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Abstract

This ethnographic study sought to understand the overachievement culture at St. Olaf College.  We distributed questionnaires and conducted interviews to understand the perceptions and motivations of St. Olaf students and how these were applicable to the overachievement culture at the college.  We also hoped to learn whether or not St. Olaf is an institution that promotes this particular type of behavior.  Overall, we found that there is a culture of over-involvement on campus, which contributes to overachievement at St. Olaf.  Although the college itself encourages involvement, we found that it was the students who were responsible for creating and perpetuating attitudes about academic achievement and college life.
Setting

St. Olaf College is located in Northfield, Minnesota, the town of Cows, Colleges and Contentment.  St. Olaf is a highly residential campus, with 96 percent of students living on campus, serving a population of 3,000 students (St. Olaf Viewbook 2006: 53).  It advertises itself to prospective students and parents as “a liberal arts college of the church with world-class programs in music and mathematics” (St. Olaf Viewbook 2006: 2).  

St. Olaf College has a high academic reputation, and is known as a great school with bright students.  The college is ranked first among all liberal arts colleges in the percentage of students that study abroad.  “80 percent of students in each graduating class have studied abroad or off-campus during their time at St. Olaf” (St. Olaf Viewbook 2006: 18).   St. Olaf is also ranked fourth in the nation for graduates that go on to earn Ph.D.s in sciences, languages, arts, and music; to further this reputation, about six St. Olaf students win the Fulbright Scholarship each year, and St. Olaf has also produced three Rhodes Scholars since 1997 (St. Olaf Viewbook 2006: 2).

The music program at St. Olaf is internationally known with a third of the students involved in music.  St. Olaf College is unique from other liberal arts schools because it provides a chance for students to participate in the St. Olaf Band or St. Olaf Orchestra even if they do not major in music.  This allows students to take advantage of several opportunities if it is their passion to do so.  

It is popular for students to be involved in music, sports, and volunteer services.  In addition to the challenging academic departments, St. Olaf has 27 intercollegiate sports, which is more “than any other college in the Minnesota Intercollegiate Athletic Conference” (St. Olaf Viewbook 2006: 30).  Not only can students be involved in intercollegiate sports, but there are also more than 20 competitive club sports offered at St. Olaf that up to one-third of all St. Olaf students participate in; the school claims, “…if we don’t offer the sport you like, we’ll help you start a club” (St. Olaf Viewbook 2006: 33).  Students donate nearly 14,000 hours of their time to volunteer in Northfield and the Twin Cities area every year (St. Olaf Viewbook 2006).  Sports, intramurals, and volunteer service are just a few of the types of activities that students are involved in on campus.  There are also organizations centered on arts, politics, multicultural interests, academics, and religion.

St. Olaf, as a college of the church, has created a mission statement for students to carry with them into the world which reads, “In order to nurture and foster the spirit of the St. Olaf community, I will strive to practice and encourage among my colleagues: Respect for the dignity of others, despite differences in our beliefs; Integrity in actions and intent; Celebration of the gift of community by becoming engaged in it; Honesty in all aspects of life, in and out of the classroom; and recognizing that the community has no boundaries” (St. Olaf View book 2006: 40).  This R.I.C.H. statement emphasizes the value of community and participation within the community, an important aspect of St. Olaf life.

Lastly, St. Olaf College guides students into their careers.  St. Olaf provides students with connections that are resources to help students with their future plans.  There are several career programs offered to help students feel confident in finding a career and acting as an asset to society (St. Olaf View book 2006).  Networking with alumni is also very helpful for St. Olaf students in landing their dream job or finding their vocation.  

Problem

As students at St. Olaf College, our group noticed the prevalence of overachievement among many of the students on campus.  The main reason we were curious about this topic is because it is very much a part of our lifestyles and personal experiences at St. Olaf.  We are constantly busy with academics and organizations, and we even find ourselves to be over-committed at times with schedules constantly conflicting and meeting times overlapping.  We experience high levels of stress because of time issues, expectations, and standards brought on by peers, parents, professors, society, and ourselves.  However, these pressures are turned into motivations to excel and perform our best.  We not only found these attitudes within ourselves, but also within many members of the St. Olaf student body, and this sparked our interest in pursuing a study of the overachievement culture at St. Olaf College.  Knowing that this cultural phenomenon existed on campus, we were curious as to what created this culture and how students, faculty, and staff perceived it. 

In terms of the concept of overachievement itself, we defined it as being an all-encompassing lifestyle that consisted of busyness, high-involvement, perfectionism, and academic success.  We considered students who were overachievers to be those who often went above and beyond in their work, felt the need to be extremely successful, and often did more than what was expected of them.  Our group realized that overachievement behavior tends to vary from person to person, and it is a relative concept that is socially constructed.  Given that overachievement is dependent upon a social context, we sought to find out what exactly it means to be an overachiever at this college.  In order to fully understand the overachievement culture, we decided to look at the student body as a whole and what types of people were drawn to St. Olaf.  We were also interested in what motivates these students to overachieve, and what encourages them to embody such behaviors.
 


Overachievers can be motivated by a number of factors, both externally and internally.  Those that are self-oriented people are often motivated by internalized goals and beliefs, and they tend to have high standards and are motivated to attain perfectionism (Speirs-Neumeister 2004b).  Others, however, are more externally motivated; for example, some students feel driven to overachieve because of the pressures from the people in their lives.  Certain friends and peer groups often promote values of overachievement and create a competitive atmosphere that encourages and perpetuates this behavior.  According to Bower (1970), peer groups play a more significant role than family in students’ motivation for academic achievement.  Nevertheless, family and parental influences can play a major role in achievement among college students.  Higher grades can be produced as a result of strict and dominating parents; also, some students are trained by their parents to strive for excellence in all that they do (Bower 1970).  Both friends and family can be motivators for overachievement, and we made sure to investigate these factors of motivation in our research.


Supporting the claim that personal relationships influence achievement, Coleman’s social capital theory shows how relationships impact the actions of students. Social capital, according to Coleman, “is embodied in relations among persons,” and “may take the form of obligations and expectations or social norms” (Chee, Pino, and Smith 2005: 609).  The social relationships that students are involved in may result in these pressures, which can influence a student’s attitudes and behaviors (Chee, Pino, and Smith 2005).  According to this theory, the constant busyness, over-involvement, and strong desire for academic success that characterize the lifestyle of many overachievers can actually result from the obligations and expectations that students feel are pressing upon them. 


Our group also made a point to discover whether or not St. Olaf as an institution promoted overachievement and served as a motivator for students.  Wiseman (1961) argues that motivation and academic achievement are greatly influenced by college life.  “College life” at St. Olaf consists of many things, and there is no doubt that it is shaped by certain institutional attitudes and values that promote, and expect, excellence and academic achievement.  The extent to which the school and faculty encourages these values and expectations, and the extent to which school values serve as a motivator for students to overachieve, are issues that we investigated.


Students can also be influenced by larger societal factors, such as the work ethic that many Americans hold today.  The Protestant Work Ethic embodies the values of “industriousness, ambition, and the ascetic life that condemns laxity and laziness” (Li-Ping Tang 1990: 2).  From a psychologist’s perspective, the Protestant Work Ethic is “characterized by a belief in the importance of hard work, rationality, and frugality which acts as a defense against sloth, sensuality and religious doubt” (Wentworth and Chell 1997: 284).  It is apparent that this ethic promotes hard work and high achievement, which are both values that are very much a part of American culture.  The Protestant Work Ethic can be seen in trends such as self-improvement, time management, substance avoidance, frugal dieting, and “the emphasis on sport to imbue values such as competition, self-discipline, diligence, and teamwork” (Wentworth and Chell 1997: 287).  As citizens of the United States, there is a likelihood that some St. Olaf students hold this ethic in high esteem, which could serve as a motivator for overachievement.  With this in mind, our group considered this ethic as a possible explanation for overachievement when framing our research.

As our research progressed, we reframed our perception of overachievement at St. Olaf College.  Originally, our view of overachievement had a more academic focus, and we planned on identifying overachievers in part by their grade point average and class rank.  This perception changed, however, as we realized that some students do not have to be overachievers to do well academically.  Although we still emphasized academic success, we found that our concept of overachievement began to focus more on over-involvement.  We had also originally planned to compare St. Olaf students to the “average” college student by looking at national surveys and statistics for other schools.  We thought that an investigation of the average study time of a St. Olaf student in comparison to the “typical” college student in the United States would help us to better understand the overachievement culture at St. Olaf College.  We later decided to not include study time as a factor of overachievement, as the amount of time that a student spends studying does not necessarily correlate with achievement or academic success.  Research done by Rau and Durand (2000) revealed that study time is not an accurate indicator of achievement, and there is no significant relationship between hours studied and GPA.  

Methodology


Our study’s purpose was to gather perceptions of overachievement on St. Olaf campus, making it important to encompass multiple perspectives in our interview and questionnaire process.  Interviews were conducted to gather information about academic ethic and views of overachievement.  A separate and individualized, yet similar, set of questions were used for each group that we interviewed, so as to maintain continuity and allow for comparison.  Our investigation into the prevalence of an overachievement culture at St. Olaf consisted of fourteen personal interviews; we included three faculty members, three admissions staff, one Center for Experiential Learning (CEL) staff member, and seven students from the junior and senior classes.  Two of the seven student interviewees were senior female international exchange students, and this informed our research by offering an outside perspective on the academic ethic of St. Olaf students, as well as a valuable comparison between the universities in their home countries and St. Olaf College.  The other five interviews were of two junior males, and three senior female students.  

Ten questionnaires were given to students from various classes, consisting of nine questions about academic attitudes, perceptions of overachievers, and the St. Olaf community as a whole.  These questions further added to the information that we gathered from interviews by providing us with a better idea of what it means to be an overachiever at St. Olaf.  The questionnaires were distributed after the majority of our interviews were conducted, and they were edited to encompass the issues and topics that were most prevalent in the interviews.  Questionnaires were given to males and females from the junior and senior classes.


Our method of collecting information was not a simple random sample of the St. Olaf student, faculty, or staff population, and is therefore biased in this regard.  In each case, our interviewees were people known to us, a contact through a friend, or a recommendation.  This means that there were other parts of the St. Olaf student, faculty, and staff population that were not included in our study.  For example, the people we interviewed were only from the junior and senior classes.  In this way, our interview sample provides a biased view through selection, and is an obvious weakness to our study.  We, as a group, were also limited by time and the amount of interviews that could be conducted in the time allotted.  All of these reasons affect the generalizability of our investigation into an overachievement culture at St. Olaf.  Strengths of our study, however, include our interviews in many areas of the St. Olaf population that, despite the weaknesses, give a variety of opinions about the academic ethic among students.

Findings

What is Overachievement?  Is there a Culture of Overachievement at St. Olaf? 

It is obvious that there are many perspectives and definitions concerning overachievement on St. Olaf campus, which envelop student behaviors and values.  While students who set high goals, are ambitious, have lofty aspirations for the future, and try to be involved in many activities are viewed by some to be overachievers, to others, they are simply achieving their best.  Our questionnaires revealed that there are varying opinions on what constitutes overachievement, where it comes from, and if it applies to St. Olaf. 


Concepts of overachievement among St. Olaf students included the time aspect, or lack there of, and the stress that comes with such a busy schedule.  For example, according to two questionnaires, overachievement is “being ‘booked’ Monday through Friday from 9am to 9pm,” and is “simply stretching yourself too thin.”  Overachievement can be in all areas of life, not just academics.  According to the female junior questionnaire responses, overachieving is “feeling like you have to be the best in everything you do and not settling for anything less than that…and doing more than necessary.”  Furthermore, an overachiever is “involved in everything, a leader of lots of groups, stressed out, and schedule always full,” or is only worried about the “end result.”  An overachiever is someone who “studies and works out at the same time,” according to a female junior’s questionnaire response.  Furthermore, Alice(, an international student we interviewed, described overachievement as “achieving more than you expected.”  Several of our interviewees implied a negative connotation to overachievement, and were oftentimes hesitant to call themselves by this term.  For example, Emily, a senior student, commented, “I prefer to refer to myself as a high level achiever, but other people label me as an overachiever.”  Overachievement appears to be looked down upon in general.  Regardless, if all of these students and interviewees consider themselves to be overachievers, the busyness and involvement factor is a prevalent part of their lives in some aspect or another. 


 Some students and staff on campus do not perceive St. Olaf as having an overachievement culture.  Overachievement, in their eyes, does not exist at all; there is only the individual’s opportunity to reach his or her full potential.  According to one female senior student who attached her resume to the questionnaire:

I see there as being achievement or underachievement…Overachievement does not exist because what many people consider overachievement is really just one’s achievement of their full potential.  Anything less than one’s best effort is really underachievement.  At St. Olaf, I feel there is a misconception about achievement in general.  What I consider overachievement at St. Olaf is really a complex involving over-committing oneself so that one is participating in too many obligations (sports, music, etc.) to do them and still be true to their full potential.  So really, it’s a case of over-commitment and underachievement at St. Olaf.

This student does not consider herself to be an overachiever.  A junior male student, Juan, agrees in that he perceives himself as a motivated person, not an overachiever, because he sees himself as fulfilling his potential through his academic success and achievements.  These students both report high levels of internal motivation, as well as external pressures.  For example, a female student questionnaire comment said, “I am motivated by personal drive, parents, peers, competition, professors, and fear of failure to achieve to my fullest potential.”  This student is fully engulfed in the internal and external pressures to be a high achiever academically and in other areas of her life.  

Through these examples, we can see just how relative of a term overachievement really is.  At St. Olaf, according to Professor Samuels, concepts of overachievement are constructed; “The more people talk about being busy the more busy you feel – it is a cycle that perpetuates itself.”  Students essentially create this overachievement culture by talking about their busy schedules, time constraints, stress levels, and feed off one another’s anxiety and busyness.  It seems that there is a ‘culture’ at St. Olaf that is comprised of over-involvement and busyness, and overachievement is indeed a relative term that is perpetuated through students’ interactions with, and observations of, fellow peers.  Professor Kearns stated that there is a culture of achievement, not overachievement, because students are privileged to be here.  She further stated that professors essentially set a “high bar” for students, and this becomes the norm.  In this way, a culture of achievement and busyness is created.  
General Work Ethic at St. Olaf: Time, Stress, and Busyness
St. Olaf students have a strong work ethic.  Professor Stein describes the student body as a “strong group of people” whose lives are focused around education.  It is not at all surprising, then, that students here thrive on a busy lifestyle, and their lives are more often time-constrained and stressful than not.  Professor Stein emphasized the “busyness” and “involvement” aspects of St. Olaf students’ lives, and pondered students’ motivation to have so many commitments.  Motivation to be involved and achieve highly in all aspects of life comes from “the desire to be the best I can be,” and the need for a “sense of accomplishment,” according to two junior female students.  However, how much of that is external pressure and desire to be overly involved in order to acquire resume builders?   Are students involved for the right reasons?  These are questions asked by Professor Stein who is constantly observing the stresses and reactions of her students in their busy lifestyles.  According to a St. Olaf alumnus and current staff member, Sam, the most challenging aspect of St. Olaf was balancing outside activities and jobs with academics.  He found that he often had to schedule time to write e-mails, and only had time for a quick “power lunch” during his days.  

Along with this culture of involvement and time constraint comes stress.  There is a general concern among the students about how others are doing and what they are doing.  Students constantly talk about busyness and stress, which creates a pressure on campus to work hard and have a full schedule.  Ron, a junior, who feels that he is not an overachiever, said that he gets puzzled looks from people when he is not stressed or when he is content with getting a “B” in a class.  People seem to be either angry or jealous of his attitude and ability to be laid back about academics, and his ability to not care about what others think.  Ron also said that groups make fun of him or others who “slack off” and don’t do as well as them.  Monica, a senior, mentioned that stress is a visible sign of overachievement among students, and it comes from over-involvement and a guilty conscience about “not doing things like everyone else.”  Most students feel pressure to be extremely involved because it is a campus-wide norm; if a student isn’t busy, they are seen as being deviant. 

The work ethic at St. Olaf, as observed by a senior exchange student, Jamie, is much higher than at her university.  She feels students at St. Olaf put a greater priority on studying, and fears that she would “be left out” if she was not prepared for class.  Furthermore, she observed that many students here study “really hard and are never satisfied with themselves,” and she does not “understand how students can manage their time.”  Alice, on the other hand, commented that she did not see a difference in the work ethic among St. Olaf students and that of the students at her university.  She did notice, however, that the source and focus of the motivation was different.  For example, students at her university are more highly motivated by economic pressure than St. Olaf students and are specifically focused on grade point average and English skills.  

Involvement and Campus Life


The campus life at St. Olaf is highly centered on being active and involved, and in many ways, this active involvement is encouraged at the institutional level.  After talking to advisors in the admissions office, it became clear that St. Olaf looks to recruit students that are “well-rounded” and involved in many different activities.  One admissions counselor, Laura, stated that St. Olaf looks for students who are active outside the classroom in organizations and even jobs.  She said that most students at this school were those that excelled in all areas in high school and are well rounded.  Jim, another counselor, described the typical St. Olaf student as one who is “self-motivated, high achieving, [and] academically talented.”  It is apparent that St. Olaf recruits students that already embody many of the attributes associated with certain perceptions of overachievement.  

The way the college structures its academics and campus life allows students to become involved, and the school itself strongly promotes trying new experiences.  St. Olaf makes it very easy to be a double major and be involved in other activities.  Jim felt that students value balance at St. Olaf, meaning that “students don’t have to major in music to be involved in the orchestra.”  The school makes it possible to be involved in a variety of different things, and often encourages it.  Laura felt that at St. Olaf, a student can do anything and everything.  She stated, “You can be a double major, in intramural sports, and not feel burned out.”  Professor Stein commented that St. Olaf creates an atmosphere in which they can be involved in all the activities that students want to do.  The staff and faculty at St. Olaf clearly try to create an environment where being highly involved is not only possible, but easy.  

Being a private, liberal arts college that is religiously affiliated contributes to institutional values that encourage involvement and making a difference in the community.  Juan commented that there is an expectation at St. Olaf to be involved in extra curricular activities.  He felt that because St. Olaf is a very service-oriented and religious school, there is somewhat of an obligation to become involved.  An example of this expectation to be involved can also be seen in the R.I.C.H statement.  Representing the overall purpose and vision of the college, this statement emphasizes “Celebration of the gift of community, by becoming engaged in it” (St. Olaf website).  This shows that the values of St. Olaf encourage student involvement. 


There is an overall belief on campus that being involved is something that is necessary for the growth of students.  An advisor in the Center for Experience Learning (CEL), Jesse, associated overachievement with over-commitment, but later stated that students need these experiences to grow.  Juan recognized the importance of being involved in campus life, explaining that opportunities such as abroad programs and spring relief promote a well-rounded student and allows students to open their eyes to larger social issues.  The culture of over-involvement on campus is often seen, from the perspective of both students and staff, as simply taking advantage of all the opportunities that St. Olaf has to offer.  Laura expressed this view, as she felt that students who are involved in several organizations do so because they want to take advantage of the numerous opportunities at the college.

It is important to recognize that the institution alone is not responsible for the over-involvement in campus life.  Students, just as much as staff members, feel that it is important to take advantage of all the opportunities that the college offers.  Students themselves are responsible for the creation of school values and attitudes about involvement as well.  According to the St. Olaf College website, the R.I.C.H. statement was actually adopted in 1997 by the Student Government Association, and it was later re-affirmed by both the SGA and Student Senate in 2002 (St. Olaf website).  This shows that students are just as responsible, if not more, for promoting values of involvement on campus.  During “Week One,” when freshmen students first arrive on campus, there is a Co-curricular Fair which promotes students to put their names down on aliases, join groups, and become active.  A majority of these groups are student-organized and student-run, which shows that being involved is part of the St. Olaf student culture. 


As was mentioned earlier, St. Olaf attracts and recruits students that are well-rounded, and as a result, many students that come to St. Olaf have already developed a lifestyle that is overflowing with activities.  One senior student, Sue, mentioned that she has simply continued what she was doing in high school, which was a continuation of SGA organizations and volunteering organizations.  Other students, many of whom identified themselves as overachievers, noted that they were involved in a variety of organizations in high school.  To these students, being extremely involved is something that they feel is normal, and it is a lifestyle that they learned long before coming to college.  In reference to his lifestyle of overachievement and over-involvement, Sam stated, “Once you learn that culture, you never really get out of it.”
Motivations, Pressures, and Competition

There is a general expectation on campus that students should do well, and this expectation is apparent to all members of the St. Olaf community.  Sue commented on how “people in this setting expect you to do well,” and Professor Kearns felt that most students are surrounded by expectations to do well and are aware that they are here to study.  Ron, a non-overachiever, still recognized that people at St. Olaf are required to do their best.  Because students choose to be at this college, they are going to work hard and are expected to work hard.  Aside from this general expectation to do well, we encountered many other factors that cause students to become over-involved and to overachieve.

Many students noted that there was a certain amount of parental influence on their achievement.  Although nobody felt direct pressure from their parents to be an overachiever; some felt that their parents expected them to do well, and as a result, they either felt obligated to be successful, or feared disappointing them.  Monica mentioned that she feels implicit reinforcement from her parents to achieve the same successes that they themselves did; however, this expectation is well balanced and not overwhelming.        

Overall, students had positive perceptions of parental influences on achievement, and nobody saw their parents as being the main reason for their overachievement.  Many students felt very minimal parental pressure, and this could be because the influence that parents have is not always so obvious.  According to Brooks (2001), today’s college students “are the most honed and supervised generation in human history.  If they are group-oriented, deferential to authority, and achievement-obsessed, it is because…achievement-besotted adults have trained them to be” (43).  Many students were taught to value success and achievement, and they grew up with a strong parental influence in their lives.  Most parents today feel that they “have a duty to be highly involved in the lives of their kids (Brooks 2001:46).  Sam noted that some students are on the phone with their parents every day.  He gave the example of his former pod mate, explaining that his parents helped him to get a job; his mother conducted job searches for him and made cover letters for his resumes.  Karen, a junior, mentioned that she has witnessed her roommate conversing with her mother over the phone at 12 a.m. because she was helping her to edit a paper.  Parents seem to contribute to their children’s achievement both through expectations and by becoming involved in their son or daughter’s college life.  This ultimately helps students to get ahead, and it shows how some parents will go to the extreme to make sure that their child does well.


As students continue with the busy lifestyle that they had in the past, they often feel pressure to work even harder to keep up with their high school norms.  Sam noted that his overachievement and overall lifestyle of busyness started in high school, and the culture at “St. Olaf magnified it.”  He mentioned the fact that because almost everyone graduated at the top of their class in high school, there is greater competition to do well.  In the questionnaire, a few questions asked students to compare their achievement level in high school to their achievement level at St. Olaf.  The students indicated that in high school, they achieved more than the average student.  However, now at St. Olaf, these students simply feel their achievement level to be average.  This creates pressure for many students to work even harder to attain the achievement level that they did in the past.   


Faculty and staff also contribute to the overachievement culture at St. Olaf.  Jesse felt that although students themselves create pressures to overachieve, the faculty reinforces these pressures.  He said that some academic programs – such as mathematics, economics, and the sciences - are very rigorous and put more pressures on students than others, and he noted that lower average GPAs are found in programs that are the most oppressive.  In these programs, students have to work harder to do well, and he felt that the school in general did not do enough to provide students with an outlet for the stress they experience within these programs.  Faculty and staff also create pressures and competition among students through recognition.  Many students and staff mentioned how students were singled out for their achievement through such acknowledgements as the Dean’s list, Honors Day, academic distinction, student evaluations, and scholarships.  Recognition is what motivates many students to go above and beyond.  Sue noted that there is pressure with the Honors Day booklet that lists the names of the students because everyone wants that distinction.


Another motivator for overachievement that came up often throughout our research was the competition and pressure felt from other peers.  Sam summed up overachievement at St. Olaf by saying, “the student culture breeds it.”  Students compete inside and outside the classroom, as there is competition to get the best grade and competition to be highly involved.  Emily, a senior overachiever mentioned that students constantly ask, “What did you get on that test?”  Students are always comparing themselves to others, and this makes the competition very apparent on campus.  As one overachiever stated, “there is pressure to work [and] to be the best.”  


According to the social capital theory, participation and membership in particular groups may influence students to follow group expectations and conform to certain norms that the group may hold; social relationships are therefore responsible for academic achievement, the formation of an academic ethic, and a shared group identity among students (Chee, Pino, and Smith 2005).  In terms of overachievement, the motivations, pressures, and competition that students feel to be the best is very much a result of the relationships in which they are involved.  Social relationships and groups create norms on campus, socialize students to act in a particular manner, and place expectations and obligations on students to do their best. 


Despite the influence that others can have on one’s own achievement, many students found their key motivator to be internal.  Juan mainly attributed his accomplishments to the fact that he is a “motivated and ambitious person.”  Upon being asked what motivates or pressures them to overachieve, students listed “myself” as their most significant motivator on the questionnaires.  Two questionnaire respondents elaborated on this self-motivation, one stating that she had a “personal drive” to overachieve, and another responding with the statement, “The desire to be the best I can be.”

Perfectionism


In our investigation, we encountered many overachievers who were either perfectionists, or held perfectionist attitudes, and the internal and external motivations that these students experienced can provide some insight into this perfectionism.  In one instance, Monica said that she finds much of her motivation to achieve through the need to make her parents proud.  She is also driven by the “need to support [herself] later in life.”  Furthermore, Monica is acutely aware of the pressure from peers to do well.  At times, she feels discouraged by the competition and is negatively motivated to the level that she does not see “the point” of trying.  This shows perfectionist attitudes, as she sometimes feels that she doesn’t even want to bother putting forth the effort if she cannot compete with the best of them.  According to Neumeister (2004b), this student is a socially prescribed perfectionist, in that she finds her greatest motivation through fear of failure and feels pressure from, and the need to please, significant people in her life (220-223).  Socially prescribed perfectionism is therefore “correlated with fear of negative social evaluation” (Neumeister 2004a: 314).  

Another type of perfectionist, the self-prescribed perfectionist, has a strong work ethic that thrives on the need to achieve through mastery of goals (Neumeister 2004b: 225-226).  Self-prescribed perfectionists usually set high standards for themselves, and thus are largely internally motivated rather than influenced by comparison with others (Neumeister 2004a: 314; Neumeister 2004b: 220-221).  Furthermore, the self-prescribed perfectionist will readily acknowledge the personal effort put into achieving a goal, and take more credit for one’s success (Neumeister 2004a: 322-323).  Various students from our interview sample indicated high levels of internal motivation.  For example, Juan indicated that his strong personal motivation and ambition drives him to be the “top person” in his classes.  Students, according to Professor Samuels, also feel pressure from peers by observing behaviors such as study habits.  Students then will often compare this to the time they personally put into studying, and it creates internalized anxiety and the need to increase personal effort. 

Sue would be described as both a socially and a self-prescribed perfectionist.  She finds her motivation through the activities that she is involved in, and is thus driven by the responsibility that she feels towards the people in her organizations.  She also feels external pressure from her parents and from faculty because of their “superior” title.  Sue is highly self-motivated and this gives her the discipline needed to excel in her school and volunteer in activities and organizations.  Emily also perceives herself as both internally and externally motivated.  Academically, she finds internal motivation to succeed; however, this is externally driven because, “People look down at people involved in extracurricular activities with low GPA’s.”  This, therefore, motivates her to care about academics, and it becomes an external pressure. 

Isolation

Attitudes about overachievement are affected by the isolation of the St. Olaf community.  Jesse stated that the St. Olaf community experiences isolation, or “the bubble factor,” because it is a highly residential campus, and the students often do not get outside the St. Olaf sphere.  As a result, it is hard for students to imagine a world outside the St. Olaf community, and they only relate to the people around them exclusively; especially the students who are involved in similar classes and activities. 


The isolation factor affects St. Olaf students in that it builds a close community with a strong identity.  Professor Kearns stated that St. Olaf students are “constantly surrounded by an academic environment,” therefore, they have expectations and demands from professors and students to live up to.  This environment and these pressures are not normal, and Professor Kearns said, “St. Olaf is an artificial isolation; it is an environment of studying which communicates that the main aspect of student life is studying.  It is also a predictable environment; students all do the same activities, [and] have the same schedules.”  Professor Samuels also explained why this isolation is unique to St. Olaf.  He stated that big universities have more social space, in the sense there is more variety among age, and more opportunities to get off campus.  Also, there are different identities to be fulfilled than simply being a “student” at larger schools.  Unlike St. Olaf, university students are not constantly surrounded by each other, and a lot of students generally live off campus.


It is clear through Coleman’s theory of social capital that social relationships can aid in the formation of an academic ethic and result in a shared group identity.  In the case of St. Olaf, the isolation of the campus and community helps to build close relationships that socialize students and create campus norms.  This is apparent, as Ron stated, “half the campus consists of people who overachieve to some degree.”  The busyness and over-involvement on campus is very much a result of shared group beliefs among many St. Olaf students, and according to Professor Stein, students at St. Olaf are really busy because this is “part of [their] identity as a group.” 

Anxiety about the Future


We found that at St. Olaf College, especially among senior students that will be graduating, there is anxiety for finding a career and having a stable future plan.  Therefore, students refer to the CEL, a reliable resource available on campus.  At the CEL, advisors help with resumes, cover letters, and even perform pseudo interviews with students.  Students are expected to take advantage of this resource on campus, and this creates a pressure for students to have a full and impressive resume.  Students also feel an expectation to be prepared for the real world and have a future career plan.

There is pressure for St. Olaf Students to have resumes that makes them seem that they would be advantageous for companies to hire.  Jim, an admissions counselor, stated, “All students’ resumes look the same.”  This means that while St. Olaf students experience anxiety to be better than each other, they ultimately end up looking the same.  With heavy pressure to take advantage of the CEL and to have a striking resume, students feel that their resume is the only way for them to be successful. Sue stated, “If you do not have a full resume, then you fail in life.” Therefore, there is a tension among students to look advantageous to companies and to use the CEL as a resource in order to do so.

In addition to impressive resumes, students need to have a future plan.  Laura said, “not all students are exactly sure what career they wish to pursue [in the future], but obtaining a good education is [presently] important to them.”  This means that not all St. Olaf students have determined their future plans, but they realize the importance in receiving a credible education from a credible school, and how this will help them be successful in the future.

Jim feels that while a student at St. Olaf, it is a time to reinvent the self, and students need to take advantage of these opportunities.  He asserts that students don’t have to simply be involved in one organization because “you are never one thing in life.”  Therefore, students feel pressure to be involved in several organizations and programs because it is expected of them to be well-rounded later in life and to be able to adapt to different identities.  Jim also explained that, “the majority of students that are admitted into St. Olaf are undecided and are uncomfortable with this because of societal pressures and outside expectations [to have a plan].”  

Students may not feel a pressure to know their future when they enter St. Olaf, but by the time they graduate, they need to have a sensible plan.  Monica said, “I feel competition and overachievement in the sense that students need to know their future plans before they graduate.”  Emily described how there is an unspoken competitive attitude among students concerning careers.  She also reflected on the fact that senior students talk about jobs and future plans, but “people don’t talk to me about the future because I already have a job.”  Sam commented, “When I was a senior, people were racing to get the first job.  This attitude created a very competitive and high tension environment that the students were stuck in, fostering negative surroundings.”  He further explained that the economy was not a motivator for students, but that the recognition is what St. Olaf students need.  The recognition given to students from companies, then, is what students value.

Because of this anxiety, students feel the need to overachieve in order to stand out to companies or even graduate schools.  Professor Stein feels that students are over involved and are double or triple majors just for the credentials.  It is a competitive job world, and students feel the need to push themselves to stand out and show off their abilities.  Some students do not want to go into a career right after graduation, but look into attending graduate school instead.  Monica held the perception that “students are not good enough until they get a certain degree or get to a certain level of knowledge, which can only be achieved through graduate school.”  This means that there are pressures for students to attend graduate school at some point in their lives; otherwise they will be left behind and not be successful, and this fear motivates students to overachieve.  

Protestant Work Ethic

Although our research did not focus on measuring the Protestant Work Ethic (PWE) among students, we noticed that students seemed to hold onto aspects of this ethic.  Jesse mentioned that organizations keep coming to St. Olaf to recruit students because they like the commitment and work ethic that these students carry with them, and he described them as “good people, diligent, ethical, responsible [and] self-motivated.” This shows that many St. Olaf students embody the hard-work, motivation, and achievement that are a part of the PWE, and part of the values of American society.  Ron commented that he looks down on people who do nothing, which shows the importance he places on hard work, and that laziness is frowned upon at St. Olaf.  However, he does not consider himself to be an overachiever and this shows that one does not have to be an overachiever to hold onto this ethic.  Emily also commented on people who do not perform as well as they are expected to, saying that those are the kind of people who like “pleasurable activities.”  The views surrounding the PWE work against laziness and sloth, and these students’ negative comments about people who do not work hard show that they value some aspects of the ethic.  The fact that a non-overachieving transfer student holds onto these beliefs shows that these views are not just a part of St. Olaf culture, but rather, a part of American cultural values as a whole.


Overachieving students coming from families with less education were more likely to hold onto PWE beliefs.  For example, Sue was the first in her family to go to a four-year liberal arts college and said that her parents have low standards for her, yet she set high standards for herself.  This could be due to the fact that she adopted an ethic of hard work and achievement through being socialized in American society.  Sam said that he had no pressure from his parents to overachieve.  They had no expectations of him because they themselves did not go to college and came from a lower class.  However, Sam had a strong desire to succeed and make it on his own, stating “I try to be three times better than my parents ever were.”  He supported himself by paying for his own college, and he was very self-motivated to be accomplished in life and work hard to achieve success. 


A 1997 study on the differences in the PWE among American college students concluded that undergraduate students, or students in their first few years of school tend to hold to the PWE; this could be due to the fact that the PWE is instilled in students when they are young, and also because younger students have to believe in the ethic to justify the delay of recognition and rewards that they would otherwise receive from their future career (Wentworth and Chell 1997).  Being that St. Olaf students are typically 18-22 years old, they are among the younger, undergraduate age category that tends to hold to these views. 

Summary and Conclusions
Overachievement encompasses an entire set of values that affect students’ academic ethic and approach to college life.  Overachievers seem to have the perception that simply doing “well” is not good enough.  Many of these perceptions are the result of internal motivations, perfectionist attitudes, and ideas about self-concept.  They find more satisfaction in doing better than others, and often find that their overachievement is simply “reaching their full potential.”  Not reaching one’s full potential (and not becoming a high achiever) is often seen to be the result of laziness, or a concern with self-indulgent activities. 

While studying the culture of overachievers on campus, our group discovered a culture of over-involvement, which also includes those that do not necessarily overachieve.  Whether or not students identified themselves as overachievers, most seemed to experience a considerable amount of stress and busyness as a result of involvement and lack of time.  We consider this lifestyle of stress and over-commitment to be a part of the culture of overachievement on campus, as there is no doubt that students are going above and beyond.  

Even though these behaviors are common among many St. Olaf students, most do not consider themselves to be overachievers.  This could be due to the fact that overachievement has become a sort of ideology on campus.  As so many students embrace these values, they become a normal, common sense way of behaving.  It has virtually become a campus-wide norm to be constantly busy, over-involved, and to work hard towards academic excellence; this well-accepted lifestyle is one that students expect each other to adopt.   

In a way, St. Olaf as an institution contributes to the development of an overachievement culture on campus; it recruits well-rounded students that embody a lifestyle of busyness and high achievement, and it encourages an “involvement mentality” through school values.  The structure of the St. Olaf campus – including its small, close community and isolating potential – also helps in creating and perpetuating these values of overachievement among students.  It would be false, however, to conclude that St. Olaf as an institution is responsible for this culture of overachievement, as students themselves create the atmosphere that results in this phenomenon.  The students that create this culture of overachievement do so by acting on internalized values, perceived pressures, expectations of others, and student-perpetuated competition.

St. Olaf College could possibly use our research as an institution in providing students with adequate mental health care on campus.  Our research shows that students are overly stressed and this is a negative atmosphere for these students to learn and study in.  Also, our research proves that students are over committed and professors could use this research while creating class syllabi so that there is not an overbearing pressure presented on students both in and out of the class.  We would also hope that students take our research seriously and realize that it is great to have strong credentials with good grades and extra-curricular involvement, but overachievement can foster negative affects.

To further our investigation into definitions of overachievement and a culture of it on St. Olaf College campus, it would be valuable to look at gender differences between students.  Though we interviewed both female and male students, we did not do a comparative study of gender.  A further investigation could also encompass a study of attitude changes throughout a St. Olaf student’s time at St. Olaf, focusing on differences across the freshman, sophomore, junior, and senior years.  An investigation into how students actually spend their time and how they choose their priorities would also be beneficial to understanding influences and perceptions of overachievement on student’s lives.  In addition, further research could include an investigation into how overachievement is influenced by race, socio-economic situation, and first generation college students.  
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Interview questions and Questionnaire

CEL Advisor Interview Questions

1. For what reasons do students seek your help?

2. What do corporations look for in a St. Olaf. Student?

3. What kind of reputation do St. Olaf students have? How does this compare to students at other colleges?

4. What do you consider to be aspects of overachievement?

5. Do you see these attributes in any of the students that you work with?

6. Is there a culture of overachievement on campus, or how common do you think overachievement is, based on your experience as a CEL Advisor.

International Student Interview Questions:

1. What country are you from?  Why did you want to come to America to study?

2. What is the general attitude of students towards academics at your college? (If applicable) Do students at your college get involved, are constantly busy?  Is St. Olaf College students’ attitude similar or different from your campus? How?

3. What are your perceptions of overachievement in general?  Since coming to St. Olaf have your perceptions changed? Why?

4. Have you noticed a difference in your work ethic since coming to St. Olaf College?  Why or why not?

5. Where do you see yourself placed (academically) at St. Olaf College?  Would you consider yourself an overachiever, a “slacker,” or simply average?  Why?  And at your college?

Interview/Focus Group Questions for St. Olaf College Students:

1. Do you feel overachievement or feel pressure/the need to overachieve in all areas of your life, or in some more than others?  If the latter, which ones and why?

2. Do you or people you know talk about overachieving and feelings about it?

3. Is it possible/OK to “just” do well, or in the social (St. Olaf College) expectation to do better than “just” well?  

4. Does St. Olaf promote overachievement as an institution?  If so in what ways?

5. What motivates you to be an overachiever?  Or why do you not identify yourself as an overachiever?  -Work Hard? –Go above and beyond?    (Higher standard, inferiority complex)

6. Where were you in high school class (rank).  Do you compare yourself to your accomplishments in high school and to your accomplishments at St. Olaf concerning achievement?

7. Is there a competitive attitude in terms of academics and achievement at St. Olaf College?  If so, why?

8. Do your parents present an external pressure to you concerning academics and overachievement?

Faculty Interview Questions:

1. What do you consider to be aspects of overachievement?

2. In what ways do students at St. Olaf portray overachievement in the classroom? 

3. Is there a culture of overachievement on St. Olaf campus?

4. Is this culture unique to St. Olaf, and if so, why?

5. What aspects of St. Olaf accommodate this culture of overachievement?

6. How does this compare to other universities that you may have taught at?

7. What, in your opinion, is the average St. Olaf student like?

8. What type of student does St. Olaf attract/wish to attract?

9. In terms of academics, what type of reputation do St. Olaf students have?

Admissions Interview Questions: 

1. As an admissions staff worker, what type of student would you say St. Olaf wishes to attract?

2. What attributes do you look for in a prospective student?

3. What type of student is attracted to St. Olaf?  

4. In terms of academics, what type of reputation do St. Olaf students have?

5. Please describe an average St. Olaf student. 

6. What aspects of the average St. Olaf student strike you as unique from other schools?

Student Questionnaire
What year are you?                                   

What is your major(s)?

1.) List the extracurricular activities/organizations you are currently involved in and positions you hold (if any).

2.) What does overachievement mean to you? Describe an overachiever at St. Olaf.

3.) Would you consider yourself to be an overachiever? 

(a.)  No       (b.) Sometimes         (c.) Yes        (d.) Yes, but only in certain areas of my life

4.) If you circled 3b, 3c, or 3d, what motivates or pressures you to overachieve? (ex. yourself, parents, peers, competition, professors, etc.)

5.) In terms of your own personal satisfaction, how much importance do you attach to getting good grades?

(a.) A great deal      (b.) A moderate amount      (c.) Only a little      (d.) None at all 

6.) In terms of my achievement level at St. Olaf, I feel I…


(a.) Don’t achieve as much as the average student


(b.) Achieve just as much as the average student


(c.) Achieve more than the average student


(d.) Overachieve

7.) In terms of my achievement level in high school, I…


(a.) Didn’t achieve as much as the average student


(b.) Achieved just as much as the average student


(c.) Achieved more than the average student


(d.) Overachieved 

8.) How much pressure do you feel to be involved in groups and activities outside of class?

(a.) None     (b.) A small amount, but not much     (c.) A considerable amount     (d.) A lot

9.) Is there a competitive attitude on campus in terms of academics and achievement? 

Please explain.

10.) How much free time or leisure time to you have in a given day?

Email Invitation

We, the students of Ethnographic Research Methods 373, are conducting an investigation concerning the overachievement culture at St. Olaf College.  Would you be willing to be interviewed on this subject? If so, please email sooc@stolaf.edu indicating times that you are available.  The interview will last from 30 to 45 minutes.

Your personal input would help us tremendously and we would greatly appreciate your participation.  Thank you for your cooperation!

Sincerely, 

Nick Anderson

Breanna Brekken

Rachel Hunter

Project Statement and Consent Form

Dear Student, 

You are invited to participate in this investigative study seeking to understand the overachievement culture at St. Olaf College.  We hope to gain further insight on the perceptions and motivations of St. Olaf students and how these are applicable to the overachievement culture to St. Olaf as an institution.  We also hope to learn whether or not St. Olaf College is an institution that promotes this particular type of behavior.

By participating in our investigation, you are giving consent that the information you provide can be used in this Ethnographic Investigative Study.  You understand that your name will be left out of the study along with any other information that could possibly identify yourself.  Please be aware that there is risk involved as topics may be personal or sensitive to you, but it is for the betterment of the investigation.  Questions that you are uncomfortable with you will not be obligated to answer and you may withdraw from the study at any time with out explanation or penalty.  

If you have any questions please contact the investigators at sooc@stolaf.edu or the faculty supervisor, Chirs Chiappari at chiappar@stolaf.edu.  

Affirmation of Informed Consent:

I have read and understood the project information statement, and I understand that I may obtain a copy of the statement and signed consent form if I so desire.

Investigator’s Signature _______________________________________

Date ________/________/2006

( All names mentioned throughout this paper are pseudonyms.





