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C
ovid-19 has upended students’ education-
al plans and their lives. Colleges have been 
learning quickly about how best to support 
them during this uncertain time. What les-
sons have institutions learned? What prom-

ising approaches could continue after the pandem-
ic, especially as higher education looks to close 

achievement gaps and fix educational inequities?
This collection of articles explores what institutions 

are doing to assist students of color, those who are the 
first in their family to enroll, and other underserved 
groups. It is a preview of topics Chronicle reporters and 
editors will discuss with campus leaders at a virtual 
event on April 20-22, titled “Higher Ed’s Reset.” 
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They’re lonely; they’re struggling. But they’re fighting to make it through.
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For First-Generation 
Students, a Disappearing 
‘College Experience’ 
By ALISON BERG

M
ariela Guadarrama was ecstatic to finish her first semester 
last fall at the University of Houston. The first in her family to 
attend college, she did well on her first-semester exams and 
chose classes for the spring as her parents cheered her on.

But just days after spring break ended, Guadarrama’s class-
es transitioned online as the coronavirus pandemic began rapidly 
spreading in the United States.

BRITTANY ADKINS DEAN

Makenzee Adkins, an incoming freshman at the U. of Charleston, in West Virginia.
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Guadarrama, who plans to major in po-
litical science, did not have access to a 
computer at her parents’ house, where she 
returned when the university announced 
the shift to online classes. She had relied on 
computers in the university’s library, which 
closed along with the rest of the campus.

“As a first-generation college student I 
was looking forward to making the most 
out of my college education since it was 
something my parents didn’t have the 
privilege of pursuing,” she said recent-
ly in a phone interview. “I grew up always 
wanting to attend university, and due to 
Covid I feel as if I’m missing out on the 
true college experience.”

For some students, the trappings of that 
“true college experience” represent the ap-
peal of campus life. For first-generation 
students, they are anything but superficial; 
they can be among the key forces keeping 
educational dreams alive. But as the coro-
navirus whittles away all signs of normalcy 
on campuses nationwide, first-generation 
students and their advocates say their edu-
cation may be endangered.

Adrianna Kezar, a professor of higher ed-
ucation at the University of Southern Cali-
fornia, said the barriers facing first-gener-
ation students amid the pandemic are ex-
acerbated versions of what they’ve always 
faced in higher education.

“College has unfortunately been more of 
a privilege for wealthier students, and in-
stitutions haven’t set up structures to help 
first-generation students who often come 
from lower-income backgrounds,” she said. 
“There’s this sort of whole set of assump-
tions about how you approach activities 
that these students don’t necessarily have.”

‘The Brunt of Covid-19’

Another crucial component of academ-
ic success first-generation students may 
lose out on, Kezar said, is the ability to in-
teract with professors in person, as many 
students may not feel comfortable asking 
for help if they have not built an in-person 
connection. Others may not be aware that 
asking for help is an option, as many stu-
dents learn by watching their peers.

Sonja Ardoin, an assistant professor of 
education at Appalachian State Univer-
sity, said the process of navigating a col-
lege education, already intimidating for a 
first-generation student, is likely to become 
more isolating if classes remain online this 
fall. “We need to do more work around so-
cialization and helping people understand 
the processes we’ve created that can be 
barriers to higher education,” she said.

Low-income and first-generation stu-
dents “disproportionately bore the brunt of 
Covid-19,” said Anthony Abraham Jack, an 
assistant professor at the Harvard Graduate 
School of Education.

“Many students are missing out on ac-
cess to the college and college experiences 
that promote stability, security, housing, 
access to food, access to the internet,” he 
said. “What you don’t want is for them to 
fall through the cracks even more with on-
line learning.”

Many students, such as Guadarrama, 
rely on their campuses for all of those ser-
vices beyond the classroom, and more.

“If you don’t have a room to call your 
own, a space to work, internet — you can’t 
be a student taking full classes trying to do 
homework outside of Starbucks,” Jack said.

While Jack said low-income students’ ed-
ucation is likely to suffer from online class-
es, he believes colleges are right to plan 
online instruction this fall, as low-income 
people — the students and their families 
— are more vulnerable to severe symptoms 
of Covid-19. “The reality is that low-in-
come people are suffering the hardest from 
Covid-19,” Jack said, adding that a college’s 
decision to hold in-person classes would be 
“worse in the long run.”

“If you don’t have a room to 
call your own, a space to 
work, internet — you can’t be 
a student taking full classes 
trying to do homework 
outside of Starbucks.”

https://www.chronicle.com/article/I-Fit-in-Neither-Place-/238629
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Can-This-Man-Change-How-Elite/245714
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While Jack said some colleges and uni-
versities had acted appropriately in moving 
to partly or fully online methods of instruc-
tion, “many students are missing out on the 
opportunity to be fully 
immersed in the learn-
ing community and be 
shielded from some of 
the responsibilities that 
otherwise would fall  
on them.”

‘Dream Come True’

Makenzee Adkins fell in love with 
sports as a 7-year-old, watching football 
games on television with her family in 
Man, W.Va., population 759. The town took 
high-school sports “extremely seriously,” 
as that’s “just about all we have,” she said.

As the first in her family to attend col-
lege, Adkins was thrilled when she re-
ceived her acceptance letter, in February, 
to attend the University of Charleston. 
While she did not plan to live in campus 
dorms, watching the Golden Eagles play 
football would have been a “dream come 
true” for her.

Though most of her classes this fall will 
be held in person, Adkins won’t be able 
to attend sports games, join in-person 
clubs, or socialize with other students in 
“traditional” settings.

Experts say those experiences are vital 
to the success of first-generation students, 
who often face more barriers to education-
al success than do their peers.

Sarah Whitley, senior director at the 
Center for First-Generation Student Suc-
cess, said a “sense of belonging” is crucial 

to a first-generation student’s success, and 
online classes may mean less access to 
clubs, doing research with a professor, and 
other outside-the-classroom opportunities 

that shape the college 
experience.

“When you’ve made 
a selection to go to a 
traditional institution, 
you’re looking for an ex-
perience that’s hard to 
replicate,” Whitley said.

To try to replicate the 
in-person social experi-

ences of a college, many plan to offer virtual 
movie nights or club meetings over Zoom.

Cornell University, for example, plans to 
offer electronic sports in place of tradition-
al intramural sports, while the University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill plans vir-
tual fraternity and sorority recruitment.

Whitley said that while virtual social-
izing is better than no socializing at all, it 
may not be possible for first-generation stu-
dents who lack internet access or who have 
time constraints they may not have faced 
without Covid-19, such as jobs or taking 
care of a family member.

“They’re navigating demographic-re-
lated things, they’re more likely to need to 
work full or part time, they’re more likely 
to be caretakers, more likely to be cultural 
caretakers,” she said. “We as higher-educa-
tion institutions have made going to college 
really hard.”

Alison Berg was an editorial intern at The 
Chronicle.

Originally published July 17, 2020

A “sense of 
belonging” is crucial 
to a first-generation 
student’s success. 

https://recreation.athletics.cornell.edu/intramurals
https://recreation.athletics.cornell.edu/intramurals
https://www.dailytarheel.com/article/2020/07/faculty-exec-0714
https://www.dailytarheel.com/article/2020/07/faculty-exec-0714
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Meet Covid-19’s  
Freshman Class
They’re lonely; they’re struggling.  

But they’re fighting to make it through.

By SARAH BROWN

Angel Palazuelos, a freshman at Arizona State University, with Sirius, his support puppy.

L
ucy Naughton doesn’t mind spend-
ing a lot of time in her dorm room. 
She just wishes she could do it with 
other people.

The freshman at Hamilton Col-
lege is a self-described homebody. In high 
school, hangouts with friends often in-
volved curling up with blankets and pillows, 
lighting candles, and talking for hours.

That’s how she thought college would 
be, too. But thanks to Covid-19, for most of 
the semester, friends haven’t been allowed 

in her room unless they live on her floor — 
and even then, only masked and physical-
ly distanced. Last week, campus officials 
slightly relaxed the rules.

Hamilton, like many colleges that 
reopened for in-person learning this fall, 
has put in place stringent protocols to curb 
the spread of the virus: extensive testing; 
mandatory face coverings; and, if students 
leave the small campus in upstate New York 
for any reason, a negative test to return. 
The approach appears to be working, as 

https://www.hamilton.edu/returning-to-campus/community-notices/p/modifications-of-restrictions-1-1/view
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Hamilton has reported just 10 cases among 
students since August.

Such restrictions, however, have com-
plicated the transition to college for first-
year students like Naughton. This year, 
freshmen are navigating a semester that’s 
nothing like what they expected when they 
started applying in the fall of 2019.

On campus, many are struggling to 
make friends and not finding much to do, 
with sizes of gatherings strictly limited and 
extracurriculars mostly virtual. Others are 
taking classes remotely, even further away 
from the traditional undergraduate experi-
ence, and contending with direct impacts 
of Covid-19: loved ones with serious bouts 
of the virus, and job losses due to econom-
ic fallout. Many say their mental health has 
taken a hit.

Because of the pandemic, “freshmen, es-
pecially, are at grave risk of dropping out, of 
going home, of having a mental-health cri-
sis,” said Lee Burdette Williams, senior di-
rector of mental-health initiatives and the 
College Autism Network at Naspa: Student 
Affairs Administrators in Higher Education.

Colleges are trying a range of interven-
tions to help new students adjust: ramped-
up advising, additional check-ins, virtual 
activities, mental-health resources.

But even the best support won’t change 
the Zoom fatigue. The isolation. The unful-
filled desire to explore their independence 
and identities and interests without wor-
rying so much about the rules. The longing 
for a real college experience.

As of late September, freshman enroll-
ment nationwide this fall was down 16 
percent from the same time in 2019. Now, 
most of the way through the fall semester, 
some new students are so dissatisfied that 
they’re wondering whether college is worth 
it. Many first-years, though, have strength-
ened their resolve, determined to complete 
their degrees, even if college isn’t going 
quite like they expected.

For freshmen, this summer was 
marked by agonizing uncertainty. The 
time when they’d typically go to ori-

entation, find out housing assignments, get 
to know new roommates, and pick classes 
was instead spent at home, attending ori-
entation online and hitting “refresh” on 

their colleges’ Covid-19 websites. They saw 
promises of in-person learning and a ro-
bust campus experience fade.

With the start of the semester just a cou-
ple of weeks away, many freshmen still 
didn’t know how exactly their classes would 
work, or when they’d be moving to campus, 
or whether they’d be moving at all.

Izzy Stoneback was one of the first fresh-
men to take part in the fall-2020 experi-
ment, moving into her dorm at Appalachian 
State University on August 10. Upon arrival, 
she received a packet with three universi-
ty-branded face masks. She sat through a 
meeting with her resident advisers on the 
public-health rules they’d all have to heed.

She was nervous about the potential for 
Covid-19 to spread in close living quar-
ters, but she tried to keep an open mind. 
Like many students, she strongly preferred 
in-person, hands-on learning.

Within a couple of days, Stoneback won-
dered if she’d made a mistake.

She shared a communal dorm bath-
room with at least 20 other students. In the 
hallway and on Snapchat, she saw many of 
them going to parties, even though large 
maskless gatherings were banned.

She watched the University of North Car-
olina at Chapel Hill, 160 miles east, send its 
students home and move classes online af-
ter many campus outbreaks. By the end of 
the first week of classes, active-case num-
bers at App State ticked over 50. It felt inev-
itable, she said, that Appalachian State stu-
dents would be sent home, too.

So, two weeks into her freshman year, 
she left campus. She never got a refund for 
her campus housing.

The ordeal, she said, “has definitely 
stressed me out quite a bit and taken a toll 
on my mental health.”

Stoneback, who lives in Wilmington, 
N.C., misses seeing the mountains from 

“It’s really easy to not 
attend events through 
Zoom. You just don’t 
open up your laptop.”

https://nscresearchcenter.org/stay-informed/
https://nscresearchcenter.org/stay-informed/
https://nscresearchcenter.org/stay-informed/
https://www.chronicle.com/article/anger-confusion-and-resignation-as-chapel-hills-campus-rapidly-empties
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her dorm-room window. She hasn’t made 
any new friends, and she hasn’t joined any 
university clubs. On social media, she sees 
App State’s on-campus semester happen-
ing without her. “From what I’ve heard, 
everyone still seems to be having a good 
time,” she said.

In her classes, which she tunes in to 
from her grandmother’s kitchen table, she 
misses real-time discussions about what 
she’s learning. Her biology lab, which in-
volves clicking buttons on an online sim-
ulator, “is very strange,” she said.

But she doesn’t regret leaving. “I know 
what I’m doing is going to keep me safest,” 
she said. “I know if I was on campus right 
now, I would still be super-worried about 
interacting with people.” She watched 
from afar as the university grappled with 
the death of Chad Dorrill, a sophomore, 
from complications of Covid-19, and with 
a major surge in cases in October.

App State officials have repeatedly 
stressed that they believe the fall semester 

has, for the most part, gone well. At the end 
of October, Chancellor Sheri Everts wrote in 
her weekly Covid-19 update to the campus 
that the university had just had fewer than 
30 active cases for five straight days for the 
first time all semester.

“This milestone is a testament to the 
commitment of our faculty, staff, and stu-
dents to slowing the spread of this virus,” 
she wrote.

Alex Howard, interim assistant vice 
chancellor and director of wellness and 
prevention services, acknowledged that, 
for freshmen, “the presence of Covid-19 
has heightened feelings of nervousness 
associated with the transition to college.”

The university has sought to support 
freshmen with programs “that promote 
social connections” and “a deeper con-
nectedness to the Boone, N.C., area,” 
Howard said in a statement. Officials 
have also made sure new students are 
aware of resources like the counseling 
center, he said.

Haylin Mujica, a freshman at Cal State-East Bay: “The scholarship is the only thing that’s motivating me 
to keep going on in college.”

NOAH BERGER FOR THE CHRONICLE

https://chancellor.appstate.edu/newsletter/id/221
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Those measures might help many fresh-
men, but they won’t repair Stoneback’s loss 
of trust in the university.

“I didn’t realize how terribly the chancel-
lor would handle the coronavirus,” she said. 
Keeping students on campus “feels very fi-
nancially motivated.”

Stoneback has weighed her options. She 
thought about community college. But for 
now, she is forging ahead remotely with her 
freshman year.

On campus at Arizona State University, 
Angel Palazuelos feels relatively safe 
— because he’s so isolated. His three 

suitemates are the only people he regularly 
sees without masks on.

He describes most of his attempts to 
make friends as “hi-and-bye type commu-
nications.” When he encounters another 
masked student on the dorm elevator, for 
example, their exchanges are brief: “It’s like, 
what’s your major? Oh, I live on this floor. 
OK, bye!” he said.

Arizona State is still creating social expe-
riences for students, said Aaron Krasnow, as-
sociate vice president for health services and 
counseling services. Masked and virtual in-
teractions, Krasnow said, can be meaningful.

But even if a conversation with a peer gets 
going, it’s awkward, Palazuelos said. He’s 
constantly wondering whether he’s cross-
ing the other person’s boundaries. He knows 
some people are especially wary of contract-
ing Covid-19. “I just want to be respectful at 
all times,” he said. The problem with that, he 
said, is that “no bond is ever really created.”

Early on, the university held virtual scav-
enger hunts, he said. Only a few students 
showed up. “It’s really easy to not attend 
events through Zoom,” he said. “You just 
don’t open up your laptop.”

Typically, when a freshman is feeling 
lonely, colleges prescribe a simple solution: 
“We need to get you engaged,” said Sha-
ron Mitchell, senior director of counsel-
ing, health, and wellness at the University 
at Buffalo. This semester, it’s harder to give 
those students options, she said.

Many of the spaces where freshmen 
would normally meet people — classrooms, 
common areas in dorms, athletic events — 
are either off limits or subject to strict dis-
tancing requirements.

“Feeling connected to your peers is a 
really big part of feeling like you belong 
on a college campus,” said Tessa Chefalo, 
director of orientation and first-year pro-
grams at Hamilton College.

That sense of belonging matters. Re-
search shows that the first six weeks are 
the most critical time for new students to 
feel engaged and connected on a campus. 
Those who don’t feel like they belong are 
less likely to graduate.

Chefalo and her staff have heeded the 
high demand for in-person programs and 
tried to play matchmaker for new stu-
dents. At a recent outdoor tie-dye event, 
students were paired up to talk, six feet 
apart. Her office also held a “speed friend-
ing” event, where freshmen could meet 
lots of peers in virtual breakout rooms. 
Each student identified a few people they’d 
like to get to know better. The college then 
encouraged them to meet safely in person, 
handing out gift cards to the campus café.

Naughton, the Hamilton freshman, 
has joined a student theatre group that 
can’t hold in-person productions, and 
a knitting club that’s “not as cozy” as 
she’d like. She has participated in virtual 
programs through the campus counseling 
center, including one where students 
gathered on Zoom and wrote a song 
together in an hour.

Naughton, who’s interested in studying 
psychology, has openly talked about her 
mental health for years, and knows how 
to manage her symptoms. But many first-
year students don’t know how to seek help, 
even as they’re experiencing “one of the 
biggest kinds of psychosocial transitions,” 
said Sarah Ketchen Lipson, an assistant 
professor in the School of Public Health at 
Boston University who researches student 
mental health.

This year, the transition to college has 
been marked by a deep-seated loneliness 
that even the best socially distant or virtu-
al events can’t fix.

Naughton sees a small silver lining: Un-
like their older peers, freshmen don’t have 
anything to compare it with.

“It’s going to be weird to come to college 
and not have to wear masks and be able to 
have friends in your room,” she said, hastily 
adding, “I will really appreciate it.”
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As Covid-19 cases surge to record lev-
els nationwide, it’s become clear 
that this fall semester won’t be an 

aberration. College is going to be like this 
for a while.

Some new students won’t be able to stay 
motivated in this kind of environment, said 
Williams, of Naspa. In a moment of crisis 
and uncertainty, she said, “anything can 
tip the scales” to make freshmen want to 
give up.

There were times where Haylin Mujica 
wondered if she’d be able to handle college 
this semester after all.

Just a couple of months earlier, Mujica 
had gotten the best news possible: She’d 
be receiving a full ride to California State 
University-East Bay, through TheDream.
US program. The scholarship meant her 
freshman year of college was a go. Her fam-
ily couldn’t afford the tuition, and as an un-
documented student, she couldn’t rely on 
federal financial aid. Plus, the university 
was close to home, which was important.

Then, just before her first week of class-
es, both of her parents came down with 
Covid-19.

Suddenly Mujica and her sister, who’s 
in high school, had to spend much of the 
day taking care of them. And because 
their parents couldn’t go to work, no 
money was coming in, other than a small 
unemployment check Mujica received be-

cause she’d been laid off from her job at 
a summer camp. (She’s a recipient of De-
ferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, or 
DACA, which allows her to work legally.)

“I remember my parents saying, ‘You 
know what, the hospital bills are coming, 
and I don’t think we can actually pay 
for Wi-Fi,” Mujica said. Without internet 
access, she wouldn’t be able to attend 
online classes.

Family members lent them enough for 
the Wi-Fi bill. But that wasn’t the only ob-
stacle. Each day, Mujica had to make a 
schedule with her sister for cooking, run-
ning errands, and tending to their parents, 
working around academic obligations as 
best they could. She couldn’t stay up late 
doing homework because she had to wake 
up early to get through everything.

During class, “all I could think of was, 
after this, I have to go to the store and buy 
this, or I have to order food for my sister, or 
I have to make my parents tea,” she said. “I 
wasn’t 100-percent focused.”

Essays were due the first week, and she 
didn’t even have all of her textbooks yet. 
She struggled to keep up with the material 
in a virtual format.

She cried a lot. She thought: “I should 
probably drop this for right now and get a 
stable job.”

For Mujica, perhaps the biggest motiva-
tion to persevere was her full ride. “Right 

Chloe Maldonado and Alexa Bollnow take part in a Hamilton College program to bring students together 
outdoors. The college is in Clinton, N.Y.

NANCY L. FORD
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now,” she said in September, “the scholar-
ship is the only thing that’s motivating me to 
keep going on in college.”

Her freshman adviser helped, too. The 
adviser connected her with community 
food programs that didn’t require a car for 
pickup, as Mujica doesn’t have a driver’s li-
cense, and helped her drop a course.

At Cal State-East Bay, where 60 percent 
of students are, like Mujica, the first in 
their families to go to college, wraparound 
advising is a key part of keeping freshmen 
on track.

Marissa Baumann, coordinator of the 
peer-academic-coaching program, de-
scribed the system with a health-care anal-
ogy: Every freshmen has a dedicated advis-
er, who’s like the primary-care doctor. If a 
student’s doing well, Baumann said, that’s 
probably the only help they’ll need.

If first-year students need more aca-
demic help, they can connect with peer 
coaches, who embed in classrooms, act 
as a bridge between students and profes-
sors, and meet with students one on one. 
The peer coaches are like physical thera-
pists, Baumann said. And for those who are 
struggling the most academically, there’s a 
freshman “pioneer success” coach, who’s 
like a medical specialist, drilling down into 
a specific issue the student is having.

With an all-virtual semester, advising 
has actually become more flexible and eas-
ier to access for first-year students, with 
less red tape, said Maureen Scharberg, 
dean of academic programs. The univer-
sity has seen a 300-percent increase in ad-
visers’ reaching out to students since the 
pandemic began.

This spring, Cal State-East Bay will stay 
virtual. Mujica, who wants to become a 
teacher, worries about having to take more 
challenging courses online. She has to keep 
her grades up to keep her scholarship.

But for now, she’s back on track. Her par-
ents have recovered from Covid-19 and 
returned to work. She’s doing well in her 
classes and secured a part-time campus job.

So maybe, freshmen will find strength 
in this bizarre experience.

“You could probably make the argu-
ment that, while this is a really difficult way 
to start college, these students are going to 

learn a resilience and a set of coping expe-
riences that none of the students in the last 
50 years have had,” said Ben Locke, senior 
director of counseling and psychological 
services at Pennsylvania State University.

Angel Palazuelos, the Arizona State 
freshman, has found a few ways to cope. To 
de-stress, he goes for a walk or run and re-
flects: What did I do wrong? How can I pre-
vent it next time? Oh, and he got a puppy.

Her name’s Sirius, after the popular char-
acter from the Harry Potter books. She’s an 
emotional-support animal, so she’s allowed 
to live in the dorm. She wanders freely 
through the four rooms in the suite.

For Palazuelos, an undocumented stu-
dent who’s the first in his family to pursue 
a degree, college would have been hard 
enough without the pandemic.

His mom questioned why he would go: 
You have a home right here. Students who 
live on campus do better academically, he 
told her.

So far, being in Tempe hasn’t really 
helped Palazuelos, who’s studying engi-
neering. In his online classes, few students 
turn their cameras on. When class is over, 
everyone logs off. No one lingers or asks 
questions of the professor about course 
material. He knows some students who 
have gone weeks without even tuning in to 
live lectures, saying they’ll just watch the 
recordings later. He’s tried to join virtual 
study groups, but they feel superficial.

One of his first virtual exams was a 
nightmare: He struggled to submit the 
test while using a “lockdown browser,” de-
signed to prevent cheating, and lost points 
for being late.

But as an undocumented student, Pala-
zuelos said he learned a long time ago that 
nothing would be handed to him, and he 
needed to take control of his future — by 
acing his high-school classes and getting 
scholarships.

He knows he’ll make it through college. 
Somehow.

Sarah Brown is a senior reporter who covers 
campus culture, including Title IX, race and 
diversity, and student mental health for The 
Chronicle.

Originally published November 10, 2020
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Students of Color Are Not OK. 
Here’s How Colleges Can 

Support Them.
By SARAH BROWN

KLAUS VEDFELT/GETTY IMAGES

D
rop-in counseling for Black students. 
Therapy groups on coping with rac-
ism. Programs for white students on 
how to be anti-racist.

As the pandemic and the racial-in-
justice crisis continue to take a toll on Black 
people and other marginalized groups, col-
leges face a newfound urgency to support 
the mental health of students of color.

Just about every survey conducted since 
the beginning of March indicates that stu-
dent distress is only going to get worse this 
fall. Those mental-health concerns will be 
exacerbated for Black and Hispanic stu-
dents, whose populations are disproportion-
ately harmed by Covid-19 and by the police 
violence gripping the nation’s conscious-
ness. Asian American students, meanwhile, 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/racial-ethnic-minorities.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/racial-ethnic-minorities.html
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are dealing with racial slurs and jokes stem-
ming from the pandemic’s origins in China.

What’s more, students of color often don’t 
get the help they need. About 45 percent of 
white students with mental-health chal-
lenges seek treatment, according to a 2018 
study, but only a third of Latinx students do 
so. For Black and Asian students, the pro-
portion is even lower — about 25 and 22 
percent, respectively.

And this fall, they will return to colleges 
that look and feel very different. Putting 
distressed students on a two-week waiting 
list for therapy sessions won’t cut it, men-
tal-health experts say.

In the throes of dual national crises, 
students of color will need quick access 
to mental-health-care options that reflect 
their experiences, recreate their support 
systems remotely, and acknowledge the 
physical and emotional tolls the past few 
months have taken.

Culturally Competent Counseling

As Alexa Sass, a junior at the University of 
California at Los Angeles, was finishing up 
the spring term, George Floyd was killed in 
police custody in Minneapolis, and protests 
against racial injustice exploded nation-
wide. Processing the news was overwhelm-
ing and exhausting for Sass, who identifies 
as Black and Filipino.

She tried to get through her final exams 
as best she could. She turned to books on 
spirituality. She leaned on her communi-
ties within UCLA and back home in the Bay 
Area — virtually, of course. She has tried 

out some of the university’s online men-
tal-health resources, but they’re not what 
she really needs.

Without much in-person interaction, 
she’s struggling emotionally. “The way that 
I process my mental health is through sup-
port systems,” said Sass, a leader in the 
campus chapter of Active Minds, a national 
mental-health advocacy group.

The pandemic and the racial-injustice 
crisis have caused fear, anxiety, depression, 
and hopelessness in Black students, said 
Kayla Johnson, a staff psychologist at Prairie 
View A&M University, a historically Black 
institution in Texas. But those students 
don’t often use mental-health services, be-
cause of stigma.

For some Black people, Johnson said, go-
ing to a therapist means that something 
must be wrong with you, or that you don’t 
have enough faith in God. There’s also pres-
sure to keep problems to yourself, she said: 
“There’s kind of a level of secrecy about 
things that happen.”

Not only are there cultural barriers that 
discourage many students of color from 
talking openly about mental health, but they 
also encounter a staff of campus therapists 
many of whom don’t look like them, said 
Annelle Primm, a senior medical adviser at 
the Steve Fund, a mental-health-support or-
ganization for young people of color. Some 
students, she said, make the calculation that 
“it’s best not to seek help if they can’t seek 
help from someone with whom they feel 
comfortable sharing such personal feelings.”

At predominantly white institutions, 
counseling-staff members often don’t 

LESS HELP-SEEKING AMONG STUDENTS OF COLOR
Among students who have a mental-health problem, Black, Latinx, Arab, and Asian students are far less likely than 
white students to have sought treatment in the past year.

Source: Lipson et al.

https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2020/07/01/many-black-and-asian-americans-say-they-have-experienced-discrimination-amid-the-covid-19-outbreak/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1054139X18301915
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1054139X18301915
https://www.stevefund.org/About/
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know how to talk with Black students, John-
son added. Sometimes, she said, students 
end up taking time out of their therapy ses-
sions to explain social, economic, and cul-
tural problems affecting Black families to 
their white therapists.

“Of course, when that happens, you don’t 
want to come back,” she said.

This fall, making sure students of col-
or can connect with culturally competent 
mental-health providers will be key, men-
tal-health experts say.

Before Stacia Alexander arrived at Paul 
Quinn College, in 2018, the historically black 
institution in Texas had a mental-health pro-
vider on campus for only a few hours each 
week, from the nearby University of Texas 
Southwestern Medical Center.

Once Alexander took over as the college’s 
first mental-health-clinic coordinator, she 
tried a direct form of outreach: She handed 
out her cellphone number to students at ori-
entation and told them to text her when they 

HIGHER RATES OF PERCEIVED STIGMA
Students of color who meet the criteria for having a mental-health problem are more likely than white students to 
believe that the general public stigmatizes mental illness.

Source: Lipson et al.

were having a bad day. One of the biggest 
barriers to accessing care, she said, is that 
students don’t know where to go.

It worked. And many students told her how 
excited they were to have a Black therapist to 
talk with.

But students were texting her all night, she 
said. So, earlier this year, Paul Quinn joined 
with TimelyMD, a teletherapy company, to 
ease the burden. Now students can reach a 
therapist 24/7 through the TimelyMD app, 
which offers access to providers from a wide 
range of cultural backgrounds.

No More Two-Week Waits

Accessibility, experts say, should be an-
other top priority for colleges trying to better 
reach students of color with mental-health 
resources.

Dozens of colleges, including George 
Washington University, Texas A&M Univer-
sity, and Mississippi State University, are 
offering quick drop-in consultations with 
therapists meant for students of color. The 
program, known as “Let’s Talk,” typically is 
set up at different locations across campus 
during a given week, often in student unions 
or cultural centers. For now, the drop-in ses-
sions are happening virtually.

Brown University’s counseling center uses 
a flexible-care model, in which most students 
are served through 25-30-minute sessions 
that they can schedule just once, or as often 
as they want. Continuing 50-minute counsel-
ing appointments reflect a Western-centric 
care approach that doesn’t appeal to many 

students of color, said Will Meek, director of 
counseling and psychological services.

Since March, he said, no Brown student has 
waited more than a day to see one of the uni-
versity’s campus therapists, a staff that Meek 
describes as culturally diverse. The university 
uses a third party to further expand access.

When Brown students call the counseling 
center with an urgent request, a clinician from 
ProtoCall, a 24/7 crisis line that works with 
colleges, will pick up the phone. The clinician 
will talk with the student and report back to 
Brown’s counseling staff. Often students just 

https://caps.tamu.edu/diversity-inclusion/lets-talk-program/
https://caps.tamu.edu/diversity-inclusion/lets-talk-program/
https://www.facebook.com/msu.counseling/posts/3359335567463207


r e i m a g i n i n g  t h e  s t u d e n t  e x p e r i e n c e  the chronicle of higher educ ation16

want to talk with someone for a few min-
utes without even making an appointment, 
Meek said.

To prepare for the fall, he has also been 
rethinking outreach to students of color. 
For instance, instead of waiting for stu-
dents to contact the counseling center, he’s 
hoping to have them opt in to a program in 
which a staff therapist can contact them di-
rectly and connect one-on-one.

At UCLA, which has 45,000 students, 
there can be long wait times for therapy, 
said Sass, the junior there. But there are 
other places that students of color can turn 
for mental-health support, she said. There’s 
the RISE Center, which stands for “resil-
ience in your student experience.” There’s 
an academic-support program for Black 
students, where Sass serves as a trained 
peer counselor who helps other students 
with both academics and life stressors.

UCLA leaders, she said, just need to make 
sure students know where they can find help.

Anti-Racism as Wellness

At Loyola University Maryland, Jason 
Parcover, director of the counseling center, 
is also trying to offer a menu of flexible, ac-
cessible resources for students. But beyond 
that, he’s creating spaces for white students 
to learn how to tackle racial injustice. “Our 
marginalized students are telling us that 
they want to see action,” he said.

The conversations, as Loyola calls them, 
will help students understand how to be 
anti-racist, to “make a commitment to tak-
ing specific actions, and to hold each oth-
er accountable for following through with 
those actions,” he said. The programs fit 
squarely into Loyola’s values as a Jesuit in-
stitution, he said, and into the counseling 
center’s mission.

“Investing in anti-racism efforts includes 
really acknowledging and understanding 
deeply that we are all in this together, and 
that our health in all forms, including our 
mental health, is connected to how oth-
er members of our community are faring,” 
Parcover said. “By definition, anti-racism 
work is mental-health and wellness work.”

Counseling centers should “name the 
issues,” he said. In public communica-
tions, campus mental-health staff members 

should be specific about what’s going on 
in the world and talk about the impact of 
trauma on mental health.

Educating white students about being 
effective allies should be a core part of any 
campus strategy to support the well-being 
of students of color, said Erin McClintock, 
a former campus therapist and director of 
wellness at Clark University who’s now se-
nior director of impact and education at 
EverFi, a company that provides students 
with online training in alcohol, sexual 
misconduct, and mental health.

Socially conscious students are going 
to return to campuses this fall wanting to 
act against racial injustice, she said — but 
if they want to become good allies, they 
can’t psychologically burden Black stu-
dents while they take on that work. “Peo-
ple of color don’t need to be the ones who 
are validating their white peers,” she said.

An Ounce of Prevention

Creating a culture of well-being is not 
just about what the counseling center is 
doing, McClintock said. Colleges can stop 
personal crises before they happen by 
helping students who are experiencing 
“subclinical” issues — distress that’s not 
yet a mental-health disorder but affects 
their ability to function. That means in-
vesting in food pantries and emergency 
financial aid so that low-income students, 
who are disproportionately people of col-
or, don’t have to stress as much about ba-
sic needs, she said.

Some colleges are turning to online 
platforms to try to reach students before 
they spiral into anxiety or depression. 
More than 120 institutions are offering 
You at College, which compiles mental-
health and well-being resources tailored 
to campuses.

Educating white students 
about being effective allies 
should be a core part of any 
campus strategy to support the 
well-being of students of color.

https://risecenter.ucla.edu/menu/topnavbar/home/fbclid/iwar3ewtkubkx1yjwdl4uiprjisqrvo-0zt0l_slr6ib6rxsvxbr_yi0odv6s
http://www.cpo.ucla.edu/src/academic-supports-program/
https://www.loyola.edu/department/counseling-center/public-health-initiatives/racial-violence-injustice
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Nathaan Demers, a former campus psy-
chologist who’s now vice president and di-
rector of clinical programs at Grit Digital 
Health, which worked with Colorado State 
University to develop You at College three 
years ago, said students’ use of the plat-
form increased by 153 percent in the first 
five weeks of the pandemic compared with 
the previous three months.

The platform 
recently added 
resources that 
address the ra-
cial-injustice 
crisis, on how to 
make one’s voice 
heard effectively 
and how to maintain self-care as an activ-
ist. California State University at Fullerton 
conducted a study this spring and found 
that students of color used the You at Col-
lege platform at a higher rate than white 
students did, Demers said.

Students can use You at College on 
their phones, and they can do so privately, 
which is especially important for students 
who are staying with their families and 
wouldn’t feel comfortable speaking with a 
therapist in that environment, he said.

With prevention in mind, California 
State University at Sacramento added 
mental-health sessions for parents to its 
virtual new-student orientation this sum-
mer — including in Spanish and Gujarati, 
a language spoken in India.

More than 70 percent of Sacramento 
State students are nonwhite, and many 
come from cultural backgrounds where 
mental health isn’t discussed openly, said 
Lara Falkenstein, a campus health edu-
cator who advises the university’s Active 
Minds chapter. As students learn online 
this fall and continue to spend much of 
their time at home, she said, the university 
wants to make sure that families can have 
conversations about emotional well-being 
and look out for potential signs of distress.

Sacramento State is also beginning a 
two-year, grant-funded research project 
on the mental health of students of color 
that will examine what they need and 

where the university needs to improve, 
said Reva Wittenberg, associate director 
for campus wellness.

Like many fields, therapy and wellness 
work “were originally developed through a 
white lens and a white framework,” she said. 
“It’s our challenge to shift that — to really 
take into account the experiences and needs 
of students from different communities.”

At Prairie View 
A&M, more of 
the counseling 
center’s therapy 
groups, work-
shops, and other 
outreach pro-
grams will focus 

on coping with racial injustice and giving 
students a space to process what they’ve 
been going through. “For Black America,” 
said Kayla Johnson, the staff psychologist, 
“we heal and cope by getting together.” 
She is heartened to see more Black stu-
dents talking openly about mental health 
on social media and other platforms.

Black students’ well-being this fall, she 
added, will also depend on their institu-
tions’ taking a strong stance against racial 
injustice. Otherwise, how will students 
be able to feel safe on campus? “I think 
schools need to step up and say, ‘Hey, 
we’re here. We see what’s happening. We 
support you,’” she said.

Meera Varma, a UCLA junior and a lead-
er in the campus Active Minds chapter, em-
phasized that colleges should offer support 
and academic flexibility in recognition of 
the toll that activism can take on mental 
health, particularly for Black students.

“This fire, this passion from our stu-
dents isn’t going to die down anytime 
soon,” she said. This fall, “it’s really im-
portant to understand that school educa-
tion might not be students’ first priority.”

Sarah Brown is a senior reporter who covers 
campus culture, including Title IX, race and 
diversity, and student mental health for The 
Chronicle. 

Originally published July 6, 2020

“By definition, anti-racism 
work is mental-health and 

wellness work.”
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E
lizabeth Ouanemalay slips on rubber 
gloves and wraps a black scarf with 
pink hearts around her face before 
venturing outside. She obsessively 
counts how many door handles she 

touches on the journey to pick up each of 

her meals: six. No one wants Covid-19, but 
she really doesn’t want it. She has lupus, an 
autoimmune disease.

The Wesleyan University freshman is 
fearing for more than just her physical safe-
ty, though. She is a first-generation student 

Covid-19 Is a Pivotal Moment 
for Struggling Students

By VIMAL PATEL

PHOTOGRAPHS BY BRADLEY E. CLIFT FOR THE CHRONICLE

Elizabeth Ouanemalay, a first-generation college student at Wesleyan University, is facing the threat of the coronavirus alone on 
a largely deserted campus.

This article was made possible with support from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.
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from a low-income family, and the virus 
has also upended her fledgling academic 
and financial security.

The California native spent part of high 
school homeless, living in a car with her 
mom and working as a waitress and at oth-
er jobs to support the two of them. She 
also struggled through her first semester at 
Wesleyan, withdrawing from one class and 
clawing through her others.

Now she is facing the threat of corona-
virus, alone on a largely deserted campus 
and uncertain what her future at Wesleyan 
will look like.

The burden the pandemic is placing on 
many students has exposed the stagger-
ing class divides that have always existed 
in higher education. For many students, 
going home to study online — missing 
activities like team sports or even their 
commencement ceremony — represents 
a rough patch they’ll get through. But for 
students like Ouanemalay, this is a time of 
extraordinary stress.

Without campus jobs, they don’t know 
what they’ll do for income. Some are dis-
oriented by the online migration; others 
don’t even have the internet. Some can’t af-
ford to travel home, or have no home to go 
to. These are the students colleges say they 
desperately want to reach and serve. These 
are the students colleges are most at risk of 
losing in the months ahead.

Over the past several years, colleges 
have opened their doors to an increasing 
number of students like Ouanemalay. But 
the promise of higher education as an en-
gine of social mobility rests on whether it 
can deliver on the commitment to get them 
to the finish line.

Those that have raised graduation rates 
for low-income students have often relied 
on wraparound services, addressing the 
needs of the whole student. That includes 
caring for their financial and mental 
health, and creating a network of support 
with cohorts, early interventions, and extra 
counseling. A “high touch” learning envi-
ronment, as many advocates call it.

But how do you do high touch in what 
has suddenly become a “no touch” world? 
How do you support the financially inse-
cure students you have enticed to join your 
institutions? For students who already 

struggle to stay enrolled, and for the in-
stitutions who say they are committed to 
keeping them, the Covid-19 crisis may be a 
make-or-break moment.

Colleges will need resolve and creativi-
ty. One model they might look to is Arrupe 
College. The two-year institution was es-
tablished by Loyola University Chicago 
specifically to serve as a bridge to a four-
year college for financially needy students.

In the argument that it’s life circum-
stances, and not ability, that reinforces 
higher education’s class divides, Arrupe 
College is Exhibit A. Nearly nine in 10 of 
the students who complete the associate 
degree go on to four-year institutions. That 
success is especially impressive consider-
ing that 80 percent of Arrupe’s students are 
eligible for Pell Grants.

Angelo Villazana is one of them. Villaza-
na had attended something like a doz-
en different public schools by the time he 
graduated from high school. His grades 
were poor for most of high school because 
he was often homeless and school wasn’t 
a priority. He turned around his academic 
life during his senior year, when he finally 
found stable shelter in a group home.

By then, he thought, it was too late for 
him to be accepted by a four-year college 
because of his poor GPA. But he learned 
about Arrupe from a high-school counselor. 
The promise Arrupe has made to Villaza-
na and other students is that they will be 
slathered in support. The college guaran-
tees generous financial aid, easy and con-
venient access to mental-health services, 
and extensive individual contact with pro-
fessors who are also trained as counsel-
ors. All students receive a laptop and free 
on-campus breakfast and lunch daily.

Like most colleges, Arrupe, which has 
about 300 students, last month moved 

The burden the pandemic is 
placing on many students has 
exposed the staggering class 
divides that have always 
existed in higher education. 
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all its courses online. “It’s very disorient-
ing, because our focus here is on building 
community,” says Father Steve Katsouros, 
the college’s dean and founding director. 
“We’ve been committed to face-to-face in-
struction, and that’s been upended.”

Villazana feels strange without it. Ask-
ing professors about class, or just for gener-
al life advice, felt much more natural when 
he could just walk down the hall.

“Now they’re at home, and they have 
their own lives, and they have their own 
kids they’re worrying about,” Villazana 
says. “I’m trying to navigate that.”

Katsouros knows he risks losing vulner-
able students. Summer classes will also be 
moved online, but he hopes the students 
are back on campus for the fall session. If 
he can manage that, he thinks, he won’t 
worry as much about them dropping out.

His strategy? “Communication. Com-
munication. Communication.”

The college polled its students about 
how many had reliable internet service at 
home. It turned out many of them had ac-
cess only at the college or at libraries or 
coffee shops that the pandemic has shut-
tered. So Arrupe rushed wireless-hotspot 
devices to the students.

On the Friday after in-person classes 
were canceled, the college held an online 
“coffee and conversation” for all of its stu-
dents. The topic: “How Can I Engage With 
Others During Social Distancing?” That 
same week, the college trained its profes-
sors not just in how to use Zoom but also in 
how to deliver academic advising online. 
The college’s two social workers have also 
continued their work online.

“If we are successful in retention during 
this unprecedented, uncharted time,” 
Katsouros says, “it will be because of the 
relationships that were already developed.”

Relationships matter in the classroom, 
too. In interviews with students in precar-
ious financial situations across the coun-
try, the discomfort with online education 
emerged as a key concern about this new 
era. It’s harder to stay focused when the 
professor isn’t standing in front of you. Ask-
ing questions can be more awkward and in-
timidating. It’s easier to suffer in silence.

At Wesleyan, Ouanemalay’s journey 
was already rocky. Now she has to 
navigate an entirely online world that she 
wasn’t expecting.

She had already been struggling aca-
demically, and not for a lack of trying. She 
filled her day between classes and work 
with seeking help: Office hours. Peer ad-
vising. Tutoring appointments. Even so, 
she withdrew from her biology class last 
semester and instead poured all her effort 
into English and chemistry. She earned a 
B and a C, respectively. She thinks profes-
sors, recognizing her efforts, were being le-
nient with her.

A thought keeps nagging at her: Does 
someone like her even belong at a place 
like Wesleyan? It’s classic impostor syn-
drome, suffered by many who find them-
selves in competitive environments they 
have historically been excluded from.

Things have gotten worse in the weeks 
since classes moved online. Ouanemalay’s 
having a hard time taking notes. She strug-
gles to pay attention. Ouanemalay recently 
received an ADHD diagnosis, she says, and 
suspects she may also have a learning dis-
order. She spent hours the other day trying 
to figure out what she’d done wrong on one 
equation in her chemistry class. Turns out 
she confused 79 with 97. When on-cam-
pus classes were in session, she had people 
around to help her catch mistakes like that.

The risks that online learning presents to 
vulnerable students are well known to Re-
becca A. Glazier, an associate professor of 
political science at the University of Arkan-
sas at Little Rock.

A study she co-authored about transfer 
students who took all their classes online 
reached troubling conclusions: The students’ 

“If we are successful 
in retention during 
this unprecedented, 
uncharted time, it will 
be because of the 
relationships that were 
already developed.”
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retention rate was lower than for those who 
took all in-person classes. And for the most 
academically unprepared students, those 
with low GPAs, the difference was dismay-
ing: Retention was about 28 percent lower 
than for students in face-to-face classes.

“That’s what’s so scary about this,” Gla-
zier says. “These classes were put together 
in a crisis, and our students didn’t sign up 
for them. We’re going to lose students.”

There’s some reason for hope. Glazier’s 
other research explores how to improve 
online-course retention rates, even with 
just a few tweaks. Professors need to hu-
manize themselves. Post videos of them-
selves. Maybe put their cat in the videos. 
Talk about travel plans, or a book they just 
read. The goal is to be approachable so that 
students, especially those who feel lost, be-
come connected and comfortable reaching 
out if they have a problem.

“If they’re just logging in, reading some 
notes, taking a quiz, getting something au-
tomatically graded, it’s easy for them to for-
get they even have an online class,” Glazier 
says. “They won’t feel that social obligation 
to participate in a class with a person they 
don’t really feel like they know.”

At Wesleyan, 
Ouanemalay is 
grateful that the 
Connecticut uni-
versity has giv-
en students the 
option, as have 
other colleges, 
of being graded 
pass/fail instead 
of with letter 
grades.

The actions 
colleges take 
now are inextri-
cable from their 
larger retention strategies in the months 
ahead, says Eddy Conroy, associate di-
rector of research communications at the 
Hope Center for College, Community, and 
Justice. “The colleges that do a good job 
taking care of their students now,” he says, 
“are probably going to be in a better posi-
tion down the road for those students to 
feel like they have a place they should be 
coming back to.”

Colleges have scrambled to cobble to-
gether support for vulnerable students, 
with various degrees of generosity. Many 
launched fund-raising campaigns for a pot 
of emergency money that could be used 
on a case-by-case basis for things like air-
fare back home, a rental deposit, and stor-
age. Some have carved out exceptions for 
students with no other housing options 
to remain on campus, as Wesleyan did for 
Ouanemalay. Some colleges have commit-
ted to paying their student workers through 
the end of the semester, even though they’re 
not working.

Ouanemalay says the support she has re-
ceived from Wesleyan has been crucial. But 
even at an institution like Wesleyan, which 
graduates students on Pell Grants at rates 
higher than 90 percent, students sometimes 
fall through the cracks. The university re-
cently announced it would continue to pay 
students on Federal Work-Study, a program 
that provides part-time jobs to students with 
financial need. But some students, including 
Ouanemalay, had already exceeded their al-
lotment through the program and were em-
ployed outside it.

Ouanemalay has financial obligations 
that other stu-
dents do not. She 
sends money 
from her on-cam-
pus jobs to her 
sick mother. She 
used to, at least. 
She worked as a 
lab assistant and 
as a desk clerk at 
the student fit-
ness center. The 
coronavirus end-
ed those jobs, and 
she has no in-
come for the time 

being. The kinds of off-campus businesses 
that tend to hire college students — coffee 
shops, bars, restaurants — are closed for the 
duration.

Michael S. Roth, Wesleyan’s president, 
said last month the university had collected 
more than $100,000 for an emergency fund 
for needy students. He also said that the 
university would give students who opted to 
leave campus refunds on their room and 

“The colleges that do a 
good job taking care of their 
students now are probably 

going to be in a better 
position down the road for 
those students to feel like 

they have a place they should 
be coming back to.”
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board, even if the university had been pay-
ing the student’s bill.

“It didn’t matter if you used your meals 
or didn’t use your meals. It was prorated by 
the number of days left in the semester,” 
Roth said. “The university was refunding 
more than $10 million in room and board 
for half the semester.”

Ouanemalay sought help from the 
emergency fund. She has a hand-me-down 
computer that’s several years old. It’s fine 
for note-taking but tends to crash fre-
quently these days when she’s trying to 
watch a lecture on Zoom or open Power-
Point presentations.

“They told me to take out a loan and said 
I was ‘loan eligible,’” Ouanemalay says. “It’s 
frustrating. My mom has debt, and I’m still 
trying to help her pay that off. I’m not in a 
good position to be going into debt, if I can 
avoid it.”

She is thankful to have a place to stay 
and meals taken care of at Wesleyan. But 
staying on campus means she turned down 
the lump-sum housing refund she would 
have received. For some low-income stu-
dents, the decision was a cost-benefit anal-
ysis of choosing between free food and 
shelter to ride out the virus or a one-time 
infusion of cash. It wasn’t much of a choice 
for Ouanemalay.

“Going back home wasn’t even an op-
tion,” she says. “My mom has been strug-
gling and has moved around a couple 
times. Would the money be enough to sus-
tain two people for however long this lasts, 
or would it be better if I just didn’t go back? 
That’s how I ran through the calculations.”

Students’ options vary, and caring for 
students on some campuses requires a dif-
ferent response than on others. At Berea 
College, for example, administrators took 
the extreme measure on March 10 of ask-
ing faculty members to consider how they 
could wrap up their courses by March 13. 
Going online wasn’t a realistic option: Al-
most all of the Kentucky college’s students 
are Pell-eligible, and many students come 
from rural parts of Appalachia with spot-
ty internet access. Since then, instructors 
have used email, telephone, and postal 
mail to continue instruction. The college 
also decided to keep paying students for 
their campus jobs.

At Metropolitan State University of Den-
ver, the median age of its 19,000 students 
is 26, and more than three-quarters work 
while in college. So the university decided 
it would continue to pay its student workers 
for the hours they would have worked for 
the rest of the semester, says Will Simpkins, 
vice president for student affairs.

“Many of our students are caring for 
their own family, whether elders or their 
own children,” he says. “It complicates 
the traditional responses that a university 
would do.”

Like Berea, the university recognized 
that computer access would be a barrier 
for many of its students and would make it 
more difficult to stay enrolled. Metro State’s 
solution was to ask professors that any 
course not already scheduled to be online 
be formatted in a way that it could be done 
entirely via smartphone. They also tried to 
get laptops into more students’ hands.

To address the longer-term care and re-
tention challenges, the Denver campus 
is planning to build a system to reach out 
to students who withdraw in the months 
ahead. “We’re starting to pivot to the plan-
ning stage,” says Simpkins.

Some colleges are relying on invest-
ments they’ve made in recent years to help 
navigate the coronavirus era. Georgia State 
University, for example, had created an 
elaborate computerized system that tracks 
students for 800 risk factors and had hired 
a small army of counselors to intervene at 
the first sign of risk. Campus officials credit 
those investments with eliminating all ra-
cial- and income-equity gaps in retention 
and graduation rates.

All of those 120 advisers last month took 
part in a campaign to connect with every 
student over the phone and reinforce the 
message that they are there to help. “Many 
students are much more likely to respond 

Caring for students on 
some campuses requires 
a different response 
than on others. 

https://success.gsu.edu/approach/
https://success.gsu.edu/approach/
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to the call because they know who this per-
son is,” says Timothy M. Renick, senior vice 
president for student success, “because it’s 
someone they’ve met with multiple times 
over the course of their academic careers.”

But even colleges that don’t have the ad-
vanced advising infrastructure or culture 
of Georgia State can rethink how they com-
municate in the coronavirus era. Messag-
ing must be clear and frequent across many 
media — email, text, phone, a chatbot.

“In higher education, we need to be a lot 
more proactive than we’ve been, and more 
often than we imagine we should be,” Re-
nick says. “We think students know some-
thing because we send an email, or we say 
it once. But it takes multiple means of mes-
saging, and it takes reinforcement.”

It was messaging that got Ouanemalay 
on the pathway to college in the first place.

Already homeless, she didn’t think col-
lege could be affordable. But in her junior 
year, a counselor told her about Quest-
Bridge, a nonprofit organization that con-
nects low-income students with selective 
colleges. She started to imagine a different 
life for herself.

“I realized I didn’t want to be waitressing 
forever,” she says.

Ouanemalay speaks with the chaotic en-
ergy you would expect from a cheery and 
carefree freshman. Even so, it’s easy to for-
get she is just 19. She has long had to make 
the best out of difficult circumstances, like 
the time she figured out gym memberships 
are a cheap and efficient way to get access 
to shower and bathroom facilities while 
homeless. Only a fool would bet she won’t 
overcome this latest challenge.

But everyone has a breaking point. Is 
seeking a college degree under extreme 
stress and financial insecurity always 

worth the hassle? Colleges must prove that 
the answer is yes, if they are to retain more 
students like Ouanemalay.

In her case, the setbacks keep piling up. 
She had another one a couple of weeks ago. 
For a few years, she has used the drug hy-
droxychloroquine to manage her lupus. For 
the first time, she couldn’t get her prescrip-
tion filled because of the deluge of Ameri-
cans snatching it up after President Trump, 
against the measured skepticism of med-
ical professionals, suggested it could be a 
cure for Covid-19.

She’s been put on a priority list at her 
pharmacy, but there’s a backlog and no 
guarantee she’ll be able to get the medicine. 
She is already feeling the effects. Her body 
feels pummeled. She has sore throats and 
headaches. Is it just an inflammation, she 
constantly wonders, or could it be the virus? 
Her plan for now is to get to an emergency 
room fast if her condition becomes severe.

Amid the frustration and fear, she is 
optimistic. She hopes she’ll receive some 
money from a crowdfunding effort by and 
for low-income students at Wesleyan. As of 
press time, the effort had collected more 
than $250,000. Nearly 300 students’ names 
appeared on the spreadsheet meant to 
hand out cash without what organizers 
describe as the bureaucracy of the official 
emergency fund.

Ouanemalay’s hardware situation has 
also improved. After relying on her “bare-
ly functioning” cellphone for classes for a 
couple of days, she learned from an upper-
classman about a loaner laptop program. 
She now has a properly working computer.

The challenges for the months ahead, 
however, have just begun. She is pleased 
to see the outpouring of support from pro-
fessors. The pass/fail option also provides 
relief. But she still worries that colleges — 
the graduate and medical schools she may 
one day want to apply to — won’t be so 
understanding.

This semester, she hopes, will have an 
asterisk next to it.

Vimal Patel is a senior reporter who covers 
student life, social mobility, and other topics 
for The Chronicle.

Originally published April 14, 2020

“In higher education, we 
need to be a lot more 
proactive than we’ve been, 
and more often than we 
imagine we should be.” 
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Jessi Russell, shown here at her grandmother’s house, where she grew up in Tennessee, started a crowdsourced fund for at-risk 
students at Wesleyan University. The house is now condemned.

In the Midst of the Pandemic, 
Some Students Turn to 
Crowdfunding for Help

By VIMAL PATEL

PATRICK MURPHY-RACEY FOR THE CHRONICLE
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W
hen the new coronavirus forced 
campus closures and up-
ended higher education, col-
leges scrambled to stitch to-
gether emergency support for 

their most vulnerable students. Fearing it 
wouldn’t be enough, many low-income stu-
dents armed with Cash App, Venmo, and 
PayPal accounts turned to the internet with 
pleas for help.

But what about the students who aren’t 
so internet savvy or comfortable asking 
strangers for money? Jessi Russell, a senior 
at Wesleyan University, wondered. The 
ones university support wasn’t reaching or 
who might otherwise be falling through 
the cracks?

So in mid-March she started a crowd-
funding effort for low-income students, and 
it snowballed beyond her expectations. The 
fund, which has so far raised more than 
$265,000, started cut-
ting checks and making 
direct deposits late last 
month. Nearly 300 stu-
dents are seeking help 
from the fund, meant 
to be an alternative 
support system without 
what Russell describes 
as the bureaucracy of 
the official university 
emergency fund.

At many institutions, including the Uni-
versity of Texas at Austin and the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology, students 
and alumni created “mutual aid” spread-
sheets in which classmates describe their 
needs and others can try to meet them. 
Storage space. A room to live in. A laptop for 
online classes.

But in Russell’s fund, the help comes in 
the form of cold, hard cash, free from red 
tape or verification of need. The spread-
sheet she set up instructs students to as-
sess their need on a scale of 1 to 5, without 
asking them to explain or prove it with re-
ceipts. The concept requires some faith in 
human nature.

“If universities don’t choose to break 
some rules” to support their vulnera-
ble students, said Russell, herself from a 

low-income background, “a lot of at-risk 
students are going to suffer. And I don’t 
know if they’re going to be able to feel any 
kind of connection to a place like this.”

Assessing Need

But where Russell sees an unwieldy bu-
reaucracy in Wesleyan’s official emergency 
fund, Michael S. Roth, the university’s pres-
ident, sees good governance and an effi-
cient use of resources.

“I’ve been a president for 20 years now 
— at two different places — and I’ve found 
that people perceive their own needs dif-
ferently,” said Roth, who has also served as 
president of the California College of the 
Arts. “What one perceives as a need might 
not be perceived by another as a need. So 
I think having criteria for a framework for 
making decisions is important.”

Applying for aid from 
the university’s official 
fund, which as of last 
month had collected 
more than $100,000, 
isn’t onerous, Roth said. 
“You fill out a pretty 
straightforward appli-
cation.” The vice pres-
ident for student life 
oversees the fund and 

consults with each of the class deans, who 
work closely with students.

The university is supporting students 
in other ways as well, Roth said. Wesleyan 
opted to offer prorated housing refunds for 
students leaving campus, and carved out 
exceptions to remain on campus for stu-
dents with no place to go. The university 
is also still paying its students on Federal 
Work-Study who had not exceeded their al-
lotments under the program.

Roth voiced concerns about the stu-
dent-led crowdfunding effort. “I under-
stand the antibureaucratic spirit of crowd-
sourcing, but just giving money away to 
people you know who say they need it can 
lead to unintended consequences,” he said. 
“We should make sure that there’s demon-
strated need, so as to be equitable in how 
we distribute funds.”

“Higher education in 
general has indicated 

that it was never 
meant to include low-

income students.”

https://www.gofundme.com/f/wesleyan-university-fgli-student-donations
https://www.gofundme.com/f/wesleyan-university-fgli-student-donations
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1ulo3fIqazvw963HzLhVRnrtIOubi0oM3_pJqz5nuPVw/edit
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1ulo3fIqazvw963HzLhVRnrtIOubi0oM3_pJqz5nuPVw/edit
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Indeed, at the heart of the tension be-
tween the dueling emergency funds is how 
universities gauge need. To Roth, for ex-
ample, the university’s money shouldn’t be 
used to support students’ family members. 
That, he says, reduces the number of stu-
dents it can support.

But university financial-aid models and, 
in this case, the official emergency fund, 
don’t take into account low-income stu-
dents’ actual needs, said Russell. With 
Covid-19, disaster has struck, and colleges 
need to make students whole, she said.

“Higher education in general has indi-
cated that it was never meant to include 
low-income students,” Russell said, “and 
we hope that if universities accept these 
students in the future, they make radical 
changes to how they embrace them rather 
than just absorb them.”

A Growing Campaign

To see how both funds are useful to 
struggling students, consider the case of 
Gato Nsengamungu Eugene, a student from 
Rwanda who is the first in his family to go 
to college.

Without the ability to work on campus 
to send money home to his struggling fam-
ily, he opted to make the risky decision to 
fly home when Wesleyan closed its campus. 
He figured the housing refund students who 
left campus would receive would help sup-
port his family.

The university, he said, was generous. 
He applied through the official emergency 

fund, and received $1,250 for his plane tick-
et back home. But then he had to set up his 
own place and pay for internet, utilities, and 
food. That’s where the crowdsourced fund 
helped. From it he received $1,000, which he 
used to pay his rent through August, when 
he hopes to be back on campus.

For Russell, the hard part of her project 
has just started. The fund received more 
money than she had envisioned, and it has 
overwhelmed her. Turns out, banks get 
suspicious when many transactions are 
made from a nonestablished account. To 
get around daily spending limits, Russell 
said she created several bank accounts to 
hold and distribute money raised through 
the fund.

She also started an advisory board 
of mostly students to oversee the effort. 
Though the board includes the director of 
the campus’s resource center as an infor-
mal adviser, Russell said, it remains inde-
pendent and separate from the university.

And so, a fund created to nimbly support 
low-income students has grown unwieldy. 
Russell is now creating the infrastructure 
for a fund-raising campaign, navigating 
complex banking and financial regulations, 
and coordinating an advisory board that 
has teams for issues like outreach and data 
collection. It’s starting to sound kind of like 
… a bureaucracy.

Russell sees the point, but rejects it.
“I feel humbled by the fact that I need-

ed more people than just myself,” she said. 
“But I don’t think that’s the equivalent of 
becoming bureaucratic.” In fact, she said, 
the experience has made her feel “complete-
ly validated” in her disgust with bureaucra-
cy. “There are so many restrictions and reg-
ulations that I believe are unnecessary and 
just inhibit efforts to actually help people.”

Vimal Patel is a senior reporter who covers 
student life, social mobility, and other topics 
for The Chronicle.

Originally published April 16, 2020

“There are so many 
restrictions and 
regulations that just 
inhibit efforts to actually 
help people.” 
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