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Exhaustion, Burnout, and Transformation: A Conversation
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Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela

“What does it mean to be 
human in the aftermath of 

mass trauma and violence?” 

– Breaking Intergenerational Cycles of Repetition
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Consider:

7

Jordan, a sophomore majoring in Biology, was known for their 
enthusiasm and engagement during their first year. However, 
in the current semester, noticeable changes have emerged.

Jordan has been increasingly disengaged in classes, missing 
assignments, and showing signs of distress. They appear 
overwhelmed by minor tasks and have difficulty managing 
time effectively. Despite this, Jordan has not sought help or 
communicated their struggles to instructors or peers even 
when their advisor tried to reach out to them on more than 
one occasion.
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Erik, a junior majoring in Economics, is viewed as a high-
achieving and well-adjusted student. They are active in several 
campus organizations and maintain a high GPA.

Despite outward appearances, during one conversation Erik 
had with their professor, they shared that they have been 
struggling with feelings of disconnection, loneliness, and 
difficulty in finding genuine engagement. They have 
maintained their academic and extracurricular activities but 
often feel a “lack of fulfillment or meaningful connections.”
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Alex entered their Ph.D. program in neuroscience with enthusiasm and 
dreams of making groundbreaking discoveries. They were known among peers 
for their sharp intellect and unwavering dedication. But as months turned into 
years, the relentless pursuit of academic career began to take a toll.

Every day, Alex is juggling multiple roles: researcher, teaching assistant, 
student, parent. They’re often the first to arrive at the lab and the last to 
leave, squeezing in time to mentor undergraduates and fulfill committee 
responsibilities. Meals are often skipped or replaced with whatever can be 
grabbed quickly. Sleep is erratic—dominated by thoughts of experiments, 
grant writing, job security, publishing, and the next day’s obligations.
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Lately, Alex has noticed a shift. The data that once sparked excitement now 
feels like an endless mountain that grows with every experiment. The short 
breaks scrolling through social media reveal peers attending conferences, 
winning awards, or publishing papers, amplifying a sense of inadequacy and 
isolation.

One morning, Alex sits before their computer, the cursor blinking mockingly 
on a blank document meant to be their thesis proposal. They can't seem to 
type a word. Their mind is foggy; the usual morning coffee does nothing to stir 
their thoughts. There's a tightness in their chest that doesn't fade even when 
they pause to breathe. 

Alex feels numb, disconnected from the passion that once defined them. The 
thought lingers: "Is this all worth it?"
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Thinking of yourself and your students, 
what, if any, resonates with you from 

the three cases?

(7 minutes)
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What is going on with Alex, Erik, and 
Jordan? 
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How Do We Process Sensory Information 
(and the world around us)? 
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The processing of sensory information begins 
at the subconscious level before it is passed 

on to the conscious level of the brain.
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We Feel, Then We Assign 
Meaning, Then We Act

https://www.thetraderisk.com/how-to-optimize-your-emotional-capital/
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https://www.frontiersin.org/files/Articles/625490/fnins-15-625490-HTML/image_m/fnins-15-625490-g001.jpg
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“Together, integrating inner 
affective sensations and external 

sensory information plays a pivotal 
role in shaping the perception of a 

sensory experience.”
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What is going on with Alex, Erik, and 
Jordan? 
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Burnout

a state of physical, emotional, and 
mental exhaustion caused by chronic 

stress in the workplace 
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https://www.recovertolead.com/articles/the-burnout-epidemic-burned-out-is-too-late-and-self-care-isnt-enough
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Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2022 Feb; 19(3): 1780.
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Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2022 Feb; 19(3): 1780.
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8834764/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8834764/
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What contributes to burnout?
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1. Emotional exhaustion
○ High workload
○ Emotional labor

2. Depersonalization
○ Lack of connection with others
○ Institutional bureaucracy

3. Reduced personal accomplishment
○ Lack of recognition
○ Limited career growth opportunities

4. External factors
○ Societal expectations and pressures
○ Technological changes and online teaching
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1. Excessive workload.
2. Actual or perceived lack of 

control & agency.
3. Lack of meaningful connections 

& relationships.
4. Lack of recognition.
5. Lack of fairness.
6. Values & skills mismatch.
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What are you noticing about burnout in your 
personal and/or professional communities?

Reflect on the impact that this burnout is 
having on (a) you and (b) one or more of 

your communities.

(7 minutes)
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Signs of Burnout and Apathy:

Decreased Performance: A significant drop in academic performance, with multiple 
missed assignments and low participation in class.

Emotional Exhaustion: Jordan expresses feelings of being overwhelmed by even the 
simplest tasks and appears emotionally drained.

Withdrawal: Reduced interaction with classmates and professors, and reluctance to 
engage in group activities or discussions.

Lack of Initiative: Despite falling behind, Jordan hasn't reached out for help or 
utilized campus resources like tutoring or counseling services
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Signs of Concealed Struggle:

Superficial Engagement: Participation in numerous activities without deep 
involvement or emotional connection.

Perfectionism: An excessive focus on maintaining high grades and a perfect image, 
masking underlying distress.

Social Isolation: Despite being surrounded by peers, Erik feels isolated and struggles 
to form meaningful relationships.

Internalized Pressure: A constant sense of pressure to perform and keep up 
appearances, leading to internal distress.
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Healing is Relational
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“A welcoming and inclusive classroom means centering student 
experiences, identities, and concerns, being a reflexive and responsive 

instructor, and focusing on the interpersonal relationship between 
instructor and students.”
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“Good teachers possess a capacity 
for connectedness. They are able 

to weave a complex web of 
connections among themselves, 
their subjects, and their students 

so that students can learn to 
weave a world for themselves.”
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Betrayal of trust by an institution that is responsible for 
protecting individuals and upholding ethical standards. 
This can occur when an institution fails to address or 

prevent harm to individuals, or when it actively 
perpetuates or condones harmful behavior.
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Higher education institutional betrayal occurs when an 
institution fails to adequately support and protect their 

students, often leading to negative impacts on their mental 
and emotional wellbeing (Adams-Clark & Freyd 2021)

38



5/1/24

20

Institutional Courage
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Start with acknowledging …
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When it comes to student mental health, what are your 
concerns and hopes?

Concerns:
• Lack of resilience and coping skills
• Impact of external stressors
• Poor communication and support seeking
• Inadequate Academic and institutional support

Hopes: 
• Recovery and bouncing back
• Adapting to new realities
• Normalization and open communication about mental health
• Learning growth mindset and metacognitive skills
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Concerns:
• Burnout and stress
• Lack of support
• Work-Life balance
• Valuation and compensation
• Aging and relevance
• Academic freedom

Hopes:
• Recovery and healing
• Enhanced support and resources
• Continued passion and effectiveness
• Professional development
• Community and cohesion
• Recognition of mental health

When it comes to faculty wellbeing, what are your concerns 
and hopes?
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Empower with knowledge …
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Pay attention to your own healing …
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Co-regulation & Self-Regulation
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Investigate the art of resilience …
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The ability of an individual to bounce back from stress, 
adversity, failure, challenges, or even trauma.
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When storm rages, a 
tree bends and 

sways, moving with 
the wind rather than 

against it. This 
flexibility is 
resilience. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/fede_gen88/359789020
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“Rather than hoping a child is tough enough to endure 
the insurmountable, we must build resilient places 

where all children can thrive.”
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Resilience is Relational
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Common Principles

1) resilience occurs in contexts of challenge; 

2) resilience is a non-linear process; 

3) there are trade-offs between systems when a system experiences resilience; 

4) a resilient system is open, dynamic, & complex; 

5) a resilient system provides feedback and promotes connectivity; 

6) a resilient system demonstrates experimentation & learning; 

7) a resilient system includes diversity, redundancy, & participation.

60



5/1/24

31

How might we within our courses foster an 
environment–that “resilient space”–in which our 

students will be equipped with the necessary skills, 
resources, and support to not only navigate the various 
challenges they encounter but also to grow and learn 

from these experiences?
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Three Flash cards:

Green: What has worked for you?
Orange: What has not worked for you?
Yellow: What questions do you have? 

(10 minutes)
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