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The transition to elite academic institutions often presents significant
psychological challenges for high-achieving students, who must navigate heightened
competition and shifting self-concepts. After entering highly competitive elite campuses,
numerous high-achieving students are prone to psychological adaptation issues including
identity confusion, anxiety and even depression. Based on the literature review method, this
paper sorts out the causes of anxiety among this group from three dimensions:
neurodevelopmental imbalance, overreliance on external labels and hidden competition
induced by a single evaluation system. It analyzes the logical transition of students' self-
cognition from passive to rational, and proposes practical educational strategies from
cognitive, behavioral, and environmental perspectives to build an intervention pathway of
Identification-Acceptance-Transformation. It include establishing multidimensional
evaluation systems, promoting emotional awareness and cognitive restructuring, and
implementing progressive task challenges with reflective mechanisms. By fostering self-
awareness rather than self-consciousness, the proposed framework not only alleviates
academic anxiety but also supports sustainable personal growth and resilience.
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With the global development of elite education, many high-achieving students encounter difficulties
when transitioning to new academic environments. They need to cope with more demanding
coursework while facing identity gaps caused by peer competition, yet they lack adequate
psychological adjustment skills, leading to various psychological problems. Such problems not only
lead to academic setbacks like attention distraction and learning avoidance, but also cause elite
students to suppress emotions and manifest anxiety physically, which may trigger severe
psychological crises over time.

Neuroscientific research indicates that adolescents possess fully developed amygdalae and limbic
systems, yet their prefrontal cortices lack mature rational regulation functions, making them prone to
overamplify peer gaps and develop anxiety. A 2024 report by the Chinese Institute of Educational
Sciences shows that over 72% of high-achieving students fully tie their self-worth to academic
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grades; once their academic advantages fade, they easily suffer from identity confusion. Elite
schools represented by Shijiazhuang Elite Middle School adopt a single score-based evaluation
mechanism and implicit campus comparison culture, which easily fosters perfectionism among
students and renders them terrified of making mistakes.

This paper reviews existing studies on anxiety among high-achieving students in elite settings
and proceeds as follows: first, it identifies the neurological, psychological, and environmental roots
of such anxiety; second, it compares problematic self-consciousness with target self-awareness
across three dimensions (focus, cognition, and behavior); then, it outlines three types of educational
strategies—environmental optimization, cognitive training, and behavioral guidance—and their
implementation.

2. Literature review
2.1. Neurobiological foundations of anxiety among high-achieving students

Adolescent brain development is a key physiological factor underlying anxiety triggered by elite
academic environments. According to neuroimaging research published on PubMed in 2025, anxiety
disorders frequently emerge in adolescents due to underdeveloped emotion-regulating brain regions:
their emotional control systems exhibit insufficient activation, immature fear conditioning circuits,
hypersensitive reward and stress response systems, and fewer functional connections between the
prefrontal cortex and amygdala compared with adults [1]. Such structural disparities lead
adolescents to experience intense emotional reactions with limited regulatory capacity.

The Harvard "dysregulation model" illustrates that amygdala-mediated fear learning and
emotional responses fully mature in early adolescence (roughly ages 11-13), while prefrontal
cortical emotion modulation functions continue developing until after age 20. The asynchronous
development of these two systems makes high-achieving college students in elite environments
highly sensitive to adverse cues (e.g., rank decline, competition failure), and triggers intense
negative emotions that lack rational control. Research conducted in 2025 further demonstrates that
among adolescents in elite contexts, individuals with slowly thinning prefrontal cortical gray matter
at age 14 are more likely to face peer interaction difficulties and subsequent emotional symptoms,
and this correlation is particularly prominent within elite populations [2].

2.2. Psychological mechanisms: self-identity and social comparison

From a psychological perspective, excessive reliance on external "excellence labels" constitutes the
fundamental source of anxiety for high-achieving students. Data from China's Education Panel
Survey (CEPS) show that students frequently labeled "smart" under fixed-mindset framing tend to
avoid challenging tasks. Upon entering elite environments, the "smart" label becomes diluted by
high-performing peers, resulting in collapsed self-identity. Studies have found that such high-
achieving individuals tightly link their self-concept to academic performance; when surrounded by
equally competent peers, their self-efficacy drops drastically [3].

Social interactions and the proliferation of social media platforms exacerbate anxiety disorders
among adolescents. A meta-analysis covering 23 studies confirms a positive correlation between
peer victimization and adolescent social anxiety (r=0.23), while social anxiety reciprocally increases
the risk of peer rejection, forming a vicious cycle [4]. Surveys conducted by the International
Institute of Educational Psychology (IIEP) show that 85% of high-achieving students in elite
environments frequently browse peers' social media feeds. Exposed to curated "success" displays
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(e.g., awards, high scores), students misperceive their own progress and become more doubtful of
their abilities [5].

Reinforced perfectionism further fuels anxiety. Observations of students in top-tier classes reveal
distinctive anxiety symptoms among high achievers: repeatedly revising high-scoring assignments,
excessive self-blame over minor mistakes, and viewing leisure time as "indulgence" [6]. This self-
restricting perfectionism essentially arises from an obsessive attachment to the label of being
"excellent". Once setbacks occur, severe self-negation readily follows.

2.3. Environmental stress: evaluation systems and competitive culture

External pressures within elite environments are key drivers of anxiety among high-achieving
students, reflected mainly in evaluation mechanisms and competitive culture. The operational status
of Shijiazhuang Elite Middle School exemplifies this duality under the "Passionate Education"
brand: on one hand, students display high motivation, clear goals, strong discipline and resilience;
on the other hand, ordinary students bear heavy burdens featuring fast curriculum paces and
abundant homework assignments that implicitly amplify stress. The school prominently advertises
its over 90% first-tier university admission rate on promotional materials, overemphasizing scores
and rankings.

Competitive peer groups often have a latent competitive atmosphere, yet not all such groups
foster healthy development. Many top-class student groups feature a dynamic of "ostensible
cooperation paired with covert rivalry" [6]. Students hesitate to share learning methods or raise
difficult questions for fear of losing their academic standing, trapping them in zero-sum thinking.
Constant fear of being outperformed breeds persistent anxiety.

Teachers and families represent additional major sources of pressure. Casual remarks from
instructors like "Everyone else ranks among the top few" and frequent parental comparisons with
"other people's children" push high-achieving students to see "maintaining excellence" as obligatory,
thereby intensifying academic anxiety [7].

3. Disparities between self-consciousness and self-awareness: case analysis

To clearly distinguish problematic self-consciousness and target self-awareness, this paper analyzes
authentic educational scenarios through comparative cases presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Comparative cases of self-consciousness and self-awareness

Manifestations of Self-Consciousness Manifestations of Self-Awareness (Target

Scenario (Problematic State) State)

Clearly identify personal expressive
strengths and deficiencies; volunteer for
presentation modules matching individual
strengths. After presentations, proactively
seek objective feedback from peers and
instructors, rationally separate factual
weaknesses from subjective self-denial,
record actionable improvements, and
continuously optimize expression
centered on personal advantages.

Student A fears inferior verbal fluency relative to
classmates and evades public speaking. After
presenting, overhearing peer discussions triggers
regret: "I delivered a terrible speech" and self-
deprecation: "I lack competence entirely". Such
behaviors reflect the characteristic hypersensitivity
of high achievers to negative evaluations [5].

In-class Group
Presentation
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Table 1. (continued)

Student B voluntarily showcases strengths in data
sorting, organizing logical core analysis segments

for the team. After completing the task, they Reject wholesale self-devaluation based
In-class Group . .. . . "
Presentation actively solicit féedback on loglcal.ﬂ'aws, on others Judgmen‘Fs and obpctwely
document suggestions and apply revisions to accept personal imperfections.
future work, consistent with strength-focused
training methods.
Student C blindly follows peers' all-night Objectively distinguish personal strengths
cramming routines. Poor mock exam results and weaknesses, and develop stratified
trigger prolonged despondency and catastrophic  training schedules aligned with individual
thinking: "I will definitely fail to win awards". capabilities. Treat exam setbacks as
Chronic anxiety and mental exhaustion arise from opportunities for gap identification rather
low frustration tolerance and perfectionism among  than proof of incompetence; conduct
Academic Competition elite students [8].Student D designs tiered training targeted reinforcement on
Preparation plans tailored to personal strengths (formula underperforming question types. Conduct
derivation) and weaknesses (experimental regular reviews of incremental personal
operations). They conduct targeted supplementary growth, benchmark progress against one's
practice on weak question types based on mock own development trajectory instead of
exam performance, summarize personal progress peer comparisons, reduce internal friction
weekly, and adopt self-perception-based goal- from perfectionism, and strengthen
setting strategies [9]. resilience.
Student E blindly enrolls in multiple competition
courses while neglecting core major coursework,  Formulate academic plans grounded in
leading to grade declines. Feeling incapable of personal interests, disciplinary
balancing multiple commitments while peers foundations and long-term developmental
succeed generates irrational planning rooted in objectives, rejecting blind imitation of
other-referenced judgment [4]. Student F selects  peers' study arrangements. Allocate time
. one competition course combining programming evenly between core curricula and
Semester Academic . . . . o .
Planning interest and mathematical fou.n.datlons, balaqces extracurrlcule}r competitions, establish
core coursework and competition training with regular review cycles to reflect on
fixed time allocations, reviews competition- learning gains and unresolved challenges,
derived thinking improvements monthly, and and dynamically adjust plans. Prioritize
dynamically adjusts schedules to ensure long-term self-development over
productive learning outcomes, implementing the irrational horizontal comparison with
four-dimensional "Future Self" planning others.

framework [7].

Students trapped in self-consciousness center their behaviors on others' performances and
opinions, readily engaging in self-negation triggered by emotional reactions. In contrast, self-aware
individuals focus on their own strengths and experiences. They acknowledge shortcomings, reflect
on flaws, seek to improve, and remain open to challenges and risks. Fundamentally, the divide lies in
two opposing evaluation logics: measuring self-worth against external judgments versus acting
guided by internal self-perception [3].

4. Discussion: significance and impacts of educational strategies to cultivate self-awareness
4.1. Environmental optimization: multidimensional evaluation + fault-tolerant culture

Environmental optimization helps students develop self-observation skills by breaking away from
single, perfection-focused evaluation standards. Zhongxian Vocational Education Center offers a
valuable practical model, adopting a four-stage self-development framework: Physical Self —
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Psychological Self—Social Self—Future Self. The school incorporates extracurricular participation,
labor services, peer collaboration, vocational and social activities into assessment criteria rather than
fixating only on academic grades. After implementation, psychological distress among students
dropped by over 30%, and more than 91% formulated scientific career development plans.

In addition, instructors should encourage a fault-tolerant mindset. Teachers may design
deliberately difficult exam questions to create "controlled failure" scenarios, guiding students to
focus on lessons learned rather than mistakes themselves [6]. Shijiazhuang Elite Middle School
operates 34 student clubs (28 core, 6 specialty) to expand students' academic pathways, giving them
a sense of achievement beyond rankings and helping them move away from the constraints of score-
based evaluation. Establishing multidimensional assessment norms helps students recognize the
value of their unique strengths and reduce obsessive pursuit of high academic standings.

4.2. Cognitive training: emotional awareness + rational restructuring

Cognitive training is a key intervention that helps students move from self-consciousness to self-
awareness, focusing on emotional recognition and rational thinking. The Student Emotional
Management Self-Awareness Training Program promotes emotional journaling, where schools guide
students to document emotion types, triggering events, physical reactions and initial automatic
thoughts. Weekly reviews of emotional and cognitive patterns summarize root causes of mood
fluctuations. 2024 research demonstrates that such training improves emotional recognition accuracy
by 40% and reduces irrational cognitions by 35% [8].

A three-step cognitive restructuring can be effective for reframing distorted thinking: Step One,
Emotional Labeling: concretize emotional states (e.g., "This feeling is anxiety, not proof of
insufficient ability"); Step Two, Root Cause Analysis: identify the source of distress (e.g., "I
interpreted a ranking drop as personal failure"); Step Three, Counterevidence Reasoning: challenge
fixed negative beliefs with objective facts (e.g., "My ranking fell due to revised question difficulty,
yet [ maintained 90% accuracy on core knowledge points"). A randomized controlled trial conducted
in the Netherlands confirms cognitive training enhances students' self-concept and academic
engagement [9].

4.3. Behavioral practice: progressive task challenges + reflective closed-loop mechanisms

Behavioral practice both fosters self-awareness and helps students move away from problematic
self-consciousness, creating a virtuous cycle of challenge and reflection. Drawing on Zhongxian
Vocational Education Center's tiered task design framework, educators assign progressive challenges
ranging from low-difficulty class presentations to moderate group projects and high-stakes school-
level competitions. After task completion, students submit reflection reports that focus on new
methodologies and solved problems rather than only on final results.

Strength-based collaborative groups break zero-sum competitive mindsets by pairing students
with complementary strengths (e.g., data-focused learners partnered with articulate communicators
for research projects). Such collaborative experiences encourage students to recognize peers'
strengths as supplements to their own weaknesses, fostering win-win cooperative thinking and
diminishing excessive fixation on peer performance. Mindfulness awareness training further
strengthens self-awareness: 10-minute seated breathing meditation or body scan exercises help
students monitor current mental states and identify accumulated stress or tension.
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This study focuses on anxiety intervention for high-achieving students in elite academic
environments, exploring developmental pathways from self-consciousness to self-awareness and
corresponding educational strategies. Three core findings emerge:

First, anxiety among high-achieving students in elite contexts has multi-layered causes.
Neurodevelopmental imbalance amplifies distress triggered by peer comparison; self-identity built
exclusively on external labels collapses amid environmental shifts; monolithic evaluation systems
and implicit campus competition further exacerbate anxious emotions. Second, self-consciousness
and self-awareness differ drastically in focal points, cognitive logic and behavioral patterns. Self-
consciousness involves interpersonal comparison and passive adaptation, while self-awareness
focuses on personal growth, with an emphasis on self-cognition and capacity development. Third,
environmental optimization, cognitive training and behavioral practice effectively cultivate self-
awareness and mitigate anxiety symptomes.

This study integrates neuroscience, psychology and pedagogy to propose an analytical framework
for anxiety among high-achieving students. The proposed intervention strategies are summarized
from on-site practices at Shijiazhuang Elite Middle School, Zhongxian Vocational Education Center
and other institutions, delivering strong operability and replicability for educational practitioners.

This research bears certain limitations. It primarily addresses general elite education challenges
across Chinese and Western contexts, but does not analyze how cultural frameworks affect
educational models. Furthermore, it excludes the influence of family parenting styles on students'
self-awareness, despite existing literature confirming family support as a critical determinant of
adolescent anxiety levels. Future research can expand in two directions: first, cross-cultural
comparative analysis of evaluation standards and campus cultural differences among elite schools
worldwide; second, collaborative school-family intervention research exploring how parents may
adopt growth-oriented labeling and process-focused encouragement to complement school-based
self-awareness cultivation.

Overall, this paper presents a perspective on anxiety among high-achieving students in elite
academic environments and provides actionable guidance for educational practice. The
transformation from self-consciousness to self-awareness not only alleviates examination-related
anxiety among top students but also promotes their long-term mental health.
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