; King et al., 2019). I now turn to how a focus on the relational 

elements of mental health shifts the focus from eliminating student struggle towards better 

understanding it.  

 

The Lived Experience of Mental Health: Care, Meaning, and Belonging  

This narrative of college mental health, through crisis language and clinical framing, suggests 

individual students have been getting sicker for decades, and that the experience of this 

sickness is located solely within the individual. What we see from the student stories in this 

research suggests that students make meaning of their mental health through relationships, 
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narratives, and intersubjective experiences. A model that treats student mental health as an 

individually constructed and enacted experience fails to account for the ways that mental health 

is defined and experienced as a social process. This adds to a growing urgency to change the 

narrative of mental health (Rosenbaum & Liebert, 2015), to create a caring campus culture (JED 

foundation, Clay center; CCMH; “Caring campus” initiative, AUCCCD; Brunner et al., 2014; Lee, 

2004), and to foster more collaborative relationships between the counseling center and student 

body (Glass 2019). The structures of narrative, achievement, and identity within student culture 

reveal how mental health is a reflection of collective, cultural processes as they interact with the 

individual’s sense of themselves. Student mental health, then, might be better defined as a 

series of encounters of subjectivity—of a continuous process of making sense of experience 

with regards to the social, academic, and material world within which “student” comes to mean 

something.  

 

Higher Education, Productivity, and Cultures of Academia 

The entanglements of functioning, productivity, and high achievement presented here suggest 

the need for a critical evaluation of the academic cultures within which students experience their 

education. Further, we need to consider how the crisis in college mental health might more 

accurately be stated as a crisis in higher education—whereby social, cultural, and relational 

structures are affected by ideologies of success, achievement, productivity, and instrumental 

value. This study shows how student mental health is always also a question of student 

subjectivity—including the systems of value and worth students adopt to make sense of their 

experiences. These narratives reflect the need to shift the narrative from individual student 

pathologies towards one that challenges the larger culture of academia and its manifestations 

for success, achievement, belonging, and identity in the college environment.  

 

Implications for Future Research  
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Several related complexities are likely to exist within these nuances of college mental health. 

While outside the scope of this thesis, these concurrent contexts are in urgent need of research 

that similarly appeals to the linguistic and cultural landscape of mental health programs and 

policies. As I talked with students, three additional sites arose: the counseling center, disability 

accommodations, and academic coursework.  

Notes on the counseling center 

Among students, there was a widely held perception that the counseling center and 

other mental health resources were inaccessible—always booked, difficult to schedule, and out 

of reach. At many times, particularly with the COVID-19 pandemic, these barriers certainly 

made these resources more difficult to access; yet, much of the time, the counseling center has 

had little to no waitlist, has added many different ways to make appointments, and offers a 

variety of different services for different preferences. From talking with students about the 

counseling center, it appears the narratives students spread about the accessibility of the 

counseling center inhibited many students from trying to access any help in the first place. Many 

said they didn't need help, or felt too overwhelmed to seek it. Others reported feeling like 

someone else might need therapy more than them, or having heard negative things and not 

willing to find out for themselves. These narratives are barriers in and of themselves—narrative 

and perceptual barriers that exist despite the counseling center expanding their services, 

eliminating waitlists, and opening more appointments. Making mental health care more 

accessible is a project at the community level that requires understanding mental health from 

the perspectives of students, staff, and their universities.  

Disability and Student Support  

A second space brought up by many students talking about mental health was the office 

of accessibility and disability accommodations more generally. Accessibility has garnered more 

attention as the college mental health crisis, as well as the COVID-19 pandemic, have drawn 
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attention to the complexities of student needs. As the landscape of college mental health 

continues to change in accordance with social, medical, and economic shifts, more studies 

should focus on student experiences with disability, as well as the ambiguity surrounding 

college accessibility services. The student culture depicted and performed throughout these 

student narratives mirror a social model of disability whereby existing domains of care and 

policy are considered structuring forces for experiences of disability. As policies and narratives 

in higher education continue to shift, experiences of disability, like the experiences of mental 

health presented here, must be studied in the context in which they come to be embodied and 

made meaningful.  

Education, Coursework, and Relationships to the University   

Finally, the classroom itself seems to be rapidly shifting as the landscape of college 

mental health raises questions about disability, accountability, and care. Students and teachers 

must balance increasing needs in increasingly challenging learning environments (Gurung, 

2022), and often find themselves forging novel forms of learning together, particularly with 

remote learning. Many students I spoke to talked highly of their professors and mentors, yet 

cited a general misalignment between the needs students have and the ability for faculty and 

staff to support them. Similarly, the ways mental health is talked about on campus and through 

larger clinical and public discourses make positive mental health seem like an impossible task. 

In fact, many students interviewed, as well as in many recent conversations I’ve had with peers, 

it seems that the initiatives across campus in recent years have been received as performative 

gestures with little real change. These misalignments must be addressed through both structural 

change to the systems of health and achievement within academic discourse as well as by 

fostering resilience, empathy, and self-knowledge at personal and interpersonal levels.  

 

Studying the Culture of College Mental Health: Student Stories  
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One clear implication of this study for college mental health researchers is the necessity to view 

student subjectivity as a space of mental health, and, in turn, to consider how students shape, 

understand, and can change their mental health landscapes. Students are deeply involved in 

the construction and performance of narratives of stress, achievement, and belonging. Despite 

students’ subjective experience being the very spaces of inquiry, students themselves are rarely 

involved in this research. As agents of their own lived experiences, students must not be 

overlooked as passive players in college mental health; they must be recognized as 

collaborators, researchers, and community members. As calls for cultural change emerge from 

the margins of publications, we need to turn to students as more than respondents and consider 

how student subjectivity is itself a space of inquiry.  

 Ethnographic work is uniquely necessary for studies of student mental health because it 

acknowledges that the subjectivity of the researchers can never be fully divorced from the 

research itself; in fact, this attention to reflexivity—this acknowledgement of our own collective 

subjectivity, is what strengthens our questions beyond deficits and measurements and into more 

nuanced inquiries of what really matters. The research presented throughout this thesis was 

conducted by undergraduate students under the supervision of faculty and staff across different 

fields. At its core, this project has been an act of community; interdisciplinary and collaborative 

research is a movement toward involving students in the understanding of their own lives 

including the social and structural backdrops through which they experience their lives. 

Engaging with student subjectivity in the mental health space allows educators, counselors, and 

administrators to consider student mental health as something more than individual pathology—

to ask in what context that experience manifests and how social and personal meaning is 

created through it. In doing so, the question of a college mental health crisis continues to shift 

from “how do we hire more therapists?” towards reducing that demand, and shaping a more 

collaborative, contextualized, and community-centered campus.  
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