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Once upon a time in academia
Does shared reading of campus novels foster PhD candidates’ wellbeing?

Merel van Goch, Radboud University, The Netherlands

Problem: compromised well-being of PhD candidates 
• Well-being and work enjoyment of PhD candidates are under 

pressure. Many PhD candidates experience imposter 
feelings [1]: fear of exposure of one’s intellectual or creative 
shortcomings, belief in one’s unsuitability for an academic 
position, the inability to internalize accomplishments, and the 
belief that others in one’s research and personal 
communities are blind to these apparent and disqualifying 
shortcomings [2].

• Imposter feelings are negatively correlated with overall 
mental health and positively correlated with anxiety and 
psychological distress. It is therefore important for 
individuals, academia and society to find solutions to this 
problem. 

• This project explores a solution in the form of reflection 
through literature, and specifically literature about 
academia. Research has shown that reading for pleasure 
increases people’s well-being by helping them cope better 
with stress [3].  
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relieve imposter feelings of PhD candidates? Popular examples 
of campus novels
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Potential solution: reflecting on campus novels 
• Literature helps us reflect on ourselves and our lives 

[4]. 
• In the current project, we hypothesize that campus 

novels are particularly effective for such reflection, 
because these novels are often characterized by dark 
humor and satire [6; 7], and humor can help keep or 
create reflective distance from reality [8]. 

• Campus novels are set in and around college 
campuses and told from the perspectives of faculty 
members or students. Popular examples are 
Nabokov’s Pnin, Tartt’s The Secret History and Williams’ 
Stoner. 

• To elicit reflection, we use the method shared 
reading: a literary activity in which a group reads and 
reflects on a text, with a “reader leader” guiding the 
conversation, which finds its success in communal 
meaning-making processes and collaboration [9; 10]. 

Study I
• Study I aims to identify insights into 

the dynamics of reader responses for 
future successful implementations of 
the shared reading program 
targeting PhD candidates with the 
objective to positively affect their 
well-being in general and at work. 

• A group of 5-8 PhD candidates reads 
and reflects on texts together, using 
the shared reading paradigm, guided 
by a reader leader, who invites 
participants to reflect at specific 
moments [9; 10; 12]. 

• We use the qualitative analysis 
method grounded theory to theorise
about how fiction can relieve 
imposter feelings: what triggers an 
optimal psychological distance? What 
role might fictionality and humor play 
in this respect? 

Study II
• Study II explores the effects of the shared 

reading sessions as an intervention, using 
a pretest-posttest design and quantitative 
methods. 

• We measure participants’ perceived stress 
[13], imposter feelings [2], anxiety [14], and 
well-being at work [15] before and after 
the intervention. 

• The intervention entails reading and 
reflecting on texts in groups of 5-8 PhD 
candidates, guided by a reader leader. 

• Specific hypotheses and/or measures of 
Study II depend on the outcomes of Study 
I. A potential focus could be: how can the 
psychological distance to the reader’s self 
be optimised through humor? What is the 
relationship between different types of 
humor and the extent to which the reading 
experience determines a psychological 
distance from the events?
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