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Abstract
This article traces the rise of anxiety among American high school and college students since
the late 1950s, with particular focus on the decades before 2000. Evidence for rates of change
comes from anxiety tests administered during the period, as well as a variety of psycholog-
ical studies. The article also takes up the issue of causation, highlighting the extension of
counseling services and psychological vocabulary that affected evaluations of nervousness;
the impact of negative developments like crime rates and growing family instability; and
the results both of changes in educational patterns—such as more frequent examinations
—and significant shifts in student goals and expectations. Finally, the article touches on
efforts to mitigate anxiety, such as expanding student services, and also their limited impact.
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A contemporary self-styled parenting expert claims that virtually all American teenagers are
now anxious, and most are quite aware of their condition: they are “anxious about every-
thing we are anxious about, and more.”1 At the college level specifically, counseling center
directors in 2002 were reporting an 83 percent increase in psychiatric disorders over the
previous five years, with anxiety heading the list and an even more rapid surge in traffic
at mental health centers. There was an even steeper increase in the years that followed,
even before the challenge of the COVID-19 epidemic. In 2019 one report insisted that
66 percent of the student population was manifesting “overwhelming anxiety.”2

The sense of crisis is obvious, and deeply troubling, and has been increasingly
grasped even beyond the campus setting, particularly as the COVID-19 pandemic
has pushed anxiety beyond the tipping point for many young people.3 The problem
is all the more confounding because, at least before the epidemic, a number of aspects

1John Duffy, Parenting the New Teen in the Age of Anxiety (Coral Gables, FL: Mango Publishing, 2019), 94.
2Robert Gallagher, National Survey of Counseling Center Directors 2006 (Alexandria, VA: International

Association of Counseling Services, 2007); Tanvi Deepak Shah and Titiksha Pol, “Prevalence of Anxiety and
Depression in College Students,” Journal of Mental Health and Human Behaviour 25, no. 1 (Oct. 2020), 10-13.

3Lindsay Till Hoyt et al., “Constant Stress Has Become the New Normal: Stress and Anxiety Inequalities among
US College Students in the Time of Covid-19,” Journal of Adolescent Health 68, no. 2 (2021), 270-76.

© The Author(s), 2023. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of the History of Education Society

History of Education Quarterly (2023), 63, 271–297
doi:10.1017/heq.2023.10

https://doi.org/10.1017/heq.2023.10
D

ow
nloaded from

 https://w
w

w
.cam

bridge.org/core . Berklee College O
f M

usic , on 11 Feb 2025 at 05:37:41 , subject to the Cam
bridge Core term

s of use, available at https://w
w

w
.cam

bridge.org/core/term
s .

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7596-2878
mailto:pstearns@gmu.edu
https://doi.org/10.1017/heq.2023.10
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


of student life were arguably improving, from rising grades to more elaborate student
services to greater sensitivity to sexual identities, without there being a clear dent in
the rise in anxiety—an obvious challenge to careful analysis.

The crisis has been examined from a variety of angles. Psychologists and psychi-
atrists have taken the lead, focusing particularly on plausible therapies, though usually
commenting at least in passing on the phenomenon itself and on some possible
causes. Almost uniformly, and for several decades, studies have also suggested a
sense of change, highlighting the data on increases in psychological disturbance
but also a larger conviction that young people’s lives have become very different
today from times past. Student anxiety, in other words, far from being a fixed phe-
nomenon, has been rapidly accelerating. Admittedly, a few studies note some legiti-
mate uncertainty about whether anxiety is really going up, or whether there is simply
a growing willingness to report and to seek help—and this would be a significant
change in its own right4

The focus on change means that the issue of student anxiety is also a historical
topic, though it has not been explored extensively from that vantage point. It requires
the same effort to assess origins, timing, and causation that should be applied to any
significant shift in culture and experience. To be sure, as an effort at contemporary
history the assessment of anxiety has certain perils, including the nature of available
evidence. It must be noted at the outset that what one might wish for—a rich
sequence of comments from afflicted students over the past several decades—is sim-
ply not available. The evidence in this article derives mainly from observers, along
with data on relevant changes in context.5 This is important in itself, since observ-
ers—and particularly, psychological counselors—play a role in the larger phenome-
non, but it does have limitations in terms of the experience of anxiety-sufferers
themselves.

What is possible, and what this article explores, is the emergence of anxiety as a
concern on American college campuses and among students themselves from the
1960s onward, and the factors that propelled the concern. Prior to this point, and
even as student mental health began to attract more explicit attention after World
War II, there was substantial professional agreement that the student population
could be divided into three groups: a troubled but fairly small minority (10 percent
was the common figure); a slightly larger healthy minority; and a majority that pre-
sented some problems but not fundamental distress.6 Over time, clearly, this evalua-
tion changed, and growing recognition of anxiety played a major role in the
evolution. Tracing the growth of anxiety as a student problem, and the increasingly
explicit institutional response, offers a crucial historical dimension on a vital current

4Payton J. Jones, So Yeon Park, and G. Tyler Lefevor, “Contemporary College Student Anxiety: The Role
of Academic Distress, Financial Stress, and Support,” Journal of College Counseling 21, no. 3 (Oct. 2018),
252-64.

5The timing and, to an extent, the nature of change emerge most clearly from data on a sequence of
anxiety tests, administered recurrently from the late 1950s, and an extensive trove of contemporary studies
on specific features of student anxiety, beginning with an examination of anxiety and expanding from that.

6R. M. Rust, “The Epidemiology of Mental Health in College,” Journal of Psychology 49 (1960), 235-48;
Max Siegel, ed., The Counseling of College Students (New York: Free Press, 1968); Ronald Simono, “Anxiety
and Involvement in Counseling,” Journal of Counseling Psychology 15 (1968), 498.
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issue, and an opportunity as well to explore the factors that contributed to change
even before the challenges of student debt, school shootings, and pandemic disrup-
tion arose. The fact is that student anxiety has been intensifying far longer than is
commonly realized, which means that the causation involved is more complex, and
arguably even more troubling, than is commonly assumed as well.

Extending the chronological framework for the rise of student anxiety, and ventur-
ing a more comprehensive approach to the causes involved and to initial institutional
efforts to recognize and address the problem, admittedly counters some common
impulses in the field. The undeniable recent surge in anxiety that calls attention to
the problems of the past few years, plus the widespread delight in identifying succes-
sive generations—as demonstrated by the current “iGen” label—and differentiating
them from their predecessors, has distracted from a fuller perspective and more com-
plex diagnosis.7 In fact, the first tentative signs of growing student anxiety stretch back
decades before Snapchat or Instagram or the Omicron variant or even soaring costs
reared their heads. The initial trend was not a crisis, but it led to a context in which
crisis could occur and in which professional responses, often led by university
researchers and fledgling counseling centers, would play a growing role. In the pro-
cess, the initial assumptions about campus mental health—emphasizing a mixture of
student “problems” with a minority of the seriously troubled—would progressively
shift toward the more pessimistic, even alarmist, assumptions that are common today.

Exploring the gradual but seemingly inexorable rise of student anxiety over several
decades involves assessing a number of complex connections. The relationship
between campus anxieties and the problems of younger students is one: anxiety
did not start with college orientation rituals. At the same time, connections with
major changes in educational systems and in college students themselves prove sur-
prisingly important in assessing the anxiety surge, in contrast to some earlier diag-
noses that highlighted external factors—like the threat of nuclear war, or changes
in family life—without much attention to dramatic shifts in the institutional context.
Above all, assessment of any major aspect of student mental health inevitably brushes
up against the steady medicalization of anxiety and other phenomena over the past
several decades, with a host of well-meaning experts offering diagnoses and treatment
on and around the campus setting, contributing to new perceptions in the process.8

The result unquestionably complicates historical evaluation.
What follows is, first, a summary of historical approaches to anxiety in general,

followed by a comment on conditions in the early 1950s, before student anxiety
began to surge. The surge itself comes next, with the initial burst through the
1960s followed by a steady but more moderate increase. Discussion of causation
regarding anxiety builds out from impressions of observers at the time, with strong
emphasis on the combination of growing therapeutic concern and changes in student

7Jean M. Twenge, iGen: Why Today’s Super-Connected Kids Are Growing Up Less Rebellious, More
Tolerant, Less Happy—and Completely Unprepared for Adulthood (New York: Atria, 2017).

8Edward Shorter, A History of Psychiatry: From the Era of the Asylum to the Age of Prozac (New York:
Wiley, 2007); Peter N. Stearns, Culture Change in Modern World History: Cases, Causes, and Consequences
(London: Bloomsbury, 2019), chapter 6, on medicalization.
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experience and expectation. A final section deals more briefly with developments in
our own century, including efforts at institutional response.

Anxiety and History

Anxiety is a vague term. Even from a medical standpoint, anxiety is often hard to dis-
tinguish from other issues such as depression and simple nervousness (both of which
are important in dealing with student anxiety).9 A certain amount of anxiety is, argu-
ably, part of the human condition, a reality that is neither particularly noteworthy
nor, from a historical standpoint, has necessarily changed over time. Many people,
from experts to sufferers, have trouble distinguishing among degrees of anxiety,
from seeing it as motivation, or nuisance, or disorder.

Scholars—and particularly philosophers—even dispute anxiety’s role in mental
health. Thus Rollo May, while noting that anxiety was a “pervasive and profound
phenomenon in the twentieth century,” argued that it promotes focus and intelli-
gence, not necessarily a problem at all. This obviously also raises the question of
who gets to determine when anxiety has shifted to harmful levels: the individual in
question or some outside expert.10

The plasticity of anxiety certainly applies to the common assumption, at least
over the past century, that one’s own historical time is a particularly anxious one
—another impulse that impinges on any attempt to assess the rise of student anx-
iety. “Ages of anxiety” have been identified fairly regularly from the interwar period
onward.11 W. H. Auden’s post-World War II poem to this effect helped him win a
Pulitzer Prize for literature, but the concept has persisted in a variety of fields,
including psychology. Considerable precedence exists for explaining anxiety out-
croppings in one’s own time at least in part in terms of a kind of modern inevita-
bility. It is of course possible that the modern age is more anxious than the
premodern, or that the twenty-first century is surpassing the twentieth. Proof is elu-
sive, however, and the concept may have dubious value as an explanatory device.
The assumption is another challenge to contend with, however, in dealing with
the surge in student anxiety.

This in turn links with a further complication, explored by sociologist Allan
Horwitz, who has offered the most ambitious overall history of anxiety to date
(focused mainly on the medical aspect): surges in anxiety may not correspond clearly
to an increase in actual problems.12 Horwitz notes that the inescapable rise in atten-
tion to claims of adult anxiety during the 1950s occurred at a time of growing pros-
perity and increasing health and longevity, arguing that it was professional attention
—including the new interests of pharmaceutical companies—that really supported
the change. The possible disjuncture between modern rates of anxiety and “reality”
may mirror the same kind of gap that has been discovered concerning the experience

9Aaron T. Beck and Gary Emery, Anxiety Disorders and Phobias: A Cognitive Perspective (New York:
Basic Books, 1985).

10Rollo May, The Meaning of Anxiety (1950; repr., New York: Pocket Books, 2015), 3.
11Allan V. Horwitz, Anxiety: A Short History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2013), 119;

W. H. Auden, The Age of Anxiety (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1950); Alan Watts, The
Wisdom of Insecurity: A Message for an Age of Anxiety (New York: Vintage, 1951).

12Horwitz, Anxiety, chaps. 6 and 7.
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of fear; and it will be important at least to raise the possible applicability of this skep-
tical approach to some aspects of student anxiety over the past half century, linked to
the general issue of medicalization but also ranging more broadly. For example, col-
lege admissions anxiety now runs high among many secondary school students, but
the number of college slots has actually expanded more rapidly than the applicant
pool—not just recently, but for several decades.13 This does not mean that the anxiety
is artificial, but it clearly involves factors beyond an objective response to a problem.14

Establishing a history of “real” anxiety is challenging in many ways.

The 1950s as Point of Departure

While the surge of student anxiety fairly clearly begins, if gradually, in the late 1950s
and 1960s, several features of the prior decade provide context. One was the sheer
acceleration of interest in anxiety as a phenomenon. Debates over the somatic and
psychological balance in anxiety had advanced from the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, from the preoccupation with neurasthenia onward through Freud and others.
There was abundant precedent for a further intensification of professional interest
after World War I and for the increasing claim that the phenomenon was primarily
a medical matter. And while most of the work had focused rather generally on adults,
some of the turn-of-the-century commentary on neurasthenia and modern mental
fatigue had included concern for students. Heated debates about the burdens of
homework on student physical and mental health in the early part of the twentieth
century, while not referencing anxiety explicitly, also provided a potential context
later on for receptivity to claims of deteriorating mental health.15

The primary focus during the 1950s centered on anxiety generally, as it gained a
growing place in the standard psychiatric manuals from the 1950s onward. The ini-
tial Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM; 1952), which
summarized and guided work in psychiatry, termed anxiety a “psychoneurotic dis-
order” with a number of manifestations including phobias. DSM-II amplified the
importance of the category, with more attention to panic attacks and other physical
symptoms. The growing list of anxiety types helped persuade a wider public that
anxiety was not simply a normal reaction to uncertainty, but a problematic condi-
tion. To be sure, DSM-III in 1980 estimated that only 2-4 percent of the population
suffered from an anxiety disorder at any given time, suggesting still a rather tenta-
tive concern.16 However, some individual experts were claiming that the majority of
patients that sought medical help were suffering from anxiety owing to an “over-
abundance of tensions, fears, worries and anxiety that confront mankind

13Caroline Hoxby, “The Changing Selectivity of American Colleges,” Journal of Economic Perspectives
23, no. 4 (Fall 2009), 95-115.

14Horwitz, Anxiety. See also Marc-Antonin Crocq, “A History of Anxiety from Hippocrates to DSM,”
Dialogues in Clinical Neuroscience 17, no. 3 (Sept. 2015), 319-25; J. M. Murphy and A. H. Leighton,
“Anxiety: Its Role in the History of Psychiatric Epidemiology,” Psychological Medicine 39, no. 7 (Oct.
2008), doi: 10.1017/S0033291708004625.

15Brian Gill and Steven Schlossman, “Parents and the Politics of Homework: Some Historical
Perspectives,” Teachers College Record 105, no. 5 (2003), 846-71.

16Horwitz, Anxiety; G. D. Burrows and B. M. Davies, eds., Handbook of Studies on Anxiety (New York:
Elsevier, 1980).
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today.”17 Picking up on the growing concern, but also fanning it, several profession-
als would form the Anxiety Disorder Association of America, in 1980. Equally
important, the basic psychiatric literature also began to extend the situations in
which excessive anxiety could be experienced, including “work or school perfor-
mance.”18 The growing effort to anchor anxiety in real-life settings replaced earlier
emphasis on problems within the individual—displacing the notion that anxiety,
while serious, was “without cause,” which in turn encouraged people to use the
label more freely in dealing with a variety of stresses. Finally, while there was
some attention to how long a sense of anxiety had to be present to qualify as a prob-
lem, there was no real definition of “excessive”: people were invited to use the label
if they felt it was applicable.

This evolution was intimately connected to the simultaneous surge of pharmaceu-
tical attention, where the 1950s provided a particularly clear turning point. When the
first anxiety drug—Miltown—emerged in 1955, manufacturers actually worried that
there might not be a market. They were quickly disabused. Miltown’s success was fol-
lowed by a procession of FDA-approved anxiety-relevant medicines, including
Valium, Prozac, and Xanax, with wide sales only slightly dented by critiques from
feminists (who resented the disproportionate attention to women) and others. (By
1973, 20 percent of all adult women and 8 percent of men were using Valium or
some equivalent.) The drugs drew huge attention in the popular press, as well as
company-sponsored advertising campaigns. As the maker of Paxil once claimed, in
a burst of imprudent sincerity, “Every marketer’s dream is to find an unidentified
or unknown market and develop it. That’s what we were able to do with social anxiety
disorder.”19

Not surprisingly, professional, pharmaceutical, and media interest generated grow-
ing references to anxiety in general. The Google Ngram Viewer, though at best sug-
gestive of public interest, shows a clear trend in the occurrence of the word anxiety in
a large corpus of books: rather low levels of the word use during the first four decades
of the twentieth century, followed by a clear uptick in the 1940s and 1950s and the
steep and steady ascent thereafter, as shown in Figure 1.20

To be sure, the rise of medical and popular attention did not initially apply spe-
cifically to young people or students, though the drug Librium was discussed as a
possibility for disorderly children while the manufacturer, Roche, tried to market it
for students with learning disabilities. Growing interest in using Ritalin for ADHD
was a related development in the same period. However, DSM manuals would
only begin to note children as anxiety-sufferers from DSM-III onward.
Unquestionably, a larger concern about identifying a specific student anxiety problem

17Karl Rickels, “Drug Use in Outpatient Treatment,” American Journal of Psychiatry 124, no. 8S (Feb.
1968), 26, https://doi.org/10.1176/ajp.124.8S.20.

18American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, 3rd ed. (Washington, DC: APA,
1980), 225.

19Andrea Tone, Age of Anxiety: America’s Turbulent Affair with Tranquillizers (New York: Basic Books,
2008), 217; David Hertzberg, Happy Pills in America: From Miltown to Prozac (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2019).

20Google Ngrams, American English, 1900-2019, accessed Oct. 21, 2022.
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emerged more slowly and later than the professional and public fascination with anx-
iety more generally.21

Indeed, without falling into misplaced nostalgia, the mid-1950s provide a clear
contrast to later student patterns in a number of respects, which may help explain
why attention focused elsewhere and why students themselves relatively rarely used
the term anxiety, more commonly referring to what experts noted as “nervous prob-
lems,” if they commented at all. The percentage of students seeking to go to college
was still relatively small. Those who did usually applied to only one institution, close
to home, and since only 145 colleges were requiring SAT (Standard Aptitude Test)
scores at this point, entry procedures may have occasioned relatively little stress.
With few colleges boasting dedicated admissions offices, the competitive atmo-
sphere that would become vivid later on was largely absent. Once in college, the
continued acceptability of the “gentleman’s C” grade may have continued to cush-
ion student concerns to some extent. Claiming a lack of widespread student anxiety
is admittedly in one sense an unprovable proposition: the clearest evidence is the
absence of frequent reference to the term. However, there were features of higher
education at the time that were consistent with the relative calm among the students
involved, compared with trends that would begin to take hold by the end of the
decade.22

Nevertheless, the growing professional and popular interest in general anxiety dur-
ing the 1950s inevitably impinged on some students. Most obviously, a growing num-
ber of students had parents, particularly mothers, who were worried about their own
anxiety. More specifically, it was also in the 1950s that psychological and psychiatric
researchers and some fledgling college counseling offices began looking for anxiety
and related signs of mental distress in the student population. Starting in the late
1940s, a host of studies of what was called test anxiety brought anxiety concerns
onto college campuses directly.23 The need seemed clear enough: a substantial

Chart 1. Anxiety in American English Usage, 1900- early 21st Century: A Google Ngram

21American Psychiatric Association, DSM, 3rd ed.
22Thomas D. Snyder, ed., 120 Years of American Education: A Statistical Portrait (Washington, DC:

Center for Educational Statistics 1993); Mack DeGuerin, “How the SAT Has Changed over the Past 90
Years and Where It Might Be Heading,” Insider, Aug. 9. 2019, https://www.insider.com/how-the-sat-has-
changed-over-the-past-90-years-2019-8.

23Davis K. Rothman, “A New Approach to Test Anxiety,” Journal of College Student Psychotherapy 18,
no. 4 (Sept. 23, 2008), 45-54. For a literature review, see George J. Allen, “Effectiveness of Study Counseling
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minority of students were unable to translate their basic abilities into academic suc-
cess thanks to problems with test-taking. Experts were eager to identify the problem
and experiment with a variety of remedies, and it was certainly true that a distress-
ingly large percentage of college students were dropping out, at least in some cases
because of this barrier.24 But the decision to apply the anxiety label to what many
students themselves had called nervousness was itself revealing. Further, it was con-
sistent with a larger movement in the 1950s to begin testing students at various levels,
grade school as well as college, for their anxiety potential. A host of ambitious
anxiety-measurement schemes were generated precisely for this purpose.25 The ques-
tionnaires would provide vital longitudinal data about anxiety rates, but they also
encouraged experts and potentially some students themselves to look for problems
or interpret older issues in new ways. The result, though hardly reason to dismiss stu-
dent anxiety as a manufactured problem, inevitably raises the same questions that
researchers like Allan Horwitz have applied to the rise of adult anxiety in that
same 1950s period. The balance between “real” changes in student mentalities and
the impact of the larger, increasingly medicalized cultural climate is hard to deter-
mine. For there is no question that by the 1960s a growing number of researchers
and agencies were not only looking for campus anxieties, but finding them in growing
abundance.

Signs of Change: The 1960s as a Starting Point

In an ambitious article published over two decades ago, psychologist Jean Twenge
argued that evidence points to a steady increase in youth anxiety from the end of
the 1950s to the 1990s, both among college students and grade schoolers (average
age: eleven).26 Her data derived from accumulating the results of anxiety tests
(150 in all for college students, 99 for grade schoolers) administered during the
same four-decade period, and charting the fairly steady increase in the percentage
of examinees reflecting problems. It can be argued that the sample size was fairly
small, though Twenge was careful to eliminate students who were in some kind of
therapy; her subjects were apparently “normal.” To be sure, comparable evidence
from decades prior to the 1950s is absent: anxiety tests were a new phenomenon
after midcentury—as in the widely used Taylor Manifest Anxiety Scale, introduced

and Desensitization in Alleviating Test Anxiety in College Students,” Journal of Abnormal Psychology 77,
no. 3 (June 1971), 282-89.

24Robert W. Graff, G. D. MacLean, and Andrew Loving, “Group Reactive Inhibitions and Reciprocal
Inhibitions Therapies with Anxious College Students,” Journal of Counseling Psychology 18, no. 5 (Sept.
1971), 431-36; Irwin G. Sarason, “Test Anxiety, General Anxiety, and Intellectual Performance,” Journal
of Consulting Psychology 21, no. 6 (Dec. 1957), 485-90; Graham B. Blaine and Charles C. McArthur,
eds., The Emotional Problems of the College Student, 2nd ed. (New York: Appleton-Century, 1971).

25E. Sutton-Smith, B. G. Rosenberg, and Elmer F. Morgan Jr., “Historical Changes in the Freedom with
Which Children Express Themselves on Personality Inventories,” Journal of Genetic Psychology: Research
and Theory on Human Development 99, no. 2 (1961), 309-15; Seymour B. Sarason et al., “A Test
Anxiety Scale for Children,” Child Development 29, no. 1 (March 1958), 105-13; Raymond B. Cattell,
Handbook for the IPAT Anxiety Scale (Champaign, IL: Institute for Personality and Ability Testing, 1957).

26Jean M. Twenge, “The Age of Anxiety? Birth Cohort Change in Anxiety and Neuroticism, 1952-1993,”
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 79, no. 6 (2000), 1007-21.
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in 1953 with a version for children following in 1956. But the change from an early
1950s baseline was striking.27

And it seems to have been fairly steady, though the rate of increase may have
slowed after the late ’60s until it surged again early in the twenty-first century.
Twenge’s data suggest a 23 percent increase in male student anxiety between 1952
and 1967, and 27 percent for females, then another 12 percent surge (and 22 percent
for females) between 1968 and 1993—by which time the average American child or
college student was considerably more anxious than those counterparts in the 1950s
who had actually been under psychiatric care.28

Not surprisingly, even as studies of anxiety—and particularly examination anxiety
—multiplied from the 1950s onward, most researchers and counseling professionals
did not initially emphasize any particular increase While estimates varied, it contin-
ued to be widely believed that anxiety and other psychological issues among students
were fairly constant—though experts were eager to point out that they were far more
common than most people realized and that a large number of students who needed
help were not seeking it.29

When a handful of colleges first began to set up mental health services—Princeton
established its own by 1910—very few students reported mental illness. A 1920
Harvard study suggested that about 16 percent had some neurotic condition. Data
from Michigan and Minnesota in the same period revealed 10-15 percent of students
with serious psychological problems, though only 50 percent (Minnesota) or 15 per-
cent (Michigan) were deemed “really well.” Other 1920s studies similarly pinpointed
about 10-16 percent with serious problems, though at that point there was no specif-
icity on the types of ailment involved.30

Doubts about the decisiveness of these new trends persisted even as interest in stu-
dent anxiety increased. An unusually skeptical 1963 epidemiological study noted that
use of mental health services was growing simply because of greater student aware-
ness—by this point about 14 percent of all colleges had some psychiatric or psycho-
logical services—but not because of greater need. About 16 percent of all students
(particularly women) were using services when available, but many were not in
fact ill. The authors noted a widespread belief that about 10 percent of all students
had mental health needs, but insisted the actual figure was nearer to 6.5 percent, add-
ing that the more students were examined, the more likely some problem would seem
to emerge.31

27Janet A. Taylor, “A Personality Scale of Manifest Anxiety,” Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology
48, no. 2 (1953), 289; Richard Alpert and Ralph Norman Haber, “Anxiety in Academic Achievement
Situations,” Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology 61, no. 2 (1960), 207.

28Twenge, “Age of Anxiety?”; Benjamin Ayres and Michelle Bristow, Anxiety in College Students
(New York: Nova Science, 2009).

29Blaine and McArthur, The Emotional Problems of the College Student.
30Rust, “The Epidemiology of Mental Health in College”; Siegel, The Counseling of College Students;

Clifford B. Reifler and Myron B. Liptzin, “Epidemiological Studies of College Mental Health,” Archives
of General Psychiatry 20, no. 5 (May 1969), 528-40.

31William Smith, Norris Hansell, and Joseph English, “Psychiatric Disorder in a College Population:
Prevalence and Incidence,” Archives of General Psychiatry 9, no. 4 (Oct. 1963), 351-61. See also Graff,
MacLean and Loving, “Group Reactive Inhibitions and Reciprocal Inhibitions”; Sarason, “Test Anxiety,
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This particular estimate was decidedly on the low side, for findings of anxiety and
other signs of mental distress were beginning to accelerate. The discovery that at least
a quarter of all students suffered from test anxiety already began to move the needle.
For students in general, by the early 1960s most estimates insisted on a figure of at
least 10 percent or even a bit higher, even as some intensification was probably
already underway. A Yale study noted that about 10 percent of the student body
was using the mental health clinic, particularly during the first year, but nearly
half of these simply had adjustment problems, not real illness; on the other hand,
many students who could use help stayed away, for 75 percent of students who tested
positively for mental illness had never visited a clinic. Revealingly, the biggest student
complaint continued to be “nervousness,” suggesting that anxiety was not yet a par-
ticularly relevant term for students, followed by “loneliness.” Another account cited
25 percent of all students suffering from some level of disturbance. But the experts
themselves increasingly saw anxiety as a major culprit, with about 80 percent of clin-
ically disturbed students and 30 percent of those more mildly troubled suffering from
the disorder. A Harvard report in the early 1960s stayed away from “anxiety” but
noted a common “apathy” that interfered with study and led the affected students
to try to bypass the increasingly competitive atmosphere in the classroom; here
again, one wonders if the kind of problem that would later be called anxiety was
more pervasive than realized. A Vassar estimate cited a figure of 15-20 percent
who could use help, though only half sought it. A small religious college (unnamed)
cited a figure of 12 percent, with another 30 percent more mildly troubled. During the
1950s and 1960s the growing focus on test anxiety, often “extreme anxiety,” produced
even higher numbers of 20 percent or more; 24 percent of students at a Christian col-
lege reported this problem, while figures at Southern Illinois University were also
high. Another inquiry pointed to 20 percent of students in general suffering from
examination anxiety, rising to 25 percent in the college population.32

In other words, evidence past midcentury suggests a considerable incidence of
issues that might later more uniformly fall under an anxiety heading—such as “ner-
vousness” or “apathy”—plus some indications of a clear increase beyond the conven-
tional 10 percent of the student body. This complements, if loosely, the trends
suggested by the anxiety test results.

From the late 1960s onward, experts of various stripes increasingly agreed that
mental health problems, including anxiety, were surging, possibly rapidly, though
the old 10 percent stereotype lingered in some cases.33 A Boston University report
suggested that a full 78 percent of the student body had real emotional problems,
with 7 percent suffering from psychosis. Dartmouth found that only 7 percent of
its students in the class of 1962 were “mentally impaired,” but that figure soared to
16 percent just five years later. The University of Missouri saw a 300 percent rise
in mental health complaints in the same period, though many involved “transient

General Anxiety, and Intellectual Performance”; Blaine and McArthur, The Emotional Problems of the
College Student.

32Reifler and Liptzin, “Epidemiological Studies”; Siegel, The Counseling of College Students; Dana
L. Farnsworth, Mental Health in College and University (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1957).

33Smith, Hansell, and English, “Psychiatric Disorder in a College Population.”
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situational issues.” Fifty-five percent of students reported “personal problems” at
Brooklyn College that interfered with study, with a large minority considering coun-
seling, though only 5 percent actually following through. By the late 1960s, 35 percent
of those seeking counseling at Harvard emphasized considerable “anxious agitation,”
with anxiety causing serious problems in their studying.34

College freshmen themselves ultimately confirmed the trend, as suggested by large
annual national polls. In 1966, 60 percent of them believed they enjoyed above-
average emotional health, and this would actually rise to 70 percent by 1980. But
by 2001 the figure was dropping rapidly, to 56 percent, as growing numbers of stu-
dents grew concerned about their own anxieties and about anxious peers (as reflected
by several studies noting growing beliefs that others were being affected by mental
health problems).35

Granting both considerable campus-to-campus variation and some imprecision
amid a variety of definitions of mental ailments, the claim that some fundamental
mental health deterioration began to occur from the late 1950s onward—or at least
that both experts and students began to be more aware of relevant problems—
seems highly probable. Though the phenomena involved obviously varied greatly
in severity, this was also the period in which youth suicide rates began to rise rapidly,
though in this case—in contrast to the anxiety trends—they would later decline,
thanks in part to the urgent efforts to expand campus counseling centers, before a
renewed surge after 2000.36

The Challenge of Causation

If the 1950s-1970s were the seedbed of the contemporary American problem of youth
and student anxiety, the obvious question is why—what was changing at this point to
induce both greater consciousness of mental health problems and an expansion of the
problems themselves? Further, what has sustained the trends?

Causation is a tricky issue in history, since there is no opportunity for confirma-
tory experiment. With a development as recent and as diffuse as mental health
changes, the challenge is even more substantial. Observers at the time suggested sev-
eral possible components that can help launch a discussion and can also contribute to
an understanding of how colleges began to respond to the problem, while additional
correlations can be suggested as well. Not surprisingly, college agencies such as

34S. B. Khan, “Dimensions of Manifest Anxiety and Their Relationship to College Achievement,” Journal
of Consulting and Clinical Psychology 25, no. 2 (Oct. 1970), 223-28; Siegel, The Counseling of College
Students; Ayres and Bristow, Anxiety; Farnsworth, Mental Health in College and University; R. M. Suinn,
“The STABS, a Measure of Test Anxiety for Behavior Therapy: Normative Data,” Behaviour Research
and Therapy 7, no. 1 (Sept. 1969), 335-39; Blaine and McArthur, The Emotional Problem of the College
Student.

35Alexander W. Astin et al., The American Freshman: Thirty-Five Year Trends, 1966-2001 (University of
California, Los Angeles: American Council on Education, 2002).

36Amelia M. Arria et al., “Suicide Ideation among College Students: A Multivariate Analysis,” Archives of
Suicide Research 13 (2009), 230-46; M. L. Rosenberg et al., “The Emergence of Youth Suicide: An
Epidemiologic Analysis and Public Health Perspective,” Annual Review of Public Health 8 (1987),
417-40; Robert E. McKeown, Steven P. Cuffe, and Richard M. Schulz, “U.S. Suicide Rates by Age
Group, 1970-2002,” American Journal of Public Health 96, no. 10 (Oct. 2006), 1744-51.
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counseling centers have usually emphasized factors in the larger environment, now
including the deterioration of the natural environment itself, plus shifts in the nature
of the student body. They have been less open to the role of well-meaning agencies
and researchers or alterations in educational structures that colleges themselves
have helped to create, though the latter have been gaining some attention.
Compounding the challenge is the inability to assign proportions to the main factors
involved.37

At the same time, analysis is not impossibly open-ended. Some possible issues,
such as economic fluctuations, do not seem relevant; student concerns about jobs
and the economy, and even finances, bounced around in the final half of the twen-
tieth century, but there was no consistent trend until well after 2000. Indeed, attention
to these factors was at a low point in the 1990s, while anxiety continued to increase,
albeit more slowly than before. It is both possible and desirable to be somewhat selec-
tive concerning causes and correlations.38

Indeed, despite unavoidable imprecisions about their relative importance. three
major clusters of factors have been primarily responsible for generating the changes
in student mental health: the growing awareness and acceptance of therapy; external
factors, both on the big stage and at the family level; and the mixture of shifts in edu-
cational structure and in student expectations. Many of these factors have persisted
into the twenty-first century, to be joined by more familiar developments such as
the advent of social media, debt, and pandemic disruptions. Analyzing the causes
of a transformation over a half century ago, in other words, feeds directly into the
analysis of today’s dilemmas, as the transformation has persisted and expanded.

The Role of Experts and Services

Not surprisingly, given the growing role of psychological research and service by the
1950s, the impact of well-meaning experts on student anxiety would only expand. In
the 1970s, two new terms became popular among students themselves and those who
counseled them: math anxiety and writing anxiety. The phrases had not been widely
used before (though the idea of math anxiety built on a claim of “mathemaphobia”
had been introduced in the early 1950s), but they would have a healthy existence
from that point onward, complete with new measurement procedures.39 (The notion

37Mary Ellen Flannery, “The Epidemic of Anxiety among Today’s Students,” neaToday, March 28, 2018,
https://www.nea.org/advocating-for-change/new-from-nea/epidemic-anxiety-among-todays-students;
Carlos Blanco et al., “Mental Health of College Students and Their Non-College Attending Peers: Results
from the National Epidemiologic Study on Alcohol and Related Conditions,” Archives of General Psychiatry
65, no. 12 (2008), 1429-37; Twenge, “Age of Anxiety?”

38Twenge, “Age of Anxiety?”; Derek Potter, David Jayne, and Sonya Britt, “Financial Anxiety among
College Students: The Role of Generational Status,” Journal of Financial Counseling and Planning 31,
no. 2 (2020), 284-95.

39See Google Ngram Viewer for the longitudinal incidence of references to math anxiety and writing
anxiety; Macarena Suárez-Pellicioni and María Isabel Núñez-Peña, “Math Anxiety: A Review of Its
Cognitive Consequences, Psychophysiological Correlates, and Brain Bases,” Cognitive, Affective, and
Behavioral Neuroscience 16 (2016), 3-22. The first test for math anxiety was introduced in 1972:
F. Richardson and R. M. Suinn, “The Mathematics Anxiety Rating Scale,” Journal of Counseling
Psychology 19 (1972), 551-54.
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of public speaking anxiety also added to the mix around the same time, though it had
a clientele well beyond student ranks.) The neologisms focus some of the obvious
questions about student anxiety more generally. Were the new terms simply fairly
harmless replacements for older notions, such as the nervousness in anticipating
tests reported by Yale students and others in the 1950s? Did they reflect growing lev-
els of mental tension, among other things, as college populations expanded and the
importance of educational results increased—specific symptoms, in other words, of
the broader changes in anxiety levels? Or were they, at least in part, the product of
well-meaning researchers and counselors who had been highlighting the prevalence,
and resultant damage, of examination anxieties for over two decades, spreading a new
vocabulary in the process? The answer to each question is yes, in all probability, but
sorting out the balance between changes in psychological experience and the results
of professional input is no easy matter. The role of input, however, at least provides a
causal starting point, for anxiety in general as well as for the neologisms in writing
and math.40

As a few mental health authorities themselves noted, the gradual growth of psy-
chological and counseling services, and the even more rapid increase of research
interest in the area, undoubtedly played a role in greater student awareness of vulner-
abilities—including their own—in a society becoming increasingly comfortable with
psychological language, therapy, and even medication. The expansion of campus
research projects continued, maintaining but moving beyond the earlier interest in
test anxiety. Many projects were informed not only by specific concerns about aca-
demic performance, but by the wider belief in the threatening nature of modern
life.41 Experts were also increasingly concerned about impaired students who were
not seeking counseling on their own, and the view that in fact most of the students
in greatest need of therapy were least likely to admit it helped motivate the ongoing
fascination with questionnaires to get at problems the students involved were not
openly admitting. Specific groups also won attention. In one study, for example, a
hypothesis that primary and secondary students in special education programs
were unusually likely to be anxious was confirmed through questionnaires, potentially
motivating corrective action. Some interest also attached to the issue of transitions
from high school to college and the rate of college dropouts. Several studies exclu-
sively probed dropouts, who reported “a feeling of anxiety concerning self in relation
to the new environments,” with their impressions of college being “impersonal,
frightening, fraught with pitfalls”—and who were badly in need of counseling.41

These were also the decades when doctors and researchers began paying increased
attention to the problem of Attention Deficit Disorder. To be sure, the first DSM did
not recognize this category, in 1952. But Ritalin was introduced in 1955, and the DSM
acknowledged an issue in 1968, with the 1980 edition exploring the ADHD label.
There was also growing concern from parents and teachers, leading to unusually

40James C. McCrosky, “Measures of Communication-Bound Anxiety,” Speech Monographs 37, no. 4
(1970), 269-77.

41Marion Steininger, Richmond E. Johnson, and Donald K. Kirts, “Cheating on College Exams as a
Function of Situationally Aroused Anxiety,” Journal of Educational Psychology 55, no. 6 (Dec. 1964),
320. Irwin G. Sarason, “Test Anxiety and the Intellectual Performance of College Students,” Journal of
Educational Psychology 52, no. 4 (April 1961), 201-6.
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high rates of medication in the United States and a steady increase in diagnoses. Here
was another contribution to increasing concern about the psychological fragility of
students—at various ages. By the 1990s the attendant surge of students on some
kind of psychiatric medication would add another relevant complication to college
life.42

Finally, what can be seen as a “psychological turn” in American education helped
generate a steady reorientation of student services toward greater sensitivity to mental
health problems, including anxiety. The school counseling profession had been born
in the 1920s, sometimes initially just involving an interested faculty member offering
parttime service. For several decades attention focused primarily on what is now
called career counseling (though West Point had a psychiatrist on staff as early as
1921), at both the school and college level; however, as a more specialized profession
emerged, some leaders began calling for attention to student mental health issues as
early as the 1930s. E. G. Williamson, for example, claimed that almost all students had
personal issues that colleges should help them address, involving both the “basic psy-
chological needs of all young people” and issues specifically attached to academic
life.43 But the real move occurred, not surprisingly, from the 1950s onward. The
trend was gradual: in the 1950s only about 10 percent of all colleges, a significant
number of them private institutions, had any service specifically available for psycho-
logical issues. But growth was steady, as was the expansion of reports stressing the
need for mental health counseling. As early as 1986, 16 percent of college psycholog-
ical counselors were reporting that they were “frequently overwhelmed” by student
demand—obviously, that figure would only increase (to 27 percent in 2002).44

These developments bring us back to this aspect of the causation puzzle. The rise
of therapeutic student services clearly reflected growing student need, or at least
awareness. But, running parallel with the other varieties of anxiety research and ther-
apy, it could also promote a sense of need, encouraging—with every good intention—
a growing number of students to wonder if their nervousness was anxiety, if they
needed to think about professional help. Here was one key measurable component
of a larger package.

External Sources: The Wider World

Those involved with student mental health and aware of a growing problem some-
times went beyond platitudes about a modern “age of anxiety” to look for linkages
with new events and patterns beyond student life. This was particularly true for
those concerned with signs of trouble in young people generally, and not just college

42Melissa L. Danielson et al., “Prevalence of Parent-Reported ADHD Diagnoses and Associated
Treatment among U.S. Children and Adolescents,” Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology
42, no. 2 (March-April 2018), 199-212.

43Cited in Robert F. Aubrey, “The Historical Development of Guidance and Counseling and Implications
for the Future,” Personnel and Guidance Journal 55 No.6 (Feb. 1977), 290.

44Norman C. Gysbers, Remembering the Past, Shaping the Future: A History of School Counseling
(Alexandria VA: American School Counseling Association, 2010); Joshua Watson, “Managing College
Stress: The Role of College Counselors,” Journal of College Counseling 15, no. 1 (April 2012), 3-4. For a
more general cultural framework, see Philip Rieff, The Triumph of the Therapeutic: Uses of Faith after
Freud (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966).
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students. The category is a tough one. It is at best correlational. It calls for difficult
judgments about whether one kind of threat is more troubling than another. But
some attention is unavoidable.

As Jean Twenge later noted, two candidates seemed particularly plausible for the
anxiety surge from 1960 onward: crime rates and the threat of war.45 Crime rates did
rise rather rapidly in the United States from the 1960s to the early 1990s, and
the change was even more widely publicized. Politicians, particularly from the
Republican side, played on the trend. Changes in newscasting, and especially the
rise of dramatic local news segments from the 1970s onward, complete with
out-of-studio coverage, promoted even wider attention. Included in this flurry were
growing, though statistically unwarranted, concerns about rates of stranger abduction
of children.46 By the early 1980s, if not before, this atmosphere was beginning to pro-
duce greater parental caution about children’s behavior, ranging from new efforts to
supervise trick-or-treating at Halloween to new restrictions on unsupervised play in
parks or use of urban transportation. Surveys of college students over time suggested
relevant awareness: though decidedly liberal on most subjects, students between the
1960s and 1990s became increasingly favorable to capital punishment, and increas-
ingly critical of the “coddling” of criminals. Whether this directly promoted anxiety
is impossible to prove, and heightened parental caution arguably had a greater impact
on young people by the 1990s than in times previous. But it is worth considering
what role the crime factor played in previous decades.47

Nuclear anxiety may be an even more obvious candidate, as it has a suggestive cor-
relational chronology. The year 1951 saw the introduction of “duck and cover” films
and related instruction in many schools, aimed at protecting students against atomic
bomb attack, a campaign that would continue into the late 1960s. While teachers were
urged to present the material with a smile, to minimize fear, the effect could be pro-
found. Mothers wrote of children “waking up in terror” after one of the drills, which
included teachers unexpectedly shouting “Drop!” in the middle of a regular lesson.
Many school districts also distributed dog tags so children might be identified after
an attack. The Los Angeles school district explained: “What is the atom bomb? It
is a bomb that blows up houses and makes the earth wiggle. Children have to be
ready when it drops.”48 While overall psychological impact was not thoroughly stud-
ied, many individuals noted an enduring sense of insecurity. As one student told Greg
Diamond and Jerald Bachman, “We could never quite take it for granted that the
world we were born into was destined to remain.”49 And there were reports of a
wide belief among teenagers that they were unlikely to live past thirty.

45Twenge, “Age of Anxiety?” 1007-10, 1018.
46Barry Glassner, The Culture of Fear: Why Americans Are Afraid of the Wrong Things (New York:

Perseus, 1999); Paula S. Fass, Kidnapped: Child Abduction in America (New York: Oxford, 1997).
47Peter N. Stearns, American Fear: The Causes and Consequences of High Anxiety (New York: Routledge,

2006); Astin et al., The American Freshman.
48Greg Diamond and Jerald Bachman, “High School Seniors and the Nuclear Threat,

1975-1984,” International Journal of Mental Health 15 (1986), 215.
49Diamond and Bachman, “High School Seniors,” 216. See also Paul Boyer, By the Bomb’s Early Light:

American Thought and Culture at the Dawn of the Atomic Age (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1994).
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Compounding the general fears, for high school and college males by the 1960s,
was the growing concern about the draft and the Vietnam War, another contribution
to a sense of fragile mortality. This, too, connected to schools. From 1951 onward
draft boards began to take academic performance, including SAT scores, into account
in deciding on military deferments, enhancing stress over grades and creating an
annual pressure point as grades and class standings were reported and students
awaited local draft board reactions. Some have suggested that the resultant tension
contributed to the beginnings of the pattern of grade inflation that would have its
own complex impact on student anxieties.50

The rise in crime, nuclear fears, and the draft were not permanent, of course. All
three had receded by the end of the twentieth century, but while this may help explain
the slower acceleration rates of student anxiety in the final decades of the century,
anxiety (and expert interest therein) continued to mount. (Of course, by the twenty-
first century environmental concerns and school shooter drills may have offered
uncannily analogous replacements for the initial triggers.) Claiming causation, rather
than correlation, may be a stretch. But as one factor among several, the tensions
added by perceptions of crime rates and the concern about conscription and war
may well contribute to an understanding of why new levels of student anxiety kicked
into gear.

Twenge and some other observers added further connections to the wider national
climate. Impressed with Robert Putnam’s work, Twenge speculated about the impact
of growing loneliness, a theme that would later expand with the subsequent impact of
social media. The famous decline of interpersonal trust also reached students: in
1975, 35 percent of high school seniors believed that most people could be trusted,
but by 1992 the figure had plummeted to 15 percent. A few commentators also
cited the misleading effects of the American obsession with happiness, leading
some students to expect more than they found in this stage of life. The expectations
theme would play out more clearly in more specific aspects of the changing student
culture, discussed below.51

External Sources: Family Life and Childhood

The 1950s and 1960s saw significant changes in several aspects of family life, some of
which proved quite durable. A few were frequently mentioned by those concerned
about student anxiety, but several other less-discussed changes might be relevant as
well. Jean Twenge, in her retrospective, in fact emphasized the combination of new
kinds of family instability together with crime and nuclear fears as the primary com-
ponents of children’s overall anxiety. Again, the focus is on correlations, but in some
cases, the connections to growing psychological distress seem rather compelling.52

50Lawrence M. Baskir and William A. Strauss, Chance and Circumstance: The Draft, the War, and the
Vietnam Generation (New York: Knopf, 1978).

51Twenge, “Age of Anxiety?”; Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American
Community (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2000). On tensions with modern happiness expectations, see
Gregg Easterbrook, The Progress Paradox: How Life Gets Better While People Feel Worse (New York:
Random House, 2003).

52Twenge, “Age of Anxiety?”
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The divorce rate has attracted particular comment. In 1972, 86 percent of college
freshmen reported coming from two-parent households, but by 2001 this had
dropped to 72 percent. Some of these households were themselves the result of mul-
tiple marriages. In 1966 only 20 percent of freshmen had divorced or separated par-
ents, but by 2001 this had soared to 49 percent. The same decades saw a considerable
transition from optimistic beliefs that children were “better off” if feuding parents
split, to a growing conviction that divorce was psychologically damaging. Debate
here continues: several recent studies suggest that while most children suffer an initial
surge of anxiety, only a minority are affected long-term.53

The rise of mothers in the workforce was an equally fundamental trend. Data var-
ied, but in the 1970s up to half of all college freshmen reported “homemaker” as their
mother’s occupation, while by 2001 this had dropped to at most 28 percent and pos-
sibly below. The shift here was not necessarily disruptive, but in the United States,
with an absence of widely accepted childcare alternatives, it could affect children’s
equilibrium Further, the growing guilt and anxiety that working mothers themselves
reported could affect children as well, particularly in the initial decades of
transition.54

Demographic change came in for less comment, but it merits attention. The rapid
decline of the birth rate by the 1960s increased the percentage of children who were
firstborn or who had no siblings at all. Several disputed studies argue that firstborns
are disproportionately anxious, and data for only children suggest a connection as
well. And there was more: from the 1970s onward the average age of puberty
began to drop three months every decade, particularly for girls, which definitely cor-
related with rising depression and anxiety.55

As with the larger political and social context, it is impossible to claim great pre-
cision regarding the effects of familial and demographic shifts. It is revealing that
while some trends eased over time—the divorce rate was declining by the 1990s—
anxiety still mounted (if for a time at a slower rate of change). On the other hand,
familial and demographic shifts are prime candidates in explaining rising childhood
anxieties generally, beyond the college-bound population alone. Furthermore, some
newer trends might add to pressures. It was by the 1990s and early 2000s that the
effects of helicopter parenting began to intensify, involving increasing levels of super-
vision and intervention—here, disproportionately among the college aspirants.
Counseling centers reported growing numbers of students who had been so carefully
sheltered that their coping skills were poorly developed. And helicopter parenting—
not a uniform style, but affecting up to 40 percent of American offspring—itself

53Astin et al., The American Freshman. See also Gail Cornwall and Scott Coltrane, “How Americans
Became Convinced Divorce Is Bad for Kids,” Slate, July 11, 2022, https://slate.com/technology/2022/07/
divorce-bad-for-kids-history.html.

54Astin et al., The American Freshman; Peter N. Stearns and Ruthann Clay, “American Guilt: A
Challenge for Contemporary Emotions History,” Social and Education History 6, no. 3 (Oct. 2017),
https://doi.org/10.17583/hse.2017.2927.

55Jochen Hardt et al., “Anxiety and Depression as an Effect of Birth Order or Being an Only Child:
Results of an Internet Survey in Poland and Germany,” Insights on the Depression and Anxiety, Sept. 14,
2017, https://doi: 10.29328/journal.hda.1001003; Stanley Schachter, “Birth Order, Eminence and Higher
Education,” American Sociological Review 28, no. 5 (Oct. 1963), 757-68.
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resulted from a combination of efforts to compensate for maternal employment and
growing adult fears about the dangers of the external environment—fears that easily
translated to children themselves, helping to push anxiety levels up even further,
beyond what the initial causation had generated.56

School and Students: New Structures and Growing Competitive Pressure

Contemporary explanations for rising anxiety often sidestepped changes in the school
and university experience itself, though some connections were offered. Twenge, most
notably, did little with this factor in favor of the external developments. And it is
important to remember that youth anxiety extended well beyond aspirant college
ranks. Still, important changes occurred in higher education systems, and some mea-
surably contributed to anxiety at least regarding certain aspects of the student
experience.

The big news was the sheer expansion of education and its importance—societally
and to individuals and families—at the secondary levels and beyond. This was also
accompanied by new structures and requirements, including far more significant
admissions examinations, that could have their own impact, creating a range of
new pressures—some of which were quite real, others arguably imagined but often
vivid.

The enrollment surge was massive. In the 1950s, the U.S. college population
increased by 49 percent; then, in the next decade, it surged a further 120 percent.
This meant a rise in the share of the relevant age group in college from under 15 per-
cent to approximately 40 percent by the early 1970s. The growth was even more over-
whelming as baby boomers reached college age—reaching about 300 percent in the
1970s and 1980s. Even more young people were affected by the growing pressure
to complete high school, as the “drop out” phenomenon received national attention
in the same period. The National Defense Education Act of 1958 heightened the
importance of higher education at the societal level, while a growing number of indi-
viduals or parents began to recalculate the role of schooling in their own plans.57

Expansion, in turn, had several effects relevant to anxiety. Most obviously, young
people who did not particularly like school faced new pressures, at least through high
school; early exit became increasingly difficult. Groups that were disproportionately
anxious in any event, or at least disproportionately willing to voice their anxiety,
now found themselves heading to college in growing numbers. Women, particularly,
made up a rising percentage of new college goers, rising to 50 percent of the total by
the later 1970s.58

56Terri LeMoyne and Tom Buchanan, “Does ‘Hovering’ Matter? Helicopter Parenting and Its Effect on
Well-Being,” Sociological Spectrum 31, no. 4 (2011), 399-418; Peter N. Stearns, Anxious Parents: A History
of Modern Childrearing in America (New York: New York University Press, 2003). Helicopter parenting
intensified by the end of the twentieth century, but it is worth noting that it was first identified in 1969,
just as student anxiety was intensifying. See Haim G. Ginott, Between Parent and Teenager (New York:
MacMillan, 1969).

57Snyder, 120 Years of American Education; Hoxby, “The Changing Selectivity of American Colleges.”
58Sherman Dorn, “Origins of the ‘Dropout Problem,’” History of Education Quarterly 33, no. 3 (Autumn

1993), 353-73.
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More generally, this kind of growth generated a growing segment of students
whose parents had no college experience—in other words, a growth of “first
gens.” By the mid-1960s, 42 percent of college freshmen had fathers with no col-
lege record of any sort, and there was an outright majority whose fathers had not
completed a college degree. This proportion would hold roughly steady through
the 1970s when, thanks to the preceding years of growth, the parental picture
changed (for fathers and mothers alike): by 2001 the first-gen figure was down
considerably. These trends suggest that during the decades when reported student
anxiety rose most rapidly, a lack of relevant parental precedent and guidance may
have played a growing role. Further, in contrast to the twenty-first century, when
first gens surged anew, colleges were ill-prepared to deal with the concerns
involved, with no special programs, scant orientation, and in some cases admin-
istrative greetings that continued to include stark warnings about potential
failure.59

Perhaps the most important result, though one resistant to a statistically precise
analysis, is that the surge of the 1950s and 1960s, combined with baby-boom crowd-
ing in school classrooms, created a rising sense of competition and a heightened con-
cern about getting into college. The concern was not entirely justified: the expansion
in college slots and the sheer increase in the number of colleges soon kept pace with
demand. But the impression had been created, and resultant admissions anxieties
would linger, even intensify, beyond the primary growth period itself—enhanced
by the extent to which colleges began to realize that they had some incentive to
make applicants a bit anxious.60

There was one other change during the decades after 1950s, though its importance
should not be exaggerated. A growing (though still small) minority of the college
bound redefined their ambitions, thanks in part to improved transportation facilities.
The percentage of people seeking a college located at some distance from home, usu-
ally motivated by an interest in greater prestige, began to rise modestly but steadily.
This added to the sense of heightened competition, particularly for the ambitious stu-
dents themselves but potentially more widely.61

A few discussions of student anxiety began to pick up on the implications of some
of these new trends as early as the 1960s. Thus a Harvard counselor (himself a
Harvard grad) noted that some of the university’s new national recruits displayed a
painfully stubborn belief in the importance of top grades, even though they were
told to relax—an example of the growing number of “anxiety neurosis” cases that stu-
dent health personnel were seeing. In some cases a certain amount of old-school
snobbery crept into their observations: as Harvard and other places admitted more
of the types of students who previously would not have attempted to apply at such
schools, much less to any college at all, some counselors found the students lonely

59Astin et al., The American Freshman; Victor B. Saenz et al., First in My Family: A Profile of
First-Generation College Students in Four-Year Institutions since 1971 (Los Angeles: University of
California, Higher Education Research Institute, 2007).

60Hoxby, “The Changing Selectivity of American Colleges.”
61Hoxby may exaggerate this change, but her discussion of rising ambitions is relevant. “The Changing

Selectivity of American Colleges.” See Astin et al., The American Freshman, 56-57, on distance from home.
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and ill-prepared, without the academic (read: prep school) attributes that would lead
to real success.62

For college applicants more generally, other new patterns suggested heightened
anxieties around the admissions process itself. A surge in the rate of multiple appli-
cations to college reflected the growing sense of competition and challenge—and fur-
ther added to it. By 1967, only 43 percent of college applicants were confining
themselves to a single, usually local target—the norm just a decade before—whereas
26 percent were already venturing four or more. And these trends continued steadily,
aided by the introduction of the common application in the 1970s: by 2006, only 18
percent were completing only one application, while 57 percent were sending out
more than four. Here was a clear sign of growing concern, along with heightened
ambitions in some cases.63

The new competitive picture was exacerbated, from the late 1960s onward, by
increasingly elaborate procedures required for getting into many colleges, and grow-
ing admissions rivalries among colleges themselves. Even after the most rapid spurt in
enrollment subsided, other changes, some initially in response to the growth itself,
maintained a sense of tension. It continued to be increasingly easy to believe that
it was getting harder to get into college, though the facts were more complicated.

The big change was the spread of required tests: the College Board’s SAT and the
new ACT exam, introduced in 1959. By 1965 the number of schools with test require-
ments had quintupled as colleges (including state schools like the University of
California, starting in 1958) sought new sorting procedures to help with the soaring
applicant numbers. By 1990, that total had doubled yet again, with 1,839 colleges now
on the list. In 1955 only 23 percent of college freshmen had taken this kind of test, but
by the mid-1960s that share was 80 percent. Many now would take the test twice or
more—another development that arguably both reflected increased anxiety and in
turn contributed to it. Ironically, around the same time that many studies of test anx-
iety were concluding, aptitude tests were producing much greater angst than were
achievement tests, because of students’ uncertainties about exam preparation. Such
tests now seized the spotlight.64 Training courses, such as the Princeton Review,
launched in 1981, reflected some of the pressures. Further, testing and preparation
began to be pushed onto students, particularly the most ambitious ones, earlier in
high school and even in the middle school years. The National Merit Qualifying
exam, introduced in 1956, morphed into the PSAT in 1971, creating in some students
as early as sophomore year a sense that “time was running out” for their best college
chances. During the 1970s, the College Board began providing information about
average test scores to particular colleges, yet another contribution to the sense of pres-
sure. For some students, the advent of the Advanced Placement program in 1955 and
its steady expansion created yet another challenge, with rising emphasis on taking a

62Farnsworth, Mental Health in College and University. A similar trend of a greater focus on academic
results, along with some increases in anxiety, was noted in British students in the 1960s. See Ferdynand
Zweig, The Student in an Age of Anxiety: A Survey of Oxford and Manchester Students (New York: Free
Press, 1963).

63Hoxby, “The Changing Selectivity of American Colleges.”
64Irwin G. Sarason, “Test Anxiety, General Anxiety, and Intellectual Performance.”
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respectable number of AP courses in order to both impress colleges and distinguish
oneself from less ambitious peers.65

In other words, for a growing number of students, high school—and not just
senior year—was increasingly slanted toward preparing for a competitive admissions
process with a widening array of hurdles, some with a distinctive American twist
compared to the single set of achievement tests typical in many other countries. In
another national trend, competitive pressure plus the emphasis colleges themselves
claimed to place on the need for well-rounded applicants pushed a growing number
of high-school students into a dizzying array of extracurricular and community ser-
vice activities along with their academic regimen, which not only added pressure in
principle but, from the 1980s onward, measurably cut into students’ sleep time.66

Colleges themselves got into the game in a big way, particularly by the 1970s and
1980s, with increasingly elaborate and intrusive marketing programs aimed at entic-
ing ambitious students and pressing into sophomore and junior years of high school.
It was in 1983 that U.S. News and World Report introduced its college rating system,
which emphasized each institution’s average SAT scores and also the number of
applicants it turned down. Colleges routinely responded by lamenting this new devel-
opment while eagerly seeking to enhance their profiles, particularly by actively
encouraging huge increases in applicant numbers that could be rejected. Thus
Harvard dropped to a 16 percent admissions rate by the 1980s, while flagship state
schools were not far behind. Tens of thousands of very able students were receiving
multiple rejection letters by the end of the twentieth century—a disappointment in
itself that was amplified by the informal competitive jostling among seniors, who
could not resist sharing good results and quietly gloating over others’ misfortune,
as the admissions process became something of a public sport.67

It is impossible to quantify the rise in anxiety that unquestionably affected the high
school experience, or assess the ongoing impact of the heightened pressures on stu-
dents once they reached college. It is also important not to exaggerate. The most
demanding admissions goals involved about 5 percent of college applicants, who
showed the greatest ambition (personal or parental) and generated the highest rate

65DeGuerin, “How the SAT Has Changed”; Michael C. Johanek, A Faithful Mirror: Reflections on the
College Board and Education in America (New York: The College Board, 2001).

66Alexis Brooke Redding, “Extreme Pressure: The Negative Consequences of Achievement Culture for
Affluent Students during the Elite College Admissions Process,” Journal of College Admission 221
(2013), 32-37. On the sleep issue, see Derek Thompson, “Why American Teens Are So Sad,” The
Atlantic, April 11, 2022, https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2022/04/american-teens-sad-
ness-depression-anxiety/629524/; Shari Melman, Steven G. Little, and K. Angeleque Akin-Little,
“Adolescent Overscheduling: The Relationship between Levels of Participation in Scheduled Activities
and Self-Reported Clinical Symptomology,” High School Journal 90, no. 3 (Feb.-March 2007), 18-30. On
the distinctive American role for “extracurriculars,” see Robert J. Panos, Alexander W. Astin, and John
A. Creager, “National Norms for Entering College Freshmen,” ACE Research Reports 2, no. 7 (Fall 1967).

67Jane Hoggman, “Chronicling Email Pitches from Colleges to High School Sophomores,” Journal of
College Admission 32 (Fall 2013), published as a letter to the editor; Edwin Fiske, “How College
Admissions Came to Be Hawked in the Marketplace,” Chronicle of Higher Education 55, no. 5 (Sept.
2008), A112; James Cass and Max Birnbaum, Comparative Guide to American Colleges (New York:
Harper and Row, 1965-71). For falling admission rates in select colleges, Jeffrey Selingo, Who Gets In
and Why: A Year Inside College Admissions (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2020), chap. 2.
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of multiple application to the most selective institutions. In fact, during the late twen-
tieth century only about 10 percent of all colleges actually stiffened their admissions
standards. The bulk of college brochures—89 percent by one estimate—were simply
thrown away. Even some students who did venture some stretch applications realized
that it was, in their terms, a “vanity” effort not likely to pay off.68

On the other hand, the intensification of what became known as admissions anx-
iety was very real for many—the first time, as Jeffrey Selingo has noted, that ambi-
tious teenagers faced such a wide range of choices, hurdles, and setbacks.
References to the whole admissions process as “judgment day” or the “moment of
truth” became increasingly common—a sense, as one put it, that “the slightest mis-
take would mean total failure.” Getting into the right school seemed to some the dif-
ference between being “destined for greatness” or doomed to an unremarkable
“middling” life. The chronology was important as well: while the basic sense of com-
petitive pressure began to emerge by the 1960s, many of the specific hurdles crested
later, from the 1970s and 1980s onward.69 This may help explain why student anxiety,
both before and during college, continued to mount, if more slowly, even after the
initial turning point.70

One other change in college structure—this one also surfacing in the 1960s and
intensifying thereafter—must be noted, which is the steady decline of guidance
rules, particularly around sexual behavior. Obviously, the relationship between sexual
concerns and psychological tension was not new: counselors were reporting many
issues around masturbation and homosexuality fears in the early 1960s. Yet regula-
tions arguably provided some cushion: as late as 1963 the Harvard Crimson, appar-
ently unaware that the sexual revolution was underway, praised college parietal rules
for keeping men’s dormitories a place for “relaxed socializing.”71 The steady decline
of regulations and chaperonage, along with the rise in student-age sexual activity,
increased the number of choices many students had to make, and probably exacer-
bated problems such as date rape and unwanted pressure to have sex, particularly
though not exclusively for women students. In most of the studies explicitly about
anxiety, this was not a category that was emphasized compared with academic pres-
sures (which always headed the list) and other issues; but it could figure in, and it
contributed to the pace and timing of change.72

Schools and Students: Changing Aspirations

Change, in the final decades of the twentieth century, involved more than new admis-
sions numbers and educational structures. It also involved some striking alterations in
student expectations and experiences. Some of these were clearly relevant to rising
anxiety, while other connections at least deserve serious consideration today, even
if many of them were not widely noted at the time. Between the 1960s and the

68On the “vanity” applications, Selingo, Who Gets In, chap. 2; see also Redding, “Extreme Pressure.”
69Quotes are from Redding, “Extreme Pressure,” 34-35.
70Selingo, Who Gets In and Why; Hoxby, “The Changing Selectivity of American Colleges.”
71For the Crimson reference, see Farnsworth, Mental Health, 168.
72Twenge, “Age of Anxiety?”; Douglas Treadway, “Reality Therapy as a Model for College Student

Counseling” (PhD diss., Northwestern University, 1971).
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2000s, what students wanted out of college and what they thought they brought to the
table shifted considerably, and in most cases the new trends began to set in at least by
the 1960s—in tandem with the first clear signs of the surge in anxiety.

In the first place, questionnaire responses from college freshmen suggested a major
redefinition, from at least the 1960s onward, of what higher education was for. In the
mid-1960s, “achieving a meaningful philosophy of life” ranked highest in the list of
possible goals, closely followed by a better understanding of political affairs and a
capacity to help others and the ability to raise a family. Only the family goal survived
in the top category by the 1990s. In stark contrast, making money—a goal ranked
sixth in the 1960s—had soared to the top: 74 percent rated “being well off financially”
as their primary purpose for going to college. Parallel with this was a corresponding
shift in the most popular college majors, with a rapid decline in liberal arts majors
and a rise of majors in business (doubling between the 1960s and 1980s, to 24 percent
of the total), engineering, and computer science.73

These changes did not necessarily generate new levels of anxiety, though for liberal
arts proponents it would be tempting to push the claim. But they did link to a trou-
bling decline in positive expectations for the college experience. In the 1960s, overall
60 percent of all freshmen expected to be satisfied over the coming four years, but by
2001 this had dropped steadily, to 48 percent. At the same time, the anticipation of
being bored or periodically missing or coming late to class all rose substantially: by
2000, 41 percent thought they would be bored in class, and doubtless in many
cases this anticipation could be readily fulfilled. Arguably, a more instrumental or
utilitarian approach to college generated a lower emotional commitment to the pro-
cess—and at least potentially greater anxiety both in anticipation and result.74

At the same time, predictions of personal success soared. The basic change was
simple enough. In the 1960s, 27 percent of all freshmen expected to gain a B average
in college, but by 2000 that figure had inflated to over 57 percent. And whereas 3.5
percent had anticipated entry to an honors society in the 1960s, 19 percent were con-
fident in that outcome four decades later. Yet there was gap between this striking shift
and other indicators. For example, study time in high school dropped noticeably in
the same time span—by as much as 20 percent for those planning to enter college.
And actual confidence in being above average academically (as opposed to predicting
personal college success) remained essentially stable between the 1960s and the 1990s,
not rising in tandem with expectations of reward.75

73Astin et al., The American Freshman. Data in the fascinating compilation accrue from annual question-
naires administered to 350,000-400,000 first-year college students. See also E. L. Day et al., American
Freshman: Twenty-Five Year Trends (Los Angeles: University of California, Higher Education Research
Institute, 1992).

74It is worth noting that references to the issue of pleasing one’s parents, or potential parental disap-
pointment at college failure, seem to increase during the same period—another possible change in college
motivations and pressures that would surge further with the rise in more intensive parenting styles. Astin
et al., The American Freshman.

75Also significant: the percentage of students expecting to go on for at least a master’s degree increased
quite rapidly (by about 25 percent between the 1960s and 2000), creating another pressure on grades. Astin
et al., The American Freshman.
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This somewhat complex pattern of change in turn created new potential for anx-
iety in two ways. Most obviously, the commitment to higher grades opened new doors
for disappointment, possibly with regard to one’s overall results in college, and cer-
tainly with regard to some of the bumps that might be encountered in the first year or
so. To be sure, college grade inflation closed the gap in many cases, particularly at
some of the highest prestige schools, but a potential disjuncture remained. Even
for the successful, increased grade consciousness could lead to new pressures before
the results were known. The second vulnerability was more subtle: a possible
disjunction between the results so widely expected (often by parents as well as stu-
dents themselves, which was another frequently expressed concern) and a real belief
in personal mastery, especially as acceptable workloads declined. A gap opened up,
for some students, between hope and confidence, leaving them at least periodically
(and anxiously) wondering—as one put it—when the house of cards might fall.76

Grade inflation fed both expectation and possible uncertainty, particularly from
the 1970s onward. In the early 1970s the average college freshman still brought in
a C average from high school, but this changed steadily, and by 2000 a near-majority
had As. Further, while grade inflation occurred at collage as well, it not quite keep up
with high school levels. More students did not do as well as they expected to, and
more students faced challenges for which their prior experience had not prepared
them.77

The typical student of the late twentieth century was a somewhat different animal
from their counterpart a generation or two before. Less eager for college, less commit-
ted to a deep educational experience, more attached to high grades but not always to
corresponding effort—it is easy to paint a somewhat bleak picture, always recognizing
that individual students continued to vary widely. The most important result, from
the anxiety standpoint, was the increase in vulnerability. More students expected
As and honors than would receive them, particularly in the first year or so of college,
and the causes of the shortfall might have been difficult for them to determine. It was
not hard to become at least somewhat more anxious in the process. All the studies of
student anxiety by the later twentieth century pointed to academic issues as the lead-
ing target, even as other concerns such as finances began to figure in, and the focus
was, if anything, overdetermined.

*****

76Duffy, Parenting the New Teen in the Age of Anxiety, 79. Inflated ambitions for success in college were
further fueled by parental optimism. See John Reynolds et al., “Have Adolescents Become Too Ambitious?
High School Seniors’ Educational and Occupational Plans, 1976-2000,” Social Problems 53, no. 2 (Feb.
2006), 186-206; Stanley Coopersmith, The Antecedents of Self-Esteem (San Fransisco: W. H. Freeman,
1967).

77Grade inflation is largely studied from the instructor side, and not always kindly. But the student side
warrants attention as well, from the heightened expectations that are sometimes rather separate from actual
effort, to the nervous overinvestment in grades in general, to the pressures that anxious students and their
parents put on the graders. Over the decades, the dance between concerns about student anxiety and grade
leniency has become steadily more acute. See Louis Goldman, “The Betrayal of the Gatekeepers: Grade
Inflation,” Journal of General Education 37, no. 2 (1985), 97-121; Harvey C. Mansfield, “Grade Inflation:
It’s Time to Face the Facts,” Chronicle of Higher Education 47 (April 2001), B24; Wayne Lanning and
Peggy Perkins, “Grade Inflation: A Consideration of Additional Causes,” Journal of Instructional
Psychology 22, no. 1 (1995), 163.
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The multiplicity of developments capable of promoting greater student anxiety was
potent and mutually reinforcing. Possibly newly concerned about changes in the
wider environment—like the threat of nuclear war—and certainly affected by shifts
in family structure, college-bound students from the late 1950s onward faced a
new set of direct pressures as they prepared for admission, and a challenging mix
of expectations and uncertainties once they actually arrived. They were also variously
affected by the new therapeutic vocabulary and services that helped some apply anx-
iety labels even to perturbations that were not necessarily unprecedented. It was a
powerful combination and, at least for a growing minority of those involved, it gen-
erated measurable psychological change.

The combination also posed a challenge for institutions to mount a fully successful
response. Academic agencies most aware of rising student anxiety readily picked up
on environmental challenges and family shifts. On the whole they paid less attention
to the other factors, including those created by the colleges themselves, though there
certainly was some concern about competitive pressures. Over any other reasonable
response, the most common diagnoses clearly conduced to a growing emphasis on
expanding counseling services and raising student awareness of their availability.

The Twenty-First Century

By 2000, there was ample basis for more anxiety to come.78 By this point many stu-
dents were the children of adults whose own childhoods had featured anxiety, surely
one of the reasons for the rise of (anxious) helicopter parenting, which would have its
own role in fueling more maladjustment.79 A growing number of campus profession-
als were acutely attuned to look for anxiety, an obvious factor in helping students
articulate their own concerns; as a 2019 report suggested, it remained difficult to
determine the balance between new problems and the greater readiness to seek
help. Indeed, though this would be amplified by later developments, a sense of
deep concern was abundantly present as the new century opened, with regular reports
from student affairs offices about dramatic increases in demands on counseling ser-
vices, in which anxiety headed the list of student issues and the words crisis and over-
whelming were becoming increasingly common. Subsequent developments, from
rising debt to the negative effects of social media to the pandemic, merely added
fuel to the fire.

Prior trends also help explain why, even as mental health problems began to
increase for many young people throughout the world, anxiety levels ran unusually

78Watson, “Managing College Stress”; Gallagher, National Survey of Counseling Center Directors 2006.
The number of counselors feeling overwhelmed by the level of student demand doubled already from
1985 to 2002, by which point 83 percent of all centers reported a major increase in severe anxiety disorders
in the previous five years.

79Helicopter parenting has been studied from several angles, including the emergence of new fears about
crime and kidnapping. But the role of the more general increase in childhood anxiety, from which future
parents would emerge, deserves more attention—along with the more familiar role of the new parenting in
producing less resilient children. Children’s competence was being diminished—even the decline of chores
was mentioned as a factor—in ways that promoted anxiety in school and college alike when it was com-
bined with high expectations. See Stearns, Anxious Parents; Lenore Skenazy, Free Range Kids: How
Parents and Teachers Can Let Go and Let Grow (Hoboken, NJ: Jossey-Bass, 2021).
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high among American students. The comparative angle deserves further exploration,
but two points seem probable. First, anxiety issues are particularly pronounced in
English-speaking countries compared with continental Western Europe.
Presumably, unusually high individualism and “performance orientation” contribute
here, though parenting styles and acceptance of therapy play a role as well.
Comparisons with Germany also highlight differences in higher education systems,
including the absence of a clear German aspirational equivalent to Oxbridge or the
Ivies. Second, among English-speaking countries, American rates stand out, with anx-
iety reports running about 40 percent above levels in the UK and Canada by 2019.
Rates of increase after about 2000 have been distressingly similar in all three coun-
tries, though the American trends started from a much higher base. The earlier his-
tory has continued to matter, again calling attention to distinctive causation in the
United States.80

Moving from historical analysis to the turbulence of post-pandemic America,
important challenges remain. The need to combine attention to the older root causes
of contemporary anxiety with newer factors persists. Student affairs professionals—
justly concerned about the further increase in demand for counseling services—
have often emphasized the novelty of the crisis, rather than grasping the longer his-
torical trajectory.81 Indeed, it was only after the first years of the new century that
awareness of rising anxiety passed from the ranks of mental health counselors to stu-
dent affairs personnel more generally—another reason for the emphasis on recency.82

But the previous history remains vital, in establishing the basic causes and character-
istics of student anxiety and the depth of the phenomenon in the United States—even
as problems deepen. For example, a number of observers continue to report on the
strain caused by high levels of grade consciousness and ambitious financial aspira-
tions—trends with deep roots in the later twentieth century.

Historical analysis does not, unfortunately, offer clear remedies for what has been a
long-standing problem, but even here it may contribute to constructive policy. Clearly,

80Tara Thiagarajan and Jennifer Newson, eds., Mental State of the World 2021 (Chandigarh, India:
Sapiens Labs, 2021); Laura Weiler, “Are Students in the US More Likely to Suffer from an Anxiety
Disorder?” Chasing the Storm, Dec. 7, 2021. Differences among English-speaking countries include distinc-
tions in educational structure, including the absence of American limits on the college applications frenzy,
as contrasted with, for example, British regulations of the applications process: Sally Weale, “Levels of
Distress and Illness among UK Students ‘Alarmingly High,’” The Guardian, March 4, 2019, https://
www.theguardian.com/education/2019/mar/05/levels-of-distress-and-illness-among-students-in-uk-alarm-
ingly-high.

81In the short period spanning the last five years of the twentieth century (interestingly, before the surge
of social media), demand for counseling services rose 50 percent in many universities, prompting a ten-
dency to focus on this span alone. The temptation to single out recent developments intensified as rates
continued to soar. Martha Anne Kitzrow, “Mental Health Needs of Today’s College Students,” National
Association of Personnel Administrators (NASPA) Journal 41, no. 1 (Fall 2003), 165-79. See also
Thompson, “Why American Teens Are So Sad.”

82This trend can be seen in the published content the Chronicle of Higher Education, which had initially
featured scattered articles on specific anxieties such as public speaking, and turned to the broader trends
only around 2007; and by and large the same trend unfolded in the publications of the National
Association of Personnel Administrators. See Julia Schmalz, “Facing Anxiety: Students Share How They
Cope and How Campuses Can Help,” Chronicle of Higher Education, Dec. 11., 2017; Kitzrow, “Mental
Health Needs of Today’s College Students,” https://www.chronicle.com/article/facing-anxiety/.
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the main response to increased anxiety has emphasized therapy, both in the twentieth
century as counseling centers were becoming established and experts worked on spe-
cific problems like test anxiety, and now more generally as the wider trends are recog-
nized. And surely this has helped many individuals, but it is equally obvious that it has
not stanched the trend. Some recognition of the limitations has emerged in the twenty-
first century. Student affairs offices, even while struggling to keep pace with demands
on health facilities, have branched out, giving more general advice to students (and fac-
ulty). Specific projects, such as the introduction of pets to help students through pres-
sure periods (a venture which began at Kent State University in 2005 and quickly
spread) suggest new efforts at therapeutic prevention.83 For high schoolers, the advent
of mental health days (launched first in Utah in 2018) point in the same direction.
Other approaches, including the elimination of college entry examination requirements
and the growing impulse to reconsider grading and deadlines in college itself, reflect a
mounting debate about the variety of factors that generate student anxiety.

But surely more is needed, as the higher education community thinks more deeply
about the complex factors prompting what is now a long-standing and stubborn
trend. A fuller discussion of the mixture of causes long responsible for student anxiety
is arguably overdo. It is even possible that reconsidering older conventions, such as
taking greater care in distinguishing between the needs of the seriously ill and
those with more diffuse concerns, might usefully reduce the general sense of crisis.
Whatever the approach going forward, there is no escaping the need for continued
historical evaluation of a phenomenon that has taken shape over a considerable
period of time and that has thus far been distressingly resistant to the efforts that
have developed in response.

Peter Stearns is University Professor of History at George Mason University. He thanks Sarah Bokaee and
Alexis Frambes for research assistance and Susan Matt, Rose Pascarell, Laura Bell, Andrew Flagel, Elise
Mertz, and Clio Stearns for a variety of helpful suggestions. He also thanks two anonymous readers for
constructive comments on an earlier draft.

83These programs have been hugely popular: an early “Paws for People” initiative at Tufts University drew
literally ten times as many students as anticipated. Jill Castellano, “Pet Therapy is a Nearly Cost-free Anxiety
Reducer on College Campuses,” Forbes, July 6, 2015, https://www.forbes.com/sites/jillcastellano/2015/07/06/
pet-therapy-is-a-nearly-cost-free-anxiety-reducer-on-college-campuses/?sh=48f407ac7c59.
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