Norcross MD Advocacy

Miles Tobitt

Clearing the Fog: Tackling Common
College Mental Roadblocks

Beyond the Books

College is a strange time for everyone,
but for a wide variety of different
reasons. Depending on your
background, depending on your goals,
your aspirations, depending on the
college and kinds of people that
surround you during your time at
college, the experience is different for
everyone. So many things go into it that
make it unique to each individual, but
there are a variety of things that make it
hard on all of us.

As a college student myself, | have come
to see every piece of the cake, whether it be in my own journey through college or someone | know.
While | could talk about my own experience with some of these roadblocks, it would be more valuable
to hear from a collection of college students who all have their own individual experiences in these
topics. For this month’s newsletter, | interviewed college students on a variety of topics. The two
biggest topics that these participants discussed were about imposter syndrome and perfectionism.

Itis valuable for us to learn about social issues and topics from social perspectives. This means
a collective one. Throughout this month’s newsletter, | will go through some general information
about each of the topics that were discussed in my interviews as well as some of what was said in the
experiences of the students that were kind enough to give their valuable time to this collection of
shared experiences and individual experiences. All participants will remain anonymous but | want
to give a big thanks to all of the people who volunteered to be interviewed. A lot of this
information was very personal and took a strong willingness to open up. To all of the
participants, | say thank you for making this newsletter possible.
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Imposter Syndrome*

When conducting my interviews, the topic of imposter syndrome was the only topic that every
single participant requested to talk about. It felt only fitting to discuss it first and foremost. Imposter
syndrome, a term that was coined in the 1970’s by psychologists Pauline Clance and Suzanne Imes’.
They conducted a study about this
phenomenon among high-achieving
women in 1978 that found social
stereotypes and representation to be a
harmful contributor to people who
experience imposter syndrome. While
this is a major contributor to imposter
syndrome, it is not the only cause. As |
listened to the personal experiences of a
handful of college students, it became
clear that there are many things at play
that contribute to these feelings.

One participant talked a lot
about their experiences with being
surrounded by high-achieving people in
college. To this participant, being around
students who achieve these big, amazing
things and get admitted to positions and
get opportunities that feel so high above what they were doing has been something that has led to
some of the other topics that will be discussed in this newsletter. Something that stuck out to me
about this person was how they did not understand or know what imposter syndrome was. While
somewhere around 70-80% of people feel imposter syndrome at some point in their lives®, it is not
something that everyone knows is a real phenomenon. This participant talked about not knowing
what imposter syndrome was and how they went on with their life thinking that it was normal to feel
behind and to constantly feel a need to play catch-up. This pressure to catch-up and feeling behind
from the jump is something that other participants discussed as well.

Something another participant talked about stood out to me as something many sites talk
about when it comes to imposter syndrome. Here is a brief part of what this participant had to say:

! Begum, J. (Ed.). (2024, April). What is imposter syndrome?. WebMD.

https://www.webm m nce/what-is-im r-syndrom

% Clance, P., & Imes, S. (1978). The imposter phenomenon in high achieving women.

https://www. iner nce.com/pdf/ip high achieving women.pdf

® Ustaoglu, A., & Arvanitakis, M. (2023, September). Young GI Angle: Imposter Syndrome: What a young Gl should
know. United European gastroenterology journal. https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/arti PMC104
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https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10493367/
https://www.paulineroseclance.com/pdf/ip_high_achieving_women.pdf
https://www.webmd.com/balance/what-is-imposter-syndrome

“l was a mentor for first year students just coming into college for the first time. Something many first
years told me, and something I felt in my own background, is that there is lots of outside comparison
going on. I've heard the same thing from a lot of transfers, a lot of first years, a lot of people I've
interacted with. You look around and you see people getting jobs, getting into labs, it’s hard not to think
about your own life and feel like you could be doing more.”

This participant went on to talk about how this
is usually the case with going into a new

CANNOT cN C';"m Can'T P environment. When in a new place, especially
@QQ CAN CANY 600 & oy, somewhere like a university, it can be easy to feel
b e Canp " OHp like you don’t belong in such an establishment.
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According to an article published by the Arizona
State University graduate college?, college
students who feel imposter syndrome do feel it at
high rates when they first begin attending a
program. However many experts also report
feeling that sense of imposter syndrome further
into their careers even when in senior positions.
How can someone feel like they don’t belong
even when they have achieved the highest level of what they have strived for their whole lives?

Although from an outside perspective, we might see someone who has achieved it all and look
up to all their accomplishments, that does not rule out the possibility of feelings that that person does
not feel like they belong or deserve that position. People who have achieved great things or are on
path to do so can feel imposter syndrome that stems from a lack of internal validation, discrediting
of their own accomplishments, or outside expectations. People like this may often focus on things
they don’t know or could’ve done, compare themselves to others, or unfairly dismiss their
situation and journey to where they are. What about some ways to work on getting over that hump?
It can be helpful to:

e Reframe success: Focus on your journey, work you’ve put in, and skills you’ve demonstrated
instead of results or possibilities or expectations. Focus on what you did do rather than didn’t
Celebrate the wins: Even the small accomplishments lead to the biggest achievements
Challenge negative thoughts: Respond to negative thoughts by replacing it with evidence of
success, even the small steps

Many things seem to lead college students towards Imposter Syndrome, one of which is the
feeling of Perfectionism.

* Best practice: Developing resilience and overcoming imposter syndrome. Best practice: Developing resilience and

mett:~:text=Im r%20syndrome%20refers2%20t0%20a.t%2 Serve%20t0%20be%20there.
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https://graduate.asu.edu/graduate-insider/best-practice-developing-resilience-and-overcoming-imposter-syndrome#:~:text=Imposter%20syndrome%20refers%20to%20a,t%20deserve%20to%20be%20there
https://graduate.asu.edu/graduate-insider/best-practice-developing-resilience-and-overcoming-imposter-syndrome#:~:text=Imposter%20syndrome%20refers%20to%20a,t%20deserve%20to%20be%20there

Perfectionism®

Another participant talked
about developing a kind of
complex from outside expectations
brought about from others around
them. Always needing to be the
best because that was what was
expected of them, anything less
than that felt like a failure. When it
comes to what college these young
students apply to and attend, some
people who relate to this
participant feel something in the
back of their mind telling them
why they could and should be
doing more. When these
expectations are put on your back, participants reported feeling a pressure that anything short of
perfect wouldn’t be enough. Particularly when young students are applying to colleges, those
expectations force them to feel lots of pressure to have to attend a university that validates that
expectation. This phenomenon known as perfectionism describes the internal need to match or
exceed extremely high or flawless performances, usually to fulfill that feeling of need that
usually never subsides after that self-validation. This student talked about their experience of
waiting for college decisions to come out and their reaction to finding out which colleges they got into:

“I'felt like | was competing and like | needed to get into this school to show that | was winning. That was
what I felt people expected of me. | didn’t get into Stanford, eventually they did reject me, but it was this
interesting thing for me because | was on spring break and had time to think about college admissions.
Honestly, | think | just wanted to go to Stanford to say that | was going to Stanford. | started to wonder if |
had even wanted to go and if | had got accepted, would that have only perpetuated this cycle of
feeling like I have to be the best.”

A problem that many college students face is this mixing between the need for external
validation and actual internal growth. The strive for perfectionism often comes from an outside factor,
usually expectations or an internalized feeling after a long time of a push factor. This participant
shared some touching insight into their experience with this. According to them, they felt this need to
be perfect that had come from people making that the expectation for their work. What comes from

grfgg;ignig;
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https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/basics/perfectionism#:~:text=of%20hope%20temporarily.-,Personalizing%2C%20or%20believing%20that%20negative%20events%20that%20happen%20to%20you,The%20Gifted%20Perfectionist
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/basics/perfectionism#:~:text=of%20hope%20temporarily.-,Personalizing%2C%20or%20believing%20that%20negative%20events%20that%20happen%20to%20you,The%20Gifted%20Perfectionist
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/basics/perfectionism#:~:text=of%20hope%20temporarily.-,Personalizing%2C%20or%20believing%20that%20negative%20events%20that%20happen%20to%20you,The%20Gifted%20Perfectionist

this is how any shortcomings from being perfect are chalked up as failures which not only feed into
negative self confidence about themselves, but it also feeds into a stronger need to raise the bar that
cannot be raised anymore. This feeling becomes internalized, which is a common feeling among
college students coming into highly competitive performance-based curriculum, whether that be
academic, of the arts, or sports.

Another participant shared their story about where their feelings towards perfectionism comes
from:

“As someone who comes from a range of different minority groups, there is always a feeling of pressure
to do more than you would normally have to do to reach the same level as others. I've always had
internalized feelings that have come from that. When it comes to college and what | need to accomplish,
it’s a feeling that keeps you feeling behind. On top of that, being the oldest child in my family only adds
on top of what is expected of me,
something that will always add to
the internalized feeling of needing to
be perfect. It’s a constant cycle,
that’s the hardest part.”

Multiple participants talked
about that feeling of an endless
cycle. In a report done by Joan
Tupponce of Virginia
Commonwealth University, these
feelings of being stuck in a constant
loop of work, stress, then
self-disappointment contributes to
the issues that many of these
college students talked about in our
interviews. Those things include
anxiety, depression, and
insomnia. However these things
have also shown to contribute to deterioration of brain cells that lead to things like memory
impairment.® Of course that never helps anyone, especially young scholars in college. However the
rigor that comes with being a college student academically, along with the toll of all that comes with
being in college, (read my newsletter installment from February of 2024), it comes to be such a burden
to bear for so many of those young scholars trying to prepare their paths to their future in the real
world. This feeling of a burdening cycle is something not enough colleges have worked to address.

® Tupponce, J. (2024, August). The ways chronic stress can impact your body: VCU Health. The ways chronic stress
can impact your body | VCU Health.
https: h

n%2 %2 nxiety%2C%?2 ression%2C%20and%20insomnia.

1 January 2025 Vol 11


https://www.vcuhealth.org/news/the-ways-chronic-stress-can-impact-your-body#:~:text=These%20changes%20can%20lead%20to,anxiety%2C%20depression%2C%20and%20insomnia
https://www.vcuhealth.org/news/the-ways-chronic-stress-can-impact-your-body#:~:text=These%20changes%20can%20lead%20to,anxiety%2C%20depression%2C%20and%20insomnia

Personal Traps

One of my favorite films of all time is the classic Alfred Hitchcock 1960 film Psycho. In the
famous parlor scene, the concept of the personal trap has a lot of commentary. The idea of a personal
trap is something that comes from feeling like you’re in that endless cycle of something you feel like
you can’t escape from. In the film, they talk about how everyone has their own personal trap, all in
their own manifestation of what weighs them down in their life. This is what | interpret when | think of
college students and the pressures they feel in what they do.

Young students, especially nowadays, according to recent research’, feel more stress than ever
before. The environment that our young generation of thinkers has grown into is one that comes with
a future of vast uncertainty. The pressures and expectations to deal with a future like that becomes
one that burdens the leaders of the future. Those leaders are of my generation. While we all live in our
own unique personal traps, the burdens college students feel from those traps are ones that need to
be addressed. Colleges have begun developing programs to help their students work in an
environment that better accommodates the needs of those future leaders.

Further resource links:

Flannery, M. E. (2023, March 29). The mental health crisis on college campuses. National
Education Association.

Camera, L. (2022, October 26). Mental health on college campuses: Challenges and solutions.
U.S. News & World Report.
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/mental-health-on-college-campuses-challen
ges-and-solutions

Lipson, S. K., & Eisenberg, D. (2015). College students: Mental health problems and treatment
considerations. National Center for Biotechnology Information.
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4527955

Talkspace. (n.d.). The mental health crisis amongst college students.
https://business.talkspace.com/articles/mental-health-in-college-students

Wiley. (2024, January 10). Mental health issues on the rise among college students
post-pandemic.
https://johnwiley2020news.g4web.com/press-releases/press-release-details/2024/Mental-Health-Issu

-on-the-Rise-Among- - nts-Post-Pandemi f X

"Bouchrika, I. (2024, December). 50 current Student Stress Statistics: 2024 data, Analysis & Predictions |
research.com. 50 Current Student Stress Statistics: 2025 Data, Analysis & Predictions.
https://r rch.com ion nt-stress-statisti
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https://www.nea.org/nea-today/all-news-articles/mental-health-crisis-college-campuses
https://www.nea.org/nea-today/all-news-articles/mental-health-crisis-college-campuses
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/mental-health-on-college-campuses-challenges-and-solutions
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/mental-health-on-college-campuses-challenges-and-solutions
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/mental-health-on-college-campuses-challenges-and-solutions
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4527955/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4527955/
https://business.talkspace.com/articles/mental-health-in-college-students
https://business.talkspace.com/articles/mental-health-in-college-students
https://johnwiley2020news.q4web.com/press-releases/press-release-details/2024/Mental-Health-Issues-on-the-Rise-Among-College-Students-Post-Pandemic/default.aspx
https://johnwiley2020news.q4web.com/press-releases/press-release-details/2024/Mental-Health-Issues-on-the-Rise-Among-College-Students-Post-Pandemic/default.aspx
https://johnwiley2020news.q4web.com/press-releases/press-release-details/2024/Mental-Health-Issues-on-the-Rise-Among-College-Students-Post-Pandemic/default.aspx
https://research.com/education/student-stress-statistics
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