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Executive Summary 

 In Spring, 2004 a research team was invited by Grinnell College’s Vice President 

for Student Affairs Tom Crady and two associates (Dr. Carol Trosset, Director of 

Institutional Research and Lecturer in Anthropology and Dr. David Lopatto, Professor, 

Psychology) to conduct a study on student stress and mental health at Grinnell College.  

The inquiry team visited the campus on March 4, 2004 and conducted 18 focus groups 

with faculty, students and staff.  This report summarizes the data from the focus 

groups, presents our observations, and provides recommendations. The executive 

summary highlights the main points and recommendations discussed in the full report.  

What Is It Like to be a Grinnell Student? 

 Based on our analysis of the focus group data, we have identified a number of 

characteristics and experiences that we think are common to many Grinnell students: 

• Grinnell students are busy.  They are highly involved in academic and 

extracurricular activities and in some instances are not able to effectively manage 

their commitments successfully. 

• Grinnell students have high expectations for themselves. 

• Grinnell students possess an intensity of effort: they work hard and they play 

hard.  

• Grinnell students frequently do not get enough sleep. 

• Grinnell students are concerned about the costs of a Grinnell education and 

worry about how they will afford this education. 

• Grinnell students feel a sense of entitlement. If they dislike something they 

believe they can change it or at least discuss what needs to be changed.  

• Grinnell students experience a sense of isolation on campus.   

• Most Grinnell students feel that they belong to a tightly knit community 

although a subgroup of students feel disconnected to the larger community. 

• Grinnell students perceive the academic requirements to be rigorous. 

•  Many Grinnell students arrive on campus with pre-existing mental health 

problems that may be exacerbated by the campus culture.  
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•  Grinnell students look to faculty as role models and many faculty exhibit signs 

of stress and busyness similar to their students.  

• Grinnell students consistently discuss how stressed they feel. Discussing and 

complaining about stress is a common behavior at Grinnell but only a sub 

population of these students suffers from stress in a clinical sense. Student stress 

may be more appropriately characterized as anxiousness.  

What do Grinnell Students Do For Fun? 

 The “work hard play hard” atmosphere of the college extends to what students 

do for fun. Students participate in a variety of activities for fun:  sports, religious 

activities, student clubs and organizations, hanging out with friends, cooking and 

dinner parties, just to name a few. A common response to this question was "drinking 

and partying."  Students who choose not to engage in this activity often feel at odds 

with their peers and there are negative physical and emotional consequences for 

students who drink to excess. We believe that the College needs to continue its efforts to 

offer alternatives to those students who do not wish to drink, and continue to provide 

services and resources for students who drink to excess.   

The Rigor and Demands of the Grinnell Student Experience 

During the focus groups we asked individuals to describe the rigor and demands 

of the Grinnell student experience. Many of the themes echo the responses that 

described what it is like to be a Grinnell student. Respondents indicated that Grinnell 

students experience a challenge to rise to a high level of academic performance, 

measured by both quantity and quality of work.  Grinnell students have high 

expectations of their academic performance and faculty have high expectations of their 

students.  Students have high expectations of each other. These expectations included 

expectations for engaging in close relationships, participating in social events, and 

meeting academic expectations. 

Students, faculty, and staff mentioned that Grinnell students are required to do a 

significant amount of work and are expected to do their work at a high level of quality. 
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While some students are prepared for these expectations, other may need assistance in 

making the transition from their previous environment to Grinnell.   

Students at Grinnell struggle with time management.  They are involved in 

several activities in addition to their coursework and often are not able to successfully 

balance all of their commitments.  

The sophomore is a particularly stressful year as students declare a major, apply 

for study abroad programs, look for internships and summer employment. In addition, 

many students realize that they have too many extracurricular commitments and decide 

to reduce their activities. It is important to note the number of transitions that students 

experience during their sophomore year and to find ways to provide support. As 

students leave the structured tutorials and enter a period marked by increasing 

academic focus and the need to pursue internship, employment, and study abroad 

options, it may be helpful to direct attention to these transitions. 

Lastly, campus culture provides an atmosphere that shapes how students talk 

about the academic rigor and demands in their lives. Students commonly talk about 

their stress level and, as one respondent stated, "Being under stress is a hobby." While it 

is clear that Grinnell’s academic environment is challenging, it may be important to 

examine how the campus culture shapes students’ perceptions of and reaction to the 

rigor and demands of their experiences. 

Perceptions of Formal Support 

The formal support structures at Grinnell offer a variety of support to students 

from academic services such as scheduling classes to informal services such as offering 

advice on non-academic concerns. Members of the campus community who work 

intimately with students and are at times unprepared to address some of the more 

challenging issues perceive the formal support structure as beneficial  

 The role of faculty within this community is an area that needs further 

examination.  How can faculty model healthy behavior to students? How can faculty 

properly challenge and support students throughout their academic journey at 

Grinnell? How can faculty demonstrate the importance of making appropriate choices? 
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Faculty need forums such as town hall meetings, departmental meetings, and new 

faculty orientations in which to critically examine the role they play in creating an 

environment that some students find difficult to handle. Furthermore, these meetings, if 

structured properly could provide informal support to faculty who are committed to 

fulfilling their roles as role models to students.  

Perceptions of Informal Support 

Students at Grinnell receive informal support from a variety of people. Students, 

faculty, and staff who participated in the focus groups expected that students would 

develop informal relationships with various members of the Grinnell community and, 

in general, these informal relationships helped to alleviate stress and improve mental 

health at Grinnell. Students mentioned that they primarily rely on each other for 

support.  

Faculty and staff were concerned that the student support networks could be 

unhealthy and counterproductive. Since students at Grinnell are used to handling their 

problems and not seeking assistance, it may be difficult for students to recognize their 

limitations and to seek professional help for their friends.  

Most faculty and staff were willing to develop informal relationships with 

students. These informal support networks coupled with formal support networks 

provide students with a variety of ways to get connected to the community and to 

receive assistance academically, socially, and emotionally. Although there are several 

informal support networks operating within Grinnell, participants also noted that some 

students do not experience these. There is a strong sense of community at Grinnell but 

not all students feel as though they are members of this community. For these 

marginalized students informal support is minimal and the benefits of these informal 

support systems are not realized. 

Recommendations and Suggestions 

 Based on our inquiry, we offer the following suggestions and 

recommendations. 

Campus Mental Health Services. 
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 We recommend that no changes be made in the availability of on-campus mental 

health services.  Students would like more services but we are not convinced that 

adding more services is necessary.  We are certain that reducing current services would 

be unwise.  

Tutorials.  

We recommend that the first year tutorials are used, in part, to address issues 

related to helping students learn about the culture of Grinnell and how to manage the 

increased workload and expectations that are common to the Grinnell experience. We 

realize that the tutorials are serious academic courses and do not want to infringe on the 

academic freedom of the faculty members who plan them. Therefore, we offer this 

recommendation in the context of our respect for the academic process that insures that 

faculty can teach what they choose in the context of the courses they offer.    

Connecting RLCs with Students. 

 We believe that the RLC position appears to have evolved from one of counselor 

to more of an administrative position.  We do not know the reasons for this evolution, 

but assume that good reasons supported the change.  Our observations are not related 

to how well the current RLCS are performing the responsibilities that have been 

assigned to them.  Rather, we believe the College should further examine if the 

responsibilities of the position ought to be redesigned so RLCs are available to provide 

additional informal and formal support to students.     

Continue Van Service to Iowa City and Des Moines. 

 Many students indicated the van service to Iowa City and Des Moines was 

valuable as it provides an opportunity to encounter an environment and perspective 

different than Grinnell College. We recommend that this service be continued.   

Development of the New PEC. 

 A new facility that is dedicated to providing recreation and exercise options for 

students is under construction. We think that this facility needs to be completed as soon 

as possible and we hope that resources are available in the new facility so that the 

wellness coordinator can work with students on stress reduction activities. We urge the 
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College to stress the importance of wellness (exercise, healthy eating, sleep, etc.) in 

working with its students.  

Financial Aid 

 In spite of Grinnell’s need blind admission policy, many students worried about 

being able to cover the costs of their education.  Students expressed frustrations with 

the lack of available jobs or the inability to easily fulfill work-study hours. As a general 

principle, we think that student work obligations should be made available as 

seamlessly as possible.  We also think that work should be available for all students 

who need this to meet their financial obligations.  

Take Breaks Seriously 

 Students mentioned that faculty had assigned academic work over break 

periods. The general idea of a break is to allow people to refresh themselves, get caught 

up as they choose, but not to assign additional work. Assigning additional work defeats 

the purpose of a break and we ask that faculty respect students’ vacations.     

Reading Days between Hell Week and Final Exams. 

 Students reported that the end of the semester is a very stressful time period 

since there is no break between the end of Hell week (when papers and other 

assignments are due at the end of a semester) and final exam week. We recommend that 

a reading period (e.g. two days) be inserted between these very rigorous academic 

blocks of time to provide a buffer between experiences.     

Conduct a Conference on what Academic Rigor Means at Grinnell College 

 We think it would be appropriate for to hold a conference on the meaning of 

academic rigor at the College. Everyone we spoke with agreed that the College provides 

a rigorous experience for students.  But, we are less certain as to how rigor is defined, 

what the purposes of rigor are, and how rigor is measured. The purpose of this 

conference would be to refresh the community’s collective vision for a Grinnell 

education.   

Conduct a Conference on what Self-Governance Means 
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 Students talked a bit about self-governance and what that means to them.  We 

think some use this concept as license to do anything they want, which is not our view 

of self-governance. Put another way, we are not convinced that they think of self-

governance as a having a concomitant dimension, that being responsibility for one’s 

decisions and actions. We don’t know if the College regularly schedules conferences on 

self-governance, but if such is not the case, we think that such conferences would be 

useful. The purposes of such an activity would be to focus on the reasons for and 

expectations of self-governance. 

 

Involve Faculty and Staff in any Discussions Related to with Student Stress 

 While we realize this is the current practice, we want to emphasize how 

important it is to have faculty and staff involved in any discussions related to student 

stress and well-being.  The full resources of the community should be brought to bear in 

dealing with this issue and we wish to remind individuals in decision-making positions 

that the collective perspective of all members of the community is crucial in developing 

any strategies to deal with student issues.  

Have a Disaster Plan for Dealing with Crises 

 The College ought to have a disaster plan to deal with major crises, such as the 

ones that were experienced last spring in the form of two suicides.  Some of the 

individuals who participated in the focus groups wondered if decisions were made on 

too much of an ad hoc basis. We think these issues should be discussed and a plan 

developed that can guide the College should similar problems develop in the future.   

Faculty Lecture Series 

 Grinnell should provide a forum in which faculty can review their roles and 

impact within the Grinnell community. Due to questions and concerns raised by faculty 

in the focus groups about their relationships with students, we believe these meetings 

could create opportunities for them to examine their impact on student experiences in 

an informal and non-threatening environment.  
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Establish a Campus-Wide Committee 

By charging a campus-wide committee with the task of reviewing the Grinnell 

culture and its impact on student, staff and faculty experiences, the University sends a 

strong message about their long-term commitment to examining the mental state (well-

being) of members of the campus community.  

Resources 

Books, videos, articles and conference information regarding high achieving 

students and faculty, physical and psychological wellness issues should be housed in a 

special location and could be available for those interested in learning more about these 

issues.  
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Report on Student Stress at Grinnell College 

Hannah Clayborne, Ann Gansemer-Topf, Kevin Saunders, and John Schuh 

Iowa State University 

 

 This paper presents a report on student stress at Grinnell College.  The research 

team (brief biographies are included in Appendix 4) was invited by Grinnell College’s 

Vice President for Student Affairs Tom Crady and two associates (Dr. Carol Trosset, 

Director of Institutional Research and Lecturer in Anthropology and Dr. David Lopatto, 

Professor, Psychology) to conduct a study on various Grinnell College community 

members’ perceptions of the lives of Grinnell students, the pressures they face, the 

support that is provided for them, and other issues that were deemed to be pertinent to 

this topic.  Mr. Crady’s request was that we conduct a qualitative inquiry, i.e., that we 

use focus groups as our primary data gathering tool rather than conducting a survey or 

using a similar quantitative method. 

 The research team prepared an interview protocol prior to visiting campus. It is 

included as Appendix 1.  This protocol was used to guide the focus group discussions 

and ensure that the salient features of the inquiry were addressed.  The inquiry team 

visited the campus on March 4, 2004 and conducted 18 focus groups with faculty, 

students and staff. The groups were organized by Mr. Crady’s office.  A listing of the 

focus groups is included in Appendix 2.  The focus group sessions were audiotaped and 

notes were taken by each of the investigators.  The information from the focus groups 

forms the basis of this report.    

 Each focus group participant was asked to complete an informed consent form 

that outlined the parameters of the study (Appendix 3).  Participation in the study was 

strictly voluntary, participants were free to leave the focus group at any time and 

participant anonymity was upheld.   

 This report is organized using the focus group protocol as a guide, but in the 

interest of providing a logical flow to the report, the answers to a few of the questions 

have been placed in a slightly different order than how they appeared in the protocol.  
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To maintain anonymity we have specifically not identified the individuals we have 

quoted or paraphrased other than to indicate their status in the College, i.e., faculty 

member, student, and so on. The purpose of the quotations is to illustrate our 

conclusions.  We cannot claim that every word is exactly correct, but we are confident 

that we have captured the essence of what the speaker said.     

What Is It�Like to be a Grinnell Student? 

In our analysis of the material from the focus groups we conducted, we have 

identified a number of characteristics and experiences that we think are common to 

many Grinnell students. Given that this was a qualitative inquiry, we cannot assert the 

extent to which these experiences and characteristics can be applied to all Grinnell 

students, but our view is that they are common to many. 

Busy   

“My day is all planned out,” said one student.  This observation may summarize 

what it means to be a Grinnell student, in that the students reported consistently that 

they had very busy schedules. Students were challenged to complete their academic 

work satisfactorily while simultaneously being involved in the life of the campus 

through extracurricular and social clubs, organizations, and activities. Students 

perceived that the workload is high. This person concluded that there is a culture of 

high achievers who want to do well and faculty who enjoy working with students who 

want to do well.  That combines to create an environment that demands a lot of work 

for students.   

 We learned that it is very easy for Grinnell students to get involved in the life of 

the campus, but more difficult to withdraw from activities.  One student characterized 

the environment as almost being coercive.  In this person’s case, the student was 

“burned out” and needed to miss a group meeting.   Shortly thereafter, while the 

meeting was being held, the student received a call inquiring as to why this person was 

not at the meeting.  Another student described the situation quite succinctly, “It is easy 

to get involved, but tough to let go.  You don’t want to drop any commitments.”  Yet 

another had to schedule relaxing time (“I schedule time to spend time”).   We think this 
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environment adds to the intensity of the Grinnell student experience in that the 

students cannot be involved casually in the life of the campus.  When a student decides 

to get involved in something (a club, organization or activity), there is pressure from 

peers to stay involved even if the student is over-extended. One student reported 

having five meetings a week.  Another student added that first year students take on 

too much and often need to cut back in their sophomore year.  Yet another indicated, “I 

do not know people who have not burned out and needed to reduce the amount of time 

they put into activities.” 

High Expectations 

The Grinnell community has high expectations for all members:  students for 

each other, faculty for students, students for faculty, and faculty members for each 

other.  High expectations result in creating an environment, according to a faculty 

member, where for some, being a student is overwhelming, but for others it is not 

particularly challenging. 

 Grinnell students have high expectations for themselves.  One student said that 

students put a lot of pressure on themselves, and, according to this person, they take 

pride in their heavy workload. One student life staff member described the situation 

this way, “The culture is one of extraordinarily high expectations for self, for others, 

professors for students and peer to peer on class projects.”  Another student added, 

“People are really driven and want to do really well in all that they do. Professors 

expect you to pull your weight and expect you to do all that they assign and expect you 

to go the extra mile in their classes.  There are a lot of high expectations for people to 

succeed.” The high academic expectations of Grinnell students is discussed further in 

the “Rigor and Demands of the Grinnell Student Experience” section of this report. 

Intensity of Effort 

 One student described the College as having a work hard, play hard ethic.  A 

student life member used the same words to describe Grinnell students (“They work 

hard and party hard”).   A service worker indicated that students are serious about their 

academic work and partying.  Another agreed, “The party ethic is widespread.”  
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Sorting out their time commitments and activities is a challenge for Grinnell students.  

A faculty summed up the situation this way, “I think being a student here is about 

being in a state of confusion.  They like too much, they are good at too much.  The 

choices are just hard and when you are 19, 20, the choices are just too hard.”  

More than once we learned about the choices that students are forced to make.  

An example is the student who has a paper due the next day but whose roommate is ill.  

In a circumstance such as this, the student tends to the roommate’s illness and then 

either stays up all night to finish the paper or negotiates an extension of the deadline.  

In this illustration the student does everything to help the roommate get well and then 

dives right into the paper, trying to finish it so that the product is well received by the 

faculty member for the course.   

Students Lack Sleep 

 Going about one’s daily routine with a minimum amount of sleep appears to be 

the modus operandi for many students.  A faculty member observed, “I am frankly 

shocked at their sleeping habits.  I don’t know how anyone can survive with his or her 

lack of sleep.  I try to preach to them but I tell them not to call me after 10:00 at night 

because I’m asleep and to them I’m a freak.”  Lack of sleep contributes to a variety of 

problems according to a staff member.  A student life staff member said that not 

sleeping is a “badge of honor.”  Sleeping is synonymous with slacking according to 

another student life staff member.  Still another observed that the major counseling 

message to students is that they need to eat and sleep.  How pervasive the lack of sleep 

is for students is not clear.  What we did learn is that the discussion of poor sleeping 

habits for students was widespread.   

Concern About Costs 

 In spite of generous financial aid policies and need blind admissions, students 

still worry about the cost of a Grinnell education.  A faculty member observed, “There 

is a lot of stress about money and work time.” Another faculty member added that “I 

do know we meet full need and we know that for some students the parental 

contribution isn’t going to happen,” an observation that a staff member also expressed.  
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A student agreed, “The College guarantees that it will find a way to meet all of your 

needs but sometimes that’s in student loans.  There are students whose parents are 

expected to pay but they don’t and so they are working to cover that.  There aren’t 

channels for students to find ways to cover tuition except for loans.”   

Some students have campus jobs to help defray the cost of their education, but a 

faculty member pointed that there are not enough jobs on campus, an observation with 

which a student agreed. A student reported being employed at multiple offices, 

working in one for an hour, at another for a couple of hours, and so on.  But this student 

felt that the work commitment needed to be met because of the cost of the student’s 

education.  Another student reported knowing students who are worried about their 

financial situation in the context of a recent announcement of a tuition increase for the 

next academic year.  And finally, a faculty member concluded that the student 

experience has become more demanding over time because so many need to work.  Our 

view was that students appear to have to “shop around” to find enough work to cover 

the number of hours of work-study.  We think it would serve them and the College to 

provide coordination of work assignments to avoid circumstances such as the one 

described above.   

Sense of Entitlement 

 Grinnell students, according to one student, complain a lot.  They have high 

expectations for what the College can provide, often without regard to cost.  In that 

respect the College’s endowment, which is a phenomenal asset, can be a liability.  What 

this means is that if ideas or proposals are rejected, it is more likely because of a lack of 

substance, rather than due to lack of funds.  At other institutions, the opposite is true, 

that is, the money runs out before the number of good ideas is exhausted.  A staff 

member added that the culture of the College is such that students get the message that 

if they don’t like something about the College they can choose to change it or at least 

talk about it (what needs to be changed). 
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Isolation 

 It probably comes as no surprise that Grinnell students feel isolated because of 

the College’s geographic location.  Because the College is located in a small town, its 

location requires some adjustments for students.  One faculty member flatly concluded, 

“The campus is isolated.”  A staff member agreed.  A faculty member observed, “I have 

the advantage of taking students off-campus and they express their relief of being able 

to leave campus just to get away from the intensity.  Sometimes I get the sense that 

students envy us since we have a life outside of campus.”  A student pointed out, “It 

(attending Grinnell College) is like living on a small island.  It is hard to get away, 

insular.”  One faculty member indicated that because of the isolation, “students are 

forced to have fun without going to the mall, to the bookstore, and so on.”  Finally, a 

faculty member observed that some students spend a lot of time in Iowa City or Des 

Moines to get away from the confining nature of the College.        

Tightly Knit Community 

Our impressions is that the Grinnell community is tightly knit and supportive, 

where members of the community know each other, if not well, at least by name and 

face.  A student said, “The size (of the College) is nice.  There is support.  I feel that I 

know everyone.  Although I only knew one student by name in this group, I know 

everyone by face.  That has an effect on people.”  But because everyone knows each 

other, a faculty member indicated that it is hard for students to do something without 

others knowing.  “When dating, it’s very hard because you will be noticed.” 

 A faculty member indicated that for many of the students, this is the first time 

they have experienced a sense of community (“all the geeks came here”).  The faculty 

member added that this is the first they are encountering students who did just as well 

or better than they did in high school.  Another faculty member added that students 

describe themselves as above average academically and below average socially and that 

have felt marginalized before they arrived at the College.  But according to this person, 

students feel that there are “1200 people here just like me.”  Yet another faculty member 

indicated that students want to be each other’s support network.     
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Another student added that there is a support network, a collective support for 

the “anguished.”  A faculty member said that students form intense, long lasting 

relationships with each other and pointed to an example of a graduate who still gets 

together with Grinnell friends once each year.    

 A staff member offered one view of student-faculty relationships at Grinnell.  

This person indicated that when students come to Grinnell they are encouraged to 

develop close relationships with faculty but that does not necessarily happen.  Faculty-

student relationships have changed because of an increased emphasis on scholarship 

for faculty.   

There are others who asserted that the community is not tightly knit for all 

members.  Some students reported that they know only a few people and focus their 

efforts on helping only these few people. There is also a population of students who 

have a difficult time making friends or feeling like they fit. The sense of community 

may be just a sense of commonality for some students.  

Self-Governance 

 When asked if there is an expectation that students take care of others, one 

student responded, “Yes, self-governance.” Another student followed this comment 

with the observation, “I think the three of us take self-governance seriously, but I’m not 

sure that the whole campus does.” A third student suggested that an important 

campus-wide question is the extent to which self-governance is taken seriously. 

Faculty and staff echoed this question about the meaning or importance of self-

governance. One staff member stated, “I don’t think that the student support is as 

strong as a cultural piece as it once was and it is students who don’t want to deal with 

it. It raises the question of what is self-governance.” A faculty member explained, “It 

raises the issue of accountability. Who sets the rules? We live in this environment where 

it is self-government. The rules are blurred. [There is an] ‘If I don’t know about it, it is 

okay attitude.’”  

It seems that there may be some confusion regarding the meaning of self-

governance. One faculty member stated, “Students don’t have any idea [what self-
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governance means]. They think it means ‘We make the rules.’” A student observed, 

“There's a debate between student government and administration: Is self-governance a 

worthwhile thing to keep up or whether its actually maintained or not?  Anytime an 

administrator makes a decision there is almost always a group of students who say, 

‘this is against self-governance, let's talk about it, let's do something.’” A faculty 

member concluded, “It is difficult for these dialogues [about self-governance] to happen 

with different understandings. There needs to be a common understanding and [an 

understanding] that self-governance is not entitlement.” 

In the context of student health and wellness, self-governance may serve as an 

important part of the campus culture. While self-governance offers many positive 

benefits, such as an expectation that students care for one another, it also may create 

confusion for students. For example, if there is less clarity regarding how self-

governance relates to issues of accountability, the implementation of rules, and ways to 

structure students’ experiences (e.g., academic deadlines), then students may 

experience confusion regarding others’ expectations. 

Academic Requirements 

 A great deal of discussion centered on the rigors of the curriculum and what this 

means for students.  One faculty member said that students are naïve about what it 

means to attend an elite institution.  “If they cannot do something, they dismiss it” this 

person concluded.  Most students agreed that there is lots of reading and many papers 

to be written and projects due.  When pressed about the papers, several students 

conceded that often these are just a few pages, as opposed to 30 or 40 page research 

papers.  One student described the typical workload.  “There are 50-150 pages of 

reading for each class.  At other places students might just read, but here we are asked 

to know the finer points and to retain information,” this student explained.  Yet another 

observed that there is a “large amount of homework and reading before each class that 

requires several hours for each class.”  Another expressed, “Some classes have a 

ridiculous amount of work.” The “Rigor and Demands of the Grinnell Student 
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Experience” section provides additional insights into the academic experience at 

Grinnell. 

Pre-Existing Problems 

 One of the issues that arose was the extent to which Grinnell College attracts 

students who have experienced various psychological issues before enrolling.  One 

student said, “There is a joke around campus that Grinnell attracts students with mental 

health problems but I’m not sure anyone would go on record saying this.”  Another 

student agreed. A faculty member observed that Grinnell students are brilliant but 

“socially challenged.”   

 Whether students who have come to Grinnell have more pre-existing mental 

health problems than at similar institutions is unknown.  We are more confident that 

the College is a place that is welcoming and members of the community are willing to 

provide support for students who have pre-existing problems.  What we do not know is 

the extent to which the atmosphere and environment cause additional problems, or just 

simply create a safe place where students can talk about their problems and work 

through them.  Perhaps a staff member summarized this issue best with a question:  “Is 

the high attrition and student health due to the college culture or something about who 

we attract?” 

Role Models 

 We know from the literature on college students (for example, Astin, 1993) that 

the single greatest influence on students is their peer group.  The next most influential 

group is faculty.  One question of the inquiry was the extent to which students have 

good role models.  Our observation is that faculty, particularly faculty who have been 

hired in recent years, are feeling as much pressure as students to achieve.  One faculty 

member described the situation this way:  “I would say that the faculty has changed 

over the past five years.  There has been more emphasis (on research)…so the younger 

faculty that have been hired in the past few years are more stressed.  I think that they 

are perhaps not as good teachers because they are concerned about research.  I think 

that has an effect on students.” 
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 Whether faculty are as available as they were in previous generations is 

unknown.  Some of the focus group participants claimed that faculty were more likely 

to live some distance from campus and commute, while some/others indicated that 

such was not the case.  Others, faculty in particular, reported that students want to 

contact them (by telephone, email, or stop by their house) at all hours of the day and 

night, and that students do not understand that they (the faculty) are not available 

around the clock.  Where the truth lies is probably somewhere in between these issues.  

What is clear is that there is a perception that faculty are not as available as was the case 

some years ago, and that the requirements for promotion and tenure have stiffened.  As 

will be noted in the recommendations section, we think discussion about these issues is 

warranted.   We would like to add that faculty also are very busy people.  

 Students may not find role models for time management in faculty and staff at 

Grinnell. One faculty member stated that for students, faculty, staff, and other 

employees there is a culture of being busy at Grinnell. Another faculty member 

remarked that people didn’t need to be less busy, but that people needed to handle it 

better. One faculty member described the faculty as “stress monkeys,” indicating that 

faculty provide poor examples of effective time management for students. 

Grinnell Students and Stress 

 In most of our conversations with various respondents, we had hardly begun the 

discussion when the discussion moved to the amount of stress that Grinnell students 

experience.  When asked what stress means for students, typical responses were that 

they had too much to do, not enough time to complete their assigned tasks, and as a 

consequence students limit their sleep, stay up all night working on papers or preparing 

for assignments, and wind up being exhausted. College can be a stressful environment 

for many students but not all of this stress may be harmful. Students undoubtedly feel 

certain amounts of stress during the semester but it is difficult to distinguish between 

healthy and unhealthy levels of stress.  These observations from students are useful in 

examining this situation: 
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 “Sometimes I think it becomes a competition like, ‘No, I’m more stressed than 

you,’ which is a really odd sort of environment.” 

 “I think the stress is real, but sometimes I think ‘we’ sit around and talk and try 

to outdo each other.” 

 ”I think it would be hard to tell if the stress is real or just exaggerated.”  

The last student comment is an excellent summary of the situation we encountered.  Do 

Grinnell student experience stress?  Undoubtedly.  How serious is this situation?  That 

depends.  Let us provide some additional analysis of the College from our point of 

view. 

 What we are confident of are the following elements: 

 -The College is demanding academically, probably more demanding than what 

many students experienced in high school. 

 -The College environment is robust, in that opportunities abound for students to 

involved in clubs, organizations, teams and other experiences, again to a greater extent 

than they experienced in high school. 

 -The general academic caliber of students attending the College is of a higher 

level than most students would have experienced in high school.  In many cases they 

were at the top of their high school class, and now they are part of a student body 

where virtually everybody is as able academically as they are. 

 -In many cases the students are not socially accomplished, may not have fit in 

well in high school, but now are the center of attention from their peers and others at 

the college.  This level of attention is a new experience for them.  

 -The caliber of the faculty is excellent.  Faculty members in their own right have 

had top-drawer educational experiences, as undergraduates as well as graduate 

students, and have an impressive record of accomplishment.  They are collectively 

brilliant, and certainly the intellectual match (speaking in general terms) for the 

students.  And, they have high expectations for each other.   

The result of these elements is that Grinnell students find themselves in an 

environment the likes of which they have never had to contend with before in their 
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lives.  Courses are demanding.  Faculty are excellent.  Everyone is smart.  There is so 

much to do on campus. They cannot always perform to the level of their expectations.  

When one folds all this together it is no wonder that they are bewildered, at times make 

bad choices, and that many of them feel overwhelmed.  For many of them, there is a 

dizzying array of things to do on campus, and to be able to pick and choose among 

these options is not easy.   So, we think it is safe to conclude that students are 

overloaded and possibly over-programmed.   

Does this mean that students suffer from stress?  We think many do, if one 

defines stress as feeling as though they have too much to do, not enough time in which 

to accomplish their assigned tasks, and that maybe they are not able to achieve at the 

same level they were used to before coming to college.  Does this mean that students 

suffer from manifestations of stress, such as being unable to sleep, being unable to eat, 

experiencing physical ailments, and so on?  Our sense is that the number of students 

who suffer from stress in a clinical sense may be a smaller subset of those complaining 

of stress.  

Stress for Grinnell students might be more appropriately characterized as 

anxiousness.  They are anxious about meeting the expectations they have for 

themselves, that faculty have for them, that their parents have for them, and that they 

have for each other.  They worry about being able to get everything done on time, even 

though their worry may be a function of being unable to say no to a friend who invites 

them to go to a campus event or join a club.  So, in the final analysis we think it is 

important for members of the College community to take the student experience 

seriously and understand that some students really may be having mental health 

problems. But, it is important to understand that the environment and the experience of 

students are likely to cause reactions on the part of students that they will characterize 

as stress, when this may be more accurately described as a feeling of being overloaded 

with responsibilities, anxiousness about doing well, and general unease with an 

unfamiliar situation.  And, it is important to remember that many of the students are a 
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bit awkward socially and lacking in polish and sophistication, which may make their 

adjustment to this circumstance more difficult.            

What Do Grinnell Students do for Fun? 

 A subset of the question related to what it means to be a Grinnell student is to 

identify what students do for fun.  The answer to this question is less complex than to 

describe what it means to be a Grinnell student, but it has a number of dimensions to it.  

A faculty member offered this example, “A student said, ‘ I thought college was about 

taking classes, and having fun, and making friends’ and I said ‘yes, its about all that but 

there are a lot of questions that you have to answer on your own,’ and I think that was 

stressful because his expectations didn’t quite match up with what he was 

experiencing.” 

 The “work hard play hard” atmosphere of the college extends to what students 

do for fun.   In no particular order, students (certainly not all) are engaged in the 

following activities for fun: 

• They participate in intramurals 

• They join athletic teams 

• They join clubs---over 100, which seems like a large number for a campus with 

roughly 1300 students. We checked the web sites of two other institutions to 

compare the number of clubs and organizations with Grinnell’s.  Macalester 

College has around 70 clubs and organizations for 1800 students according to its 

web site.   It would need to nearly double the number of clubs and organizations 

to match the number available per student at Grinnell.  The University of Iowa 

indicates that it has 370 recognized clubs and organizations for an undergraduate 

enrollment of less than 20,500. For Iowa to have same number of clubs and 

organizations for its student body, it would need to have close to 1600 student 

organizations, using a ratio of about 1 organization for every 13 students.   

• The go to parties, that in some cases include drinking. 

• They use the PEC to workout. 

• They participate in intercollegiate sports, music and theater. 



 23

• They exercise. 

• They have cooking and dinner parties. 

• They participate in “Off-beat” activities (a staff member pointed to the 

underwear dance to illustrate an off-beat activity). 

• They have alternative publications. 

• They play board games. 

• Some use drugs. 

• They go to Des Moines or Iowa City, and in a few cases, Chicago. 

• They play video games. 

• They volunteer in the community, serve as mentors and engage in volunteer 

work during breaks. 

• Some go to town to The Pub. 

• They participate in religious activities. 

• They hang out with friends. 

Partying and Drinking 

 We focus on these activities primarily because discussion of them was so 

widespread.  One faculty member estimated that student drinking behavior could be 

divided into thirds—about one third of the students do not drink, another third drink in 

moderation and the balance drink to excess.  This estimate is consistent with 

information provided to us by the College that indicated that about 39% of all students 

are binge drinkers (had 5+ drinks at least once in the past two weeks), about 36% are 

non-binge drinkers, and about 25% are non-drinkers. 

 We explored what is available for nondrinkers, and when queried about that 

matter, one student indicated that Grinnell is a “tough place for nondrinkers.”  Two 

faculty members indicated that students drink on Wednesday, Friday and Saturday 

nights. One faculty member indicated that students don’t come to class drunk, but 

another was quick to add that they may come to class hung over.  Conversely, a faculty 

member indicated that over time the pressure to drink has declined (“When I first came 

here there was a lot of drinking and drug use, but then for a while there was a group of 
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students who made it acceptable not to drink”).  Another faculty member concluded 

that it was OK (with students) for students not to drink.  “I don’t think students 

experience peer pressure to drink, they just may not be perceiving as having as much 

fun as those who are drinking.”  Still one other faculty member indicated that this 

person did not think that drinking was excessive but that it had grown.   

 But evidently it is not “cool” to not drink.  A faulty member summarized the 

situation this way:  “There are students who do not drink.  But it is not cool to say, 

“Hey, want to do an alcohol free event? You have to call it alcohol free; otherwise 

people will show up drunk to it.”   Although students may not pressure their peers to 

drink, students who do not drink may have a hard time fitting in, which can result in 

their being challenged to find their niche on campus.  

 The percentage of Grinnell students who are identified as binge drinkers is 

slightly below national statistics for binge drinking by college students (Wechsler, Lee, 

Kuo, Seibring, Nelson & Lee, 2002).  Nevertheless, the percentage is disturbing and 

hardly cause for celebration.  Whether students drink to relieve stress, see drinking to 

excess as a rite or passage, or are engaged in this behavior for other reasons is 

unknown.  We do believe that the College needs to continue its efforts to offer 

alternatives to those students who do not wish to drink, and continue to provide 

services and resources for students who drink to excess.   

The Rigor and Demands of the Grinnell Student Experience 

 During the focus groups we asked individuals to describe the rigor and demands 

of the Grinnell student experience. Many of the themes echo the responses that 

described what it is like to be a Grinnell student.  

Respondents indicated that Grinnell students experience a challenge to rise to a 

high level of academic performance, measured by both quantity and quality of work. 

While many commented about the ability of students to meet these high expectations, 

others noted the impact of the rigor. One faculty member stated, “around week three of 

the semester I can see the freshness is gone, the eyes are sunken in… the razzle dazzle 

and honeymoon is over.” 
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 Students. As noted earlier, Grinnell students have high expectations of their 

academic performance. Respondents stated that Grinnell students received high grades 

in high school and they expect to receive high grades at Grinnell. Students 

acknowledged that many of their peers are worried about getting “B’s.” While students 

appear to have high internal motivation, they do not appear to see themselves as 

competing with other students. Several faculty noted that Grinnell is not as 

academically intense in a competitive sense as Carleton College, a quality of Grinnell 

that appeals to many students.  

 While some faculty stated that students do not come to classes prepared, several 

others noted that students are diligent in completing work. One faculty member 

explained that students rush to the library to read assigned articles. The faculty member 

said, “even if you are prepared you really have to work here.” Another faculty member 

said that in comparison to other institutions, Grinnell does not have the bottom level of 

students who do not do the work. One student explained that students are afraid to 

disappoint professors.  

 Faculty. Faculty have high expectations for students.  A student life staff member 

observed that professors take pride in their products—their students.  One student 

pointed out that many courses require substantial amounts of reading, and that “there 

are high expectations for class participation and often a part of your grade is based on 

participation.”  But a faculty member thought that it is the students who really put 

pressure on themselves.  “Our students are academically focused” this person observed, 

and “They put tremendous pressure on themselves.”   

As mentioned earlier, several individuals stated that Grinnell students 

experience a high academic workload in terms of the amount of work (quantity) and the 

quality in which the work is done. One faculty member described the faculty as 

“workaholic,” explaining that the faculty collectively assigns too much work and 

communicates to students that “more is better.” Respondents offered several 

explanations for the academic rigor of the institution. One faculty member attributed 

the amount of work to faculty member’s educational experiences, explaining that the 
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demands are similar to or less than the expectations they had as a student. Others 

commented that there may be pressure among faculty members to maintain a high level 

of difficulty related to course work. One staff member stated that while the faculty 

acknowledge the high amount of work, they do not want to “lower the bar” or make 

courses less demanding. Faculty explained that the amount of work signifies the 

importance of the course. A faculty member explained that the faculty are competitive 

with each other in the sense that they increase the course workload to stay on par with 

other faculty. One faculty member wondered if the change from the faculty teaching 

load from a 3:3 to a 3:2 increased the academic rigor. The individual explained that 

faculty devote more attention to teaching and finding ways to supplement their courses 

when they are teaching two courses and then want to provide the same level of 

attention to the other courses. 

It is important to recognize that while students, faculty, and staff noted the 

amount of academic work, the academic rigor of Grinnell is an important component of 

its academic mission. A faculty member explained that students and faculty “demand a 

lot of themselves…I believe we have the right pedagogy – you constantly ask them to 

discuss in the class and you engage them. And that means you don’t have an 

opportunity to sit back and be passive. You constantly feel like you are always on the 

line. It’s a strength, but it’s also a source of stress.” 

It is clear that Grinnell offers students a rigorous academic experience. Both 

students and faculty share high academic expectations. Our analysis indicates that the 

academic rigor is a clear strength of the institution. As will be noted in the 

recommendations section, it may be helpful to engage in conversations about what 

academic rigor means at Grinnell so that students and faculty share a common 

understanding of rigor, gain insight into the purpose of their efforts, and have a 

discussion about ways to improve student learning.  

Amount of Academic Work  

Faculty have high expectations for students, as was mentioned earlier in this 

report.  Students explained that there is a high expectation regarding the assignments 
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(e.g., amount of reading, number of problems) students are expected to complete for 

each class meeting. Students’ comments indicate that the academic rigor is consistent 

throughout various academic departments. Several students questioned if they would 

gain more from their efforts if the workload was less and they were able to complete the 

work. Another student thought that students learn more from covering less material, 

but in greater depth or detail.  

 Respondents offered examples of various strategies that students use to adjust to 

the amount of academic work. Some students decide to take a reduced course load to 

adapt to the amount of academic work. One faculty member said, “I don’t think I could 

have handled it at the 18 credit workload….” Other faculty members recommend to 

students that they try to take easier classes during a semester when they have intense 

courses. One student said, “I get help learning to deal with [academic] stress.” Some 

faculty, however, indicated that some students do not put forth the necessary effort to 

match academic demands. One faculty member indicated that students “do what they 

have to get done. They memorize information,” while another said, “They want to put 

in the minimum.”  Several faculty members commented that students are poor in time 

management and do not put in the necessary hours/week to complete coursework.  

As noted previously, it is clear that Grinnell offers an academically rigorous 

environment. It seems that students at Grinnell experience a high level of academic 

course work, which may be accentuated by difficulties with time management. 

Regardless of the source of the problem (amount vs. time management), students 

described their reactions to the coursework using the following phrases: you never feel 

done, constant nauseous feeling, I feel guilty when I am not working, and the worst 

work is produced during finals week. It is difficult to determine the extent to which 

students display these negative reactions to academic work.  

Faculty mentioned several student behaviors that they attributed to student 

reactions to the rigorous environment including not eating right, lack of sleep, drinking 

too much, and not taking care of themselves. The explanation offered by one faculty 

member is that students get things done at the peril of their personal well-being. 



 28

Another faculty member responded, “Some [students] are crippled, obsessive about 

what they need to do.”  

Students may need assistance in making the transition to the academic learning 

environment. One faculty member commented that students’ perception of rigor is 

dependent upon their previous academic experiences – some are prepared for the 

demands, while others are not. Another faculty member stated that there is a rhythm to 

the semester with a round of tests and papers every three or four weeks and explained 

that students must adjust to the challenge.  

Time Management 

Considering that respondents noted Grinnell’s high expectations, academic rigor, 

and number of extracurricular activities, it is not surprising that several people noted 

that students experience time management difficulties. One faculty member 

commented that while students are able to rise to higher academic expectations, 

difficulties occur when students do not take the right combination of classes or are over 

involved with extracurricular activities. Another faculty member agreed that time 

management is a concern, stating that students’ work habits are less effective or 

efficient. In our view, one faculty member offered a particularly insightful comment, 

suggesting that students may not be able to recognize time management as a problem, 

but instead simply label the issue as “stress.” 

Students’ behaviors seem to exacerbate their time management struggles. 

Respondents indicated that students often display a last minute approach to finishing 

tasks and may place themselves in stressful situations by waiting to meet academic 

deadlines. One faculty member said that some students get a note from the health 

center stating that they are unable to do their work. Faculty indicated that they often 

hear stories of students doing work the night before during the early morning hours or 

by staying awake all night. One faculty group discussed students’ daily schedules and 

indicated that students do not do schoolwork during the day. Consequently, they try to 

complete schoolwork, sporting activities, and other activities in the same evening 

period. 
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Another source of time management difficulties may be related to the number 

activity options presented to students. As noted earlier, Grinnell provides students with 

a large number of options for extracurricular activities. However, the number of 

activities can be a downfall when students do not know how to manage their time.  

It is important to note that students’ out of class activities represent an important 

part of their educational experiences. For some students, specific activities may actually 

assist them in finding better ways to manage their time. One staff member explained 

that students who have internships tend to have a high semester GPA because of the 

structure it provides. Another staff member explained that multi-sport athletes tend to 

do well academically. It appears that while a few select activities can help students 

manage their time effectively; time management becomes more difficult when students 

engage in too many activities.  Several student comments offer insights into the 

tendency to be “busy.” One student explained that students need to be busy because it 

structures times and provides balance, while another student commented, “Students 

like to feel busy.” These responses support the contention that students are not always 

able to recognize time management as a problem. It may be that instead of structuring 

time or providing balance, finding ways to be busy offers students an escape. 

One faculty member described this struggle for balance, saying that students 

segment their lives into elements and that their judgment of the overwhelming 

academic rigor is based on the amount of time that students put into other 

commitments. In other words, students’ social commitments may compete with their 

academic commitments. Another faculty member described Grinnell students as 

individuals who have high test scores, but have a moderate grade profile. The faculty 

member commented that Grinnell recruits students who are make decisions that favor 

factors such as social networks over grades if there is a conflict. 

Students also may struggle with time management because of a difficulty of 

“saying no.” One faculty described this difficulty, explaining that it is “emotionally 

intense” at Grinnell College. Another faculty member explained the need to talk about 

time management with students by encouraging students to learn how to say no 
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without feeling guilty. This respondent stated that saying yes can be a form of 

procrastination or escape when people don’t want to do work. In other words, when 

students find themselves overwhelmed with the number of academic and social 

commitments, one way to cope is to shift attention to yet another activity. 

Student Expectations of Each Other 

 In addition to the academic and extracurricular demands that students face, 

several respondents noted the demands or expectations that students have for each 

other. These expectations included expectations for engaging in close relationships, 

participating in social events, and meeting academic expectations. 

Regarding students’ interpersonal relationships, one faculty member explained 

that while students may not have intense relationships with faculty, the intensity of 

their relationships with one another are prominent in their thinking. Another faculty 

member also described students’ interpersonal relationships as “intense,” stating that 

they are often involved in counseling each other. One faculty member stated, “I hear 

students say that they are needed as a friend and a helper. I often hear this excuse for 

not having work complete.” 

Students also have expectations for their peers to participate in social events. 

Responses indicate that students experience peer pressure to be at parties. One faculty 

member explained, “It is not okay to stay at home and study if there is a big function at 

Harris. Everyone needs to be there…” The same faculty member described the impact 

of these high social expectations when they compete with academic expectations: “Our 

students are trying to achieve these high academic standards, but there is a lot of 

pressure tHat you are not studying all the time. I think that creates tensions for the 

students to meet the expectations academically and socially.” 

Sophomore Year 

Students commented that the sophomore year is particularly stressful. During 

this academic year students declare a major, begin applying for study abroad programs, 

and look for internships and summer employment. Students explained that not 

knowing what is going to happen can be “more stressful than school.” One student 
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explained that during the sophomore year, many students realize that they have too 

many extracurricular commitments and decide to reduce their activities. It is important 

to note the number of transitions that students experience during their sophomore year 

and to find ways to provide support. As students leave the structured tutorials and 

enter a period marked by increasing academic focus and the need to pursue internship, 

employment, and study abroad options, it may be helpful to direct attention to these 

transitions. 

 

 

 

Culture 

 Lastly, several respondents noted ways that the campus culture provides an 

atmosphere that shapes how students talk about the academic rigor and demands in 

their lives. Respondents offered the following comments: 

“Students seem to feed off each other and talk about their stress levels,”  

“There is a one-upmanship [in talking about stress],”  

“Being under stress is a hobby…it is a simmering pot.” 

While it is clear that Grinnell’s academic environment is challenging, it may be 

important to examine how the campus culture shapes students’ perceptions of and 

reaction to the rigor and demands of their experiences. For example, one faculty 

respondent shared a widely circulated belief that Grinnell’s curriculum is the second 

most challenging curriculum in the country, following MIT. Another example is 

students’ comments regarding a tradition of science students working in the science 

labs throughout the entire evening. Our purpose in describing student discourse about 

stress and academic demands is to highlight ways that these perceptions can shape the 

understanding of what it means to be a Grinnell student and note how students 

respond to the environment.  



 32

Formal Support Structures at Grinnell 

The respondents’ definitions of the formal support structure at Grinnell fell within the 

parameters of the following six categories: (1) counseling services (on and off campus), 

(2) academic advising (i.e. academic advisers and campus services such as Reading and 

Writing Labs), (3) faculty advisers, (4) Resident Life Coordinators, (5) Student Advisors 

(SA), and the (6) Chaplain. Feedback regarding these support structures focused 

primarily on the counseling services, the role of the RLC and Student Advisors and 

academic advising (faculty, administrators, services such as labs). 

Counseling Services (on and off campus)  

 One of the primary benefits of the on-campus service is its accessibility. In the 

past, students confronted barriers such as transportation issues when visiting the off-

campus site, in addition to scheduling concerns. One student remarked “walk-in 

services are helpful…you do not have to worry about transportation” and a staff 

member mentioned “It’s nice to know that a therapist is just a half a block away.” 

Another student added, “It can be a place to stop in for a visit” but believes some 

students perceive it instead as a “place you go when you hit rock bottom.” Based on the 

services provided by the counseling services, students now have options when deciding 

where to seek psychological assistance. Furthermore, the stigma associated with 

receiving counseling services, for the most part no longer exists.  “It is not as taboo to go 

and talk with someone” shared one faculty member. Although scheduling 

appointments at times is difficult for some students, arranging an appointment with the 

same counselor is even more challenging. One student reported “You need to be lucky 

to see the same person. I skipped class to see the same counselor. I tried for eight 

weeks.”  

 Moreover, faculty view the counseling services as offering resources to students 

that at times they (the faculty) felt ill-equipped to provide. One faculty mentioned that 

“I feel good about bringing a student over here because at some point I should not 

handle this problem and I’m more than happy that a professional will be handling this 

problem.” The sentiments of this faculty member are echoed by others who also 
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mention the benefits of this service in terms of location when compared to the off-

campus site. Although most faculty are committed to providing guidance--formal and 

informal--to students, often they confront situations that mandate professional 

intervention; therefore, the on-campus site offers a valuable service to students and 

faculty.  

RLC and SA 

 Although respondents defined SAs as part of the formal structure, the majority 

of responses focused on the (perceived) ineffectiveness of the RLC position as it is 

currently conceived. A faculty member stated “I don’t see the RLCs as being useful. 

They are not allowed to do anything disciplinary. They are a go between. I don’t 

understand their function.” A staff member shared that the RLC position has changed 

in the following way, “The work has gone from a counseling role to administrative and 

rule oriented.” Students shared similar reservations about the  RLC position. As a result 

of the change in concept for the position, some students experiencing emotional 

challenges may be less likely to view RLCs as viable resources thus forcing them to seek 

assistance from other outlets such as peers, faculty and counseling services.  

 

 

Academic Advising (Faculty and Advisers)  

Students rely on faculty advisers to provide advice and guidance on academic 

and non-academic issues. The genesis of most faculty and student relationships is in the 

tutorials. According to one faculty member, “he has 30 advisees and he talks to them on 

a regular basis.” Another faculty mentioned, “The faculty advisor is the primary source 

of advice and support for students.”  Furthermore, one stated, “the [Grinnell] culture is 

that you are there to help students at all times.” Some students echoed similar 

sentiments when they shared that most faculty understand their demanding workload 

and offer extensions. Furthermore, if you speak with professors, one stated, “they are 

really receptive.”  
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 However, a few staff members noted some changes with the faculty and student 

relationship within recent years. One staff member stated, “in the 1970s faculty invited 

students to their home,” which added to the sense of closeness between faculty and 

students on campus.  Another mentioned “it seems like faculty has a much bigger 

workload than they used to, which may force them to limit contact.”  For some, faculty 

appear less cognizant of students’ personal and academic realities, in part because of 

increased academic demands of their time.  

  Although most faculty are willing to engage with students in formal and 

informal settings, some faculty raised concerns about balancing demands from external 

factors such as family and community interests with student requests. It is quite evident 

that faculty wear many hats on campus but at times their multiple roles raise questions 

about how to effectively interact with students. One faculty member mentioned 

struggling with “when to challenge students and when to provide support” and 

another shared, “how do you balance your professional role with your personal one?” 

Furthermore, one faculty member posed the question, “do we celebrate fortitude or do 

we celebrate how to manage a disability?”  These questions demand answers for those 

who are on the front lines assisting students adjust to the personal and academic 

demands present in this community.  

Reading and Writing Labs   

Students, staff and faculty appear pleased with the quality of services rendered 

by the Reading Labs and Writing Labs on campus. Although, the responses related to 

this formal support structure were less frequent than other areas, when acknowledge 

the consensus was that it was helpful and should be used more often. One staff member 

mentioned that employees at these offices are “hard-working people who create a 

welcoming environment.”  One faculty member discussed the difficult task some 

employees face in differentiating academic problems from personal ones when working 

with students, “Most students come to them for academic reasons but many times the 

academic reasons are intertwined with the social or emotional and those staff have to 

sort that out.” While another faculty member stated, “students should know that 
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receiving this type of assistance [Reading Lab] is not a reflection of their ability to do the 

work…it is simply a skill they are learning to assist them.” Overall, Reading and 

Writing Labs are viewed as beneficial services for students.  

Observations about Formal Support Structures 

 Although, collectively, formal support structures at Grinnell provide myriad 

services to members of the campus community, the primary beneficiaries are students. 

The formal support structures offer a variety of support to students from academic 

services such as scheduling classes to informal services such as offering advice on non-

academic concerns. Members of the campus community who work intimately with 

students and are at times unprepared to address some of the more challenging issues 

perceive the formal support structure as beneficial  

 The role of faculty within this community is an area that needs further 

examination.  How can faculty model healthy behavior to students? How can faculty 

properly challenge and support students throughout their academic journey at 

Grinnell?  How can faculty demonstrate the importance of making appropriate choices?  

A number of faculty appear to grapple with these issues when discussing their role with 

students.  One faculty member noted faculty are “stress monkeys.” Another stated,” 

There is a need to tend to the mental health issues of faculty” was additional comment 

shared by another.  Faculty need forums such as town hall meetings, departmental 

meetings, and new faculty orientations in which to critically examine the role they play 

in creating an environment that some students find difficult to handle. Furthermore, 

these meetings, if structured properly could provide informal support to faculty who 

are committed to fulfilling their roles as role models to students.  

Perceptions of Informal Support 

 In addition to the formal support services Grinnell offers for its students, 

students also seek assistance from a variety of informal support services. Based on the 

focus groups of faculty, staff, and students, this section outlines informal support that is 

provided to students at Grinnell. 

"Students Rely on Each Other Mostly" 
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 Students tend to be a primary support for each other at Grinnell. This is not 

uncommon on college campuses since students spend most of their time with one 

another and share a common experience. As one student summarized, "Students are 

usually pretty caring since they have more than likely been in the same situation 

before." Students also recognized that while sharing a commonly perceived stressful 

experience may help students better understand each other, student stress also may 

cause students to overlook students who are in need of assistance. "Stress level makes 

me aware of other people's issues but my stress level might lead me to miss things that I 

might see…" said one student. Another student commented, "Sometimes it depends on 

what time of the semester it is. There are occasions where other students don't see or 

don't bother that other students are stressed…"   

In describing friendships among students, students had contradicting views. One 

student mentioned that "friendships are not superficial, they are intense." Another 

student commented, "We all know each other, this can be irritating and helpful at the 

same time." However, one student voiced an opposing view, "People really don't know 

each other, other than by face." Other students suggested that friendships do not form 

because students are busy with academics and other activities. One student mentioned, 

"Students do a lot of things as individuals such as studying or activities, which exclude 

being with a friend." As one student summarized, "It is hard to have friends due to the 

high number of activities"  

Faculty, staff, and students acknowledged that not all students have informal 

support networks. Some students have difficulty making friends. As a result, these 

students find it difficult to have informal support from their peers and may withdraw 

physically and emotionally. One faculty member had a student mention to him, "I get 

along fine here academically but I haven't been able to find a social group to hang out 

with." The faculty member went on, "I've heard this before, how students felt at odds 

with their peers. "  

Faculty and staff members were concerned that the informal student support 

networks were not always healthy. As one faculty expressed, "Students can do too 
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much of that [caring] behavior. I hear they were up all night with a friend. There is too 

much burden [on students]. If there is a crisis they say that they needed to stay up all 

night." Another faculty summarized it this way, "Students act as if they have no other 

choices when considering completing an assignment or assisting a friend. Students 

choose the latter." Another faculty member mentioned that students don't always seek 

the support they need from a trained professional.   

Some informal student relationships served to reinforce negative or harmful 

behavior. Students who are unhappy or anxious may gravitate toward others 

experiencing the same thing. One faculty member noticed,  "Depressed students interact 

with other depressed students and that, in turn, reinforces anxiety."   

The differences in the roles and expectations of friendships and informal student 

support networks illustrate the character of the Grinnell student population. There are 

some students who have very intense and close friendships with students and will 

neglect their academics or personal health in order to assist a friend. There are other 

students who have few, if any, close relationships with other students. The informal 

support provided by other students can help normalize the intense Grinnell experience. 

For some students, this can be comforting, but for other students, this can be harmful.  

Student Advisors.  Student advisors were identified as a subgroup of students 

who contributed to the informal support of students. Students who currently are in this 

role talked about connecting with students to "make sure no one is left out." Faculty and 

staff also agreed that student advisors were important in providing informal support 

but were concerned that they were given too much responsibility and were under 

prepared. A staff member observed that student advisors can be nice in establishing 

community on the floors but "some of these [students] are over extended and they get 

burned out after a year." Another faculty member mentioned, "Student advisors spend 

2-3 days training and listening. They are the first line of defense. The training is not 

enough…there is too much responsibility and students burn out." 

Staff Informal Support 
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 Staff members from a variety of areas reported providing informal support to 

students. Representatives from administrative staff, support staff, and student services 

staff commented on their concern for students at Grinnell. As one staff member 

summarized, "That's why I like working here - there are so many people that care about 

students. It's pretty impressive to see these relationships." One staff member who works 

with international students mentioned, "This year I started a lunch schedule with 

students and I've found that helpful. Some students don't need my professional 

assistance; they just want to talk."  

Staff members often provide informal support for their student workers: "We try 

to help them out," stated one staff member, "If they're having a birthday we'll try to do 

something special. They talk with us a lot."   

 A faculty mentioned the valuable role staff member can play in providing 

informal support since "students aren't worried [about talking with staff] because the 

staff won't give them a grade."  

 Other staff members reported that they would like to be of more assistance to 

students but that it was difficult because of their other job responsibilities. Another staff 

member commented that students also seek out individuals who they think can provide 

support, "Sometimes people just identify you as a person they can talk with…. People 

are around; it just depends on how busy you are. I think students monitor your time 

and know when you have time."   

Residence Life Coordinators.  In discussing informal support systems, faculty, staff, 

and students expressed disappointment at the lack of informal relationships that were 

developed between Residence Life Coordinators (RLCs) and students. Staff members 

felt that in recent years that there were fewer informal interactions between RLCs and 

students and this has caused problems. These staff members thought that in the past 

RLCs frequently would interact with students in their residence halls and help to 

alleviate problems before they became crises. As one staff member questioned, "Why 

isn't the informal support that is supposed to be there [RLCs], heading off these things?" 

As mentioned earlier, one staff member felt that in the role of the RLC had changed 
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from one that was primarily a counseling role from one that is administrative. As the 

staff member explained, "There used to be a lot of student contact but now its rule 

oriented and I just don't think student have that trust…. The RLC is not relationship 

based…"  

Our interpretation is that the concerns expressed were focused on how the 

position had been defined. In other words, the  administrative responsibilities that 

RLCs were expected to perform (e.g. federal reporting for alcohol)  weakened the ability 

of RLCs to establish trust and informal relationships with students. Our view is that the 

responsibilities of the position need to be examined, and perhaps recrafted.   

Faculty Informal Support  

 Overall, faculty members provide informal support for their students. Students, 

staff, and faculty members recognized that this informal support occurs in varying 

degrees. As one student summarized, "Many faculty don't want to know about 

students' personal lives, but others [students] have tremendous relationships with their 

advisors."  However, other students mentioned that faculty may be willing to assist but 

that students need to be more assertive in talking with faculty, "We [students] need to 

encourage other students to let their faculty know. I know a lot of faculty members that 

I've worked with have, when they find out, are open to trying to make it work and are 

surprised that students don’t' come to them more often."  

Staff members acknowledged that faculty members do provide valuable support 

to students but wondered if this support was decreasing due to other increased faculty 

expectations, "It seems like faculty have a much bigger workload than they used to 

which may force them to limit contact." Another staff member observed, "I think faculty 

very much care; they are stressed."  

Faculty members also recognized that the informal support between faculty 

members and students differs. As one faculty member observed, "Students seek out 

people who they trust. We all know that there are people on the faculty who have a 

much heavier caseload than others." Another faculty member noted, "I realize that I'm 
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not one of those people - I don't send signals that I want you to come into my office and 

talk but I admire those people [faculty members] who do."  

A few faculty members expressed concern about the increased pressure for 

female and minority faculty members to provide informal support to students. They 

observed that for minority faculty members, minority students seek them out and the 

faculty member's office quickly becomes a gathering space. They also felt that female 

faculty were more likely expected to provide informal support to students than their 

male colleagues. As one male faculty member described, "As much as students would 

like to believe they are freed from gender bias, I think that students do expect one thing 

from 'dad' and one thing from 'mom.' A woman who doesn't want to be 'mom' is 

perceived differently than a man who doesn’t want to be 'dad.’"  

Faculty members who are also coaches provide significant informal support to 

students. As one coach described, "We see them in good times, bad times. Our 

interaction is at a different level than a lot of faculty… Student affairs is not open on the 

weekend. Mental health is not open after 5:00. We [coaches] are in that situation because 

of the amount of time we spend with them."     

Faculty members admitted that they feel like they need to set limits on their 

interactions with students. As one faculty member summarized, "I have a line that I 

draw. At a certain point I say, 'I think you need to go talk to…' I frankly believe that I 

want to keep a certain distance." Another faculty member commented, "There are times 

when I'd like to give someone a hug, but as a prof, I feel like I can't do that. I cannot do 

anything that may seem to put pressure on them [students]."   

Students enjoy informal interactions with faculty members and tend to expect 

them. Students mentioned that it would be nice to have faculty members eat with 

students in the dining hall. Students felt that these informal relationships would 

strengthen the in-class work and relationships: "I think faculty who have created a bond 

with students, the students feel more respected by the faculty and put more work into 

it. Students don't come here looking for faculty focused only on scholarly work, so it's 

frustrating when faculty are focused on this."  
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Parental Support 

 Staff members noted that the relationships between students and parents are 

much stronger now than in the past.  As one staff member stated, "I hear a lot more 

students talk about their parents, like, "Let me check with my parents. My parents 

said….” Another staff member mentioned that she had more parents calling her now 

than they had in the past.  It is difficult to tell, however, the extent to which students 

receive informal support from parents.  One faculty member who was a parent of a 

Grinnellian stated, "Even as a parent you don't have a sense of what's going on."   

Although staff members commented on the relationship between parents and students, 

students didn't mention receiving informal support from parents.   

Observations about Informal Support  

Students at Grinnell receive informal support from a variety of people. Students, 

faculty, and staff who participated in the focus groups expected that students would 

develop informal relationships with various members of the Grinnell community and, 

in general, these informal relationships helped to alleviate stress and improve mental 

health at Grinnell. Students mentioned that they primarily rely on each other for 

support.  

Faculty and staff were concerned that the student support networks could be 

unhealthy and counterproductive. Students were spending too much time and energy 

caring for friends at the detriment of their personal academics or well-being. In other 

situations, friends tended to reinforce one another's negative behavior. Since students at 

Grinnell are used to handling their problems and not seeking assistance, it may be 

difficult for students to recognize their limitations and to seek professional help for 

their friends.  

Most faculty and staff were willing to develop informal relationships with 

students although some faculty and staff were not interested in forming these 

relationships. Lack of time most frequently was cited as a reason for not providing 

informal support. Students, faculty, and staff members commented that when they are 
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busy or pressed for time, they are less likely to engage students in informal 

conversations or activities and may not notice when a student is in need of assistance.  

These informal support networks coupled with formal support networks provide 

students with a variety of ways to get connected to the community and to receive 

assistance academically, socially, and emotionally. Although there are several informal 

support networks operating within Grinnell, participants also noted that some students 

do not experience these. There is a strong sense of community at Grinnell but not all 

students feel as though they are members of this community. Some students have a 

difficult time forming friendships with other students, do not seek out assistance from 

staff or faculty members and simply may be overlooked. For these marginalized 

students informal support is minimal and the benefits of these informal support 

systems are not realized.  

Recommendations and Suggestions 

Based on our inquiry, we offer the following suggestions and recommendations. 

Campus Mental Health Services. 

 We recommend that no changes be made in the availability of on-campus mental 

health services.  We don’t know if this situation is one where the services meet the 

demand or created it.  Either way, students, faculty and staff uniformly were 

complimentary about the services.  While students would like more services we are not 

convinced that adding more services is necessary.  We are certain that reducing current 

services would be unwise  

Tutorials. 

 We realize that the tutorials are serious academic courses and do not want to 

infringe on the academic freedom of the faculty members who plan them.  Therefore, 

we offer this recommendation in the context of our respect for the academic process that 

insures that faculty can teach what they choose in the context of the courses they offer.    

We recommend that the first year tutorial are used, in part, to address issues 

related to helping students learn about the culture of Grinnell, how to manage the 

increased workload that they will experience in college, and also to provide information 
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about how they can manage their out of class experiences in the context of their 

classroom obligations.  Our view is that most students new to Grinnell will never have 

been challenged to the extent that they will experience at Grinnell, and this issue ought 

to be addressed directly.  We think faculty are well positioned to lead these discussions, 

since they, too, have to manage heavy demands on their time.   

Connecting RLCs with Students. 

 We believe that the RLC position appears to have evolved from one of counselor 

to more of an administrative position.  We assume that good reasons were in place for 

this change, but the consequence is that students appear not to use these staff as 

resources when, in fact, they could be very helpful as a first line point of contact for 

students.  We are not sure that this is the current situation and would recommend a 

further evaluation of the role/expectations of the RLC in the context of providing 

support for students who experience stress.  

Continue Van Service to Iowa City and Des Moines. 

 We don’t know the level of usage by students, but many indicated how valuable 

it was to have this resource.  At times we think there is value in having resources 

available to students, whether they use them or not.  In this case, we recommend that an 

option for spending a few hours in another environment is available to students.  When 

they go to either destination, they encounter such a different environment that it is a 

welcomed break from life at the College.  For the same reasons, we would also 

recommend continuing efforts to provide students with “alternative break” activities 

that offer students planned off-campus activities during break periods. 

Development of the New PEC. 

 The new PEC cannot be brought on line soon enough.  A number of the 

respondents were critical about the lack of space available to students for recreation and 

exercise.  We understand that a new facility is just under construction, and we think 

that this facility needs to be completed as soon as possible.  We urge the College to 

stress the importance of wellness (exercise, healthy eating, sleep, etc.) in working with 
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its students. We hope that adequate resources are available in the new facility so that 

the wellness coordinator can work with students on stress reduction activities. 

Financial Aid 

 In spite of Grinnell’s need blind admission policy, many students worried about 

being able to cover the costs of their education.  This is ironic, given the College’s robust 

endowment.  Evidently, enough parents do not make their expected contribution to 

their students’ education, and as a consequence, the students have to make up that gap 

in their financial plan.  Hearing from one student who had to work multiple jobs on 

campus to cover a work study obligation and then from others who indicated that 

enough jobs were not available on campus led us to conclude that a review of financial 

aid and job opportunities be conducted.  As a general principle, we think that student 

work obligations should be made available as seamlessly as possible.  We also think 

that work should be available for all students who need this to meet their financial 

obligations.  

Take Breaks Seriously 

 We heard of a few instances where faculty had made assignments over break 

periods, even between semesters.  We do not know the extent of this practice. The 

general idea of a break is to allow people to refresh themselves, get caught up as they 

choose, but not to assign additional work.   Assigning additional work defeats the 

purpose of a break. If, in fact, this is occurring the faculty members who make such 

assignments have, in effect, ruined the purpose of a break.  We doubt if faculty 

members would like to have their breaks infringed upon by, say, having an 

administrator scheduling meetings of faculty committees in the middle of a holiday 

break. Students do not have the luxury of ignoring assignments.  We ask that faculty 

respect students’ vacations.     

Reading Days between Hell Week and Final Exams. 

 Evidently, there is no break between the end of Hell Week (when papers and 

other assignments are due at the end of a semester) and final exam week.  The 

consequence is that students move from one very anxiety-producing experience (Hell 
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Week) to another (finals week) without a break.  We recommend that a reading period 

be inserted between these very rigorous academic blocks of time.  A minimum of two 

days would make sense to provide a buffer between experiences.     

Conduct a Conference on what Academic Rigor Means at Grinnell College 

 We think it would be appropriate for faculty to hold a conference on the meaning 

of academic rigor at the College.  Everyone we spoke with agreed that the College 

provides a rigorous experience for students.  But, we are less certain as to how rigor is 

defined, what the purposes of rigor are, and how rigor is measured. We think a half day 

to one day faculty conference on this topic would make sense, to refresh the 

community’s collective vision for a Grinnell education.  Students ought to be involved 

in such a conference. 

Conduct a Conference on what Self Governance Means 

 Students talked a bit about self governance and what that means to them.  We 

think some use this concept as license to do anything they want, which is not our view 

of self governance.  Put another way, we are not convinced that they think of self 

governance as a having a concomitant dimension, that being responsible for one’s 

decisions and actions.  We don’t know if the College regularly schedules conferences on 

self governance, but if such is not the case, we think that such conferences, perhaps a 

half-day to a day in length would be useful.  The purposes of such an activity would be 

to focus on the reasons for self governance, the expectations for students who engage in 

self governance, what students are supposed to learn from self governance, and how 

the success of self governance is measured.      

Involve Faculty and Staff in any Discussions Related to with Student Stress 

 While we realize this is the current practice, we want to emphasize how 

important it is to have faculty and staff involved in any discussions related to student 

stress and well being.  One of Grinnell’s strengths is the tightly knit community, about 

which we have commented above.  The full resources of the community should be 

brought to bear in dealing with this issue and we wish to remind individuals in 
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decision making positions that the collective perspective of all members of the 

community is crucial in developing any strategies to deal with student issues.  

Have a Disaster Plan for Dealing with Crises 

 We think that the College ought to have a disaster plan that includes an 

academic dimension is addition to student   life to deal with major crises, such as the 

ones that were experienced last spring in the form of two suicides.  Some of the 

individuals who participated in the focus groups wondered if decisions were made on 

too much of an ad hoc basis.  It may be possible that the College has a disaster plan, but 

if not, the time to develop such a document is other than in the middle of the crisis.  

Under what conditions should students be able to take incompletes? Exams 

rescheduled?  Credit given for courses not completed?  Which individuals should be 

consulted to make these decisions? Again, we think these issues and others should be 

discussed by academic and student life administrators--and a plan developed that can 

guide the College should problems of a significant nature develop in the future.  We 

concede that not all problems can be anticipated and we offer this suggestion not to be 

critical but rather with the benefit of hindsight.  But we also believe that using a plan to 

guide decisions is preferable to having to make virtually all decisions in the middle of a 

crisis.      

Faculty Lecture Series 

 In order to provide a forum in which faculty can review their roles and impact 

within the Grinnell community, College administration should schedule monthly 

meetings in order to address the following topics: (1) How faculty can model 

appropriate behavior (e.g. lifestyle, work habits) to students? (2) How faculty can 

provide challenge and support to students in a high demanding academic 

environment? Due to questions and concerns raised by faculty in the focus groups 

about their relationships with students, we believe these meetings could create 

opportunities for them to interact with each other in an informal and non-threatening 

environment while examining their impact on student experiences.  
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Establish a Campus-Wide Committee 

By charging a campus-wide committee with the task of reviewing the Grinnell 

culture and its impact on student, staff and faculty experiences, the College sends a 

strong message about its long-term commitment to examining the mental state (well-

being) of members of the campus community. This committee can also serve a 

programmatic role by identifying and inviting experts to campus who are able to speak 

about “life” within a highly demanding academic community from a student, staff and 

faculty perspective.  

Resources 

Books, videos, articles and conference information should be housed in a central 

location on campus. Information regarding high achieving students and faculty, 

physical and psychological wellness issues, and college students’ experiences could be 

available for those interested in learning more about these issues. A resource center 

serves as a visual symbol of the College’s commitment to assisting students, staff and 

faculty in their academic and professional journey at Grinnell. 
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Appendix 1 
Grinnell College 

Interview Protocol 
March 4, 2004 

 
Introduction: 
 
Introduce self 
 
A team of consultants has been asked to conduct focus groups with various constituency groups 
on campus to gather your perceptions and thoughts about student mental health and wellness.  
This focus group will last approximately 1 hour.  I will be taking notes throughout the 
discussion, but this focus group also will be audio taped so that information is not missed.  After 
all the focus groups are concluded today, the consultants will review the information and create a 
report that will be provided to Tom Crady, Vice President of Student Affairs. 
 
I am not able to answer questions about Grinnell's policies or services related to student health 
and wellness.  However, if you have questions, you should direct them to Tom Crady. 
 
Ask participants to introduce themselves (name, position, years at 
Grinnell, etc.). 

 
 

1. Talk if you would for a moment about what it is like to be a student at Grinnell. 
 

2. We’re interested in learning more about the rigor and demands of the Grinnell student 
experience, academic and otherwise.  Could you talk about this with us? 

 
Be sure to cover 
  

 Faculty 
 Student 
 Cultural 

 
3. Could you talk a little bit about the informal support that is available for students here, 

such as students helping each other? 
 

 Be sure to cover faculty and staff support 
 

4. Could you give us your perceptions of the formal support services that are available for 
students here? 

 Be sure to cover on campus counseling services and off-campus counseling 
services. 

 
5. What do students do for fun?   
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 How do they relieve stress? 
 Potentially probe healthy and unhealthy behaviors. 

 
6. When you think about what we have talked about today, what ideas for improvement or 

change would you suggest? 
 

7. Is there anything else you’d like to tell us that you have not talked about so far? 
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Appendix 2 
Focus Groups Conducted on March 4, 2004 

 
 
Staff:  Five groups 

Faculty:  Eight groups 

Students:  Five groups 
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Appendix 3 
Informed Consent 

 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this assessment project.  The purposes of this project are to: 
 

1. Study selected aspects of the Grinnell College student experience 
2. Develop recommendations that may be used to strengthen the quality of student life at the 

College. 
 
You were selected as a participant in this study because of your association with Grinnell College.  For 
the purposes of data collection, you will be asked to participate in an interview or focus group.  You will 
be asked questions pertaining to your perceptions of the Grinnell College student experience.  The 
interview/focus group session will be documented through audiotape and should take no longer than one 
hour to complete.   
 
There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts to you as a participant in this research; however, you have 
the right to decline to answer any question with which you may feel uncomfortable.  In addition, if you 
choose to participate, you may discontinue your participation at any time without any consequences.  If 
you choose to discontinue participation, the data pertaining to your participation will be destroyed.  The 
benefits of participation include opportunities to: 
 

1. Reflect on your experiences with and perceptions of the Grinnell College student experience; 
2. Provide an opportunity for you to recommend ways that the College might strengthen and/or 

improve the student experience at the College. 
 
Your confidentiality will be protected in that audiotapes and notes will be stored in a secure location and 
your name will not be used in the report.  You will only be identified by your college affiliation and position 
(i.e., faculty member, staff member, second-year student, etc.).  As a participant, you have the right to inform 
the investigator of any information that you do not wish to be shared. 
 
The information gained from the interviews and focus groups will be used to formulate a written report 
that will be submitted to Mr. Tom Crady, Vice President for Student Affairs, for his use.  We anticipate 
that Mr. Crady will use the results in developing plans to strengthen the student experience at the College, 
in conjunction with members of the Grinnell College community, including faculty, students, and 
administrators  
 
Your signature indicates that you have read the information presented above and have decided voluntarily 
to participate.  You will be given a copy of this form for your reference. 
 
 
  
_________________________________________   _____/_____/_____ 
Signature        Date 
 
 
_________________________________________   _____/_____/_____ 
Signature of Investigator      Date 
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Appendix 4 
The Investigators 

 
Hannah Clayborne is a doctoral student in the Educational and Leadership Policy 
Studies Department at Iowa State University. Previously she has worked in an 
administrative role at Miami University Middletown and the University of Arizona in 
the Office of Student Activities and Center for Student Involvement and Leadership. 
 
Ann Gansemer-Topf is an academic advisor in Landscape Architecture and Community 
and Regional Planning in the College of Design at Iowa State University where in 
addition to advising, she is involved in the curriculum development and assessment 
efforts within the College.   She recently has completed her doctorate in Educational 
Leadership and Policy Studies at Iowa State, conducting quantitative and qualitative 
research focused on small, baccalaureate colleges and universities.  
 
Kevin Saunders is a postdoctoral research associate with the Research Institute for 
Studies in Education at Iowa State University. Examples of his qualitative research 
experiences include a study of organizational change at Humboldt University in Berlin, 
Germany, an evaluation of Iowa State University's U. S. Diversity and International 
Perspectives Requirement for undergraduate students, and a study of Reactions to 
Potential Strategic Initiatives by Selected Members of the Grinnell College Community. 
 
John H. Schuh is Distinguished Professor and Chair of the Department of Educational 
Leadership and Policy Studies at Iowa State University.  Previously he has held 
administrative and faculty positions at Arizona State University, Indiana University 
(Bloomington) and Wichita State University.  He is the author, co-author or editor of 
nearly 200 publications including 19 books and monographs.   
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