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Abstract
With the abrupt closing of colleges across the United States in the spring of 2020 due to
the COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent reopening in the fall of 2020, students in higher
education were among some of the most affected group of individuals. In this ethnographic
study, data was collected and analyzed based on student experience with COVID-19 at Butler
University. The study aims to answer the research questions: How are students at a small
midwestern university experiencing COVID-19? What impact are the university’s mitigation
efforts having on students? How do students understand and describe University public health
measures? Participant observation, semi-structured interviews and online surveys were used to
further investigate this question. The pandemic was found to have contributed to social changes
characterized by isolation and stress and due to a heightened norm on campus. Students
experienced university communication and protocols as confusing and unclear that fueled
uncertainty among the Butler community. University COVD-19 protocols, although some
effective, added to the perception of blaming and action of punishment on Butler’s campus.
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The Student Experience in a COVID-19 World: An Ethnographic Inquiry into the
Experience of Butler University Students During a Pandemic

Introduction
A new epoch has arisen in late 2019 and early of 2020 known in the beginning as an
outbreak and later would be characterized as a pandemic on a global scale. With the COVID-19
pandemic, billions of lives changed in a matter of months and the very fabric of society, culture
and identity were quickly disrupted and stripped away from humans leaving us without answers
on how to pick ourselves back up again. Higher education in the United States was among one of
the hardest hit areas of society. Colleges closed quickly after the declaration of a national
emergency by President Trump and students finished the spring 2020 semester remotely in hopes
of continuing their education face to face in the fall.
Hundreds of colleges in the United States planned to reopen during the coronavirus
pandemic. Many that did have been forced to back-track due to high rates of infection and have
opted for online virtual alternatives. In June and July of 2020, universities began releasing inperson plans that included social distancing, mask and capacity guidelines for students (Whitford
2020). As August 2020 approached more schools decided to go fully remote for the fall 2020
semester including Smith College, Holyoke College, Goucher College and Salem college
(Whitford 2020). In the first week of August 2020 over 40 colleges published changes to their
reopening plans (Whitford). The entire higher education system has been disrupted by the
pandemic and arguably students are seeing the brunt of the consequences. It appeared that
universities would be in a predicament if in-person decisions were reversed. Dr. Fauci
announced that sending students home after starting in-person classes is reportedly “the worst
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thing you could do” (Murakami 2020). Other high-ranking U.S. officials referenced the risk of
asymptomatic students returning to their homes in different states (Murakami 2020).
COVID-19 has proven to be a virus with profound social consequences. In the setting of
higher education, these consequences unfold when student priorities and administrative priorities
differ. Universities are approaching the spread of the virus on campus through conduct hearings
and student wellness contracts. Some people are raising questions about the impact of this
approach. A biology Ph.D. student at Stanford University found the contract at (her/his/their)
university, one-sided and focused on conduct and punishment rather than how the university
would keep its students safe (Langin 2020). In a message to all Tulane students, the dean of
students Erica Woodley scolded students in an email asking if they wanted to be the reason for
the university and city of New Orleans to be shut down again (Marcus & Gold 2020). This
prediction soon became reality. Students are receiving harsh consequences for the very reason
they attend in-person higher education: to socialize and network with others.
Universities approach to managing the pandemic by punishing students may not be
effective. Psychiatry Professor Jessica Gold cited that fear is not a good motivator for anyone or
anything (St. Amour 2020). Public health campaigns like antidrug and campaigns against teen
pregnancy saw little success when using negative reinforcement (Bell et al., 2015). Punishing
and scolding students will make them less likely to cooperate with testing and truthful contract
tracing efforts according to Joshua Salomon, a Stanford University Medical School professor (St.
Amour 2020). These tactics ought to be explored and studied for the effects they are having on
students. In the case of Butler University, the individual responsibility placed onto students to be
truthful and abide by public health measures is juxtaposed with the lack of education of said
measures the University provided and the punitive actions taken against students (Casciano,
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2020). University actions surrounding COVID-19 and the student response to these actions will
be evaluated in this thesis.
I was inspired to explore such a topic after the rocky reopening of the university and
willingness to maintain in-person instruction during the fall semester of 2020. The student body
is made up of mainly out-of-state students. The first-year class in 2018 was 58.1% out-of-state
and 53.1% out-of-state for all other undergraduates (“Butler University Fact Book,” 2020). Outof-state student numbers continue to grow with each new first year class. One day before classes
resumed in the fall of 2020, the university decided to transition to online classes for the first two
weeks of instruction. The reasons for this stall in classes was cited as a “lack of compliance with
health and safety guidelines” an “increase in the COVID-19 positivity rate” and “predictive
measures from our contact tracing efforts” (Danko et al. 2020). The blame was concentrated on
the students’ behavior and choices the week before classes started. In July 2020, Julia Marcus, an
epidemiologist at Harvard Medical School, and Jessica Gold, a psychiatrist and professor at
Washington University in St. Louis predicted that universities would blame students
(Neirenberg & Pasick 2020). According to the students I interviewed, Butler University followed
this prediction.
This honors thesis will examine how students are coping and dealing with the presence of
COVID-19 on Butler University’s campus. It will ask what impact the university’s mitigation
efforts are having on students and seek to discover those impacts through hearing the experiences
and stories of students at Butler. This is a relevant and significant thesis topic because it tracked
the impact of the pandemic on students throughout the university context. This project aims to
deepen our understanding about the student experience and responses to COVID-19 while also
navigating higher education in an emerging pandemic.
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The study revealed three key findings and overarching themes. One, student well-being
hit an all-time low by managing the risk associated with socialization and strain on social life. It
was noted that the social experience and strain differed based on grade and location on campus.
In addition, students expressed their mental health also took a turn for the worst during the
semester. Second, students voiced uncertainty and confusion related to public health protocols
and procedures put in place by the university. Rumors surrounding these measures and student
experience exacerbated the confusion and uncertainty among students. Lastly, students felt
blamed for the spread of the virus on campus through fear appeals, institutional blame as well as
a peer-to-peer blame culture that took the student body by storm.
Methods
From the beginning of the pandemic, universities and smaller liberal arts institutions put
out information on COVID protocols, various safety plans as well as statistics and stories of
student life. My goal was to analyze the lived experience of students at Butler in order to dive
deeper into student perception of the university and life-changes during the pandemic. Given the
precarious nature of the pandemic, I soon realized the information gathered on students would
have to be conducted from the beginning of the fall 2020 through the spring 2021 semester.
Students were eager to share their experience and at the same time, many were fatigued with the
topic given the newly discovered stress when classes resumed in the fall 2020. The shifting
nature of the pandemic meant that the university policies and procedures shifted as well.
Therefore, student responses across time are varied and are representative of both the fall and
spring of 2020. The anthropological method of interviews and participant observation allowed
for an inside look and more nuanced view into a community. A larger online survey was also
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used to expand the sample size and provide a more representative sample of the students at
Butler University.
The ethnographic methods used allowed for an inductive approach. Collecting student’s
stories of COVID-19 through semi-structured interviews and interactions with Butler University
in the form of participation observation allowed for students themselves, to tell me what was
significant about their experience with the university reopening. An ethnographic approach
allowed for the participants in the study to identify and elaborate on what they see as key issues
and themes that have emerged within university life during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Participant observation
A small campus and closely-knit student body like Butler provides ample grounds for
research and investigation. Ethnography requires one to integrate themselves in the
community and understand the people, culture and customs. I had the benefit of being part of
the community and culture at Butler University for 4 years now and have experienced the
changes that have come with virtual learning during the pandemic, quarantine and selfisolation protocols and the administration’s decisions during this time. I was able to utilize
the connections and relationships I have made at Butler in order to better understand how
students have experienced COVID-19 through social, emotional and academic experiences.
From the time I was granted IRB approval in November of 2020 to my final interview in
March of 2021, I was able to write up field notes after interactions on campus to document
student reaction and behavior. Being a current senior living in the off campus ‘senior
housing’ as we like to call it, I was able to observe both on and off campus life. I frequently
would walk from the senior housing area, passing Greek houses and entered campus close to
a first-year dorm known as Irvington House, the newest and largest first-year residence on
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campus. Difference in landscape and student behavior contrasted starkly between the offcampus senior houses to that of Greek life and on-campus dorms. While I was an observer on
one hand, on the other I was partaking in my own student experience that allowed me to
interact and speak with students to observe behavior and gauge the meaning and intention.
The participant observation allowed me to compare responses from the COVID-19
Experience survey and interviews to observed student actions and behavior. In keeping field
notes and during participant observation I did not include names or identifying characteristics
to preserve confidentiality.
Informal, semi-structured interviews
Early into the fall semester when speaking to acquaintances and peers about interviews, I
got the sense that students were more than willing to share their experiences with COVID-19.
It seems that students did not have many outlets in which to talk about and share their
COVID-19 related experiences at Butler University. In fact, many students appeared relieved
and appreciative having been able to talk about their experiences.
Participants were asked to participate in a semi-structured interview where they were
asked about the effects that COVID-19 has had on their university experience. I utilized
snowball sampling to find and interview 15 Butler students ranging from first-year students
to seniors. Snowball sampling allowed me to find the first few participants and then draw on
their networks to find other participants. No one participating was required to refer anyone
else. I was mindful of representative sampling during my research, seeking out participants
across gender, race, socioeconomic status, year in college as well participants that live on and
off campus. Finally, based on the sensitive nature of medical history and experience with a
serious virus, the ability to remain anonymous was offered to every participant in the
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interview (both formal and informal) and survey. Interviews were recorded and transcribed
through a transcription program called otter.ai to enable coding.

In the semi structured interviews, students were asked about their experience on Butler’s
campus. They can be divided into several distinct categories: social life and student behavior,
experience with public health protocols and perception of the coronavirus. Given the semistructure of the interviews, there was ample time for all participants to elaborate with
anecdotes and accounts of their experience.
Survey
The survey consisted of similar questions to the interview but translated the qualitative
questions into a quantitative format. The questions appeared as statements and participants
had to rank them on a scale of 1-10, 1 being completely false and 10 being completely true.
The survey included two open-ended questions as well. The survey gave participants the
option to sign-up (voluntarily) for a confidential interview to speak more on their experience
with COVID-19.
Analyzing Data
The transcribed interviews were analyzed through ethnographic coding. This included
identifying themes between individual interviews within the limits of my research questions. I
utilized frequencies, similarities, differences and sequencing as coding procedures to account for
both student experience and the university’s mitigation efforts. I used memo writing technique to
record how each process of coding an interview went. My research questions and literature
review were kept in mind while completing the coding and memo writing so that the
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interpretation of the qualitative data remains accurate. Due to the unprecedented circumstances
of COVD-19, the interviews were conducted through Zoom which is readily available to me and
the students. 161 Butler University students participated in the survey with ages ranging from 18
to 23. 81.4% or 131 of the respondents were female and 18.6% or 30 respondents were male. Far
more women than men took the survey. In addition, 91.3% or 147 respondents identified as
white. White,
educated and
affluent people are
more likely to
participate in
surveys compared
to less educated,
less affluent people (Smith, 2008). Butler University is 61% female, making up more than half
the student body. This fact along with many other factors likely influenced the reason for more
females to take the survey than males. The year of the student was more evenly distributed
within the survey results. 28% of respondents were first years, 20.5 % were sophomores, 27.3%
were juniors and 24.2% were seniors. Residence on campus was split between the 11 housing
options. The most prominent residence location within respondents was 23.1% senior housing,
19.4% Irvington House, 13.1% Greek Housing, and 10.6% Fairview House. According to Butler
University’s fact book, 30% of the student body is involved with Greek life. Out of the 15
interviewees conducted 6 were male and 9 were female. 13 of the 15 participants identified as
white. 8 of the 15 interviewed were seniors.
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Findings
Calm to bely the chaos under the surface, disheartening, grim, rollercoaster, different
every day, caring less and riskier behavior, weary and distrusting, waves of fear, pandemic
fatigue. These were just some of the words that students used to characterize the feelings they
had on Butler’s campus when I asked to describe their expectations for the fall semester of 2020
and what they thought characterized the campus climate and mood. After coding the responses of
15 individual students on Butler’s campus and responses from the online survey, three main
themes emerged. The themes were student well-being, uncertainty and confusion, blame and
punishment.
Student Well-Being
The process of returning to classes in the fall 2020 was no easy task for students. Many
decided to complete the semester remotely when the news of Butler University opening back inperson. I was not surprised to learn that students were suffering socially due to the isolating
nature of the pandemic. Returning to campus in the fall 2020, students set the bar fairly low for
their expectations. One student I interviewed stated “I would say that my standards and
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On a scale of 1-10, 1 being completely false and 10 being completely true, rate the following statements pertaining to the virus
and student experience on campus.

expectations aren’t just low, they’re at the bottom. We can only go up, we can only go up”
(Participant 8). In another interview speaking about school starting in the fall of 2020 one student
said it was a “disheartening lead up to the beginning of the semester, and I was pretty cynical
going in. I assumed that someone or a few someone’s were going to bring it to campus”.
Students in both the interview and the survey explained how much of an impact COVID had on
their social and mental well-being. Nearly 80% of students taking the survey indicated that their
social lives were deeply impacted by COVID-19.
Five themes emerged during coding about COVID’s social impact. Students spoke on
isolation & social channges, risk involved in socializing, the distinct difference in social
experience of the first year class, location on campus as well and finally, mental health
implications.
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Social Changes & Isolation
“The COVID-19 pandemic has made it nearly impossible to meet people and have a normal college experience
without the fear of getting in trouble despite all of us testing negative” (anonymous).

Isolation is something that almost all of us are now familiar with around the world. The
amount of socialization and face-to-face interaction has significantly declined since the
pandemic began due to quarantines and other restrictions. When looking at the student
experience at a small liberal arts university like Butler, I was not only able to observe this
obvious social affect COVID-19 has had on students’ social lives but also the social
fragmentation and varied social dynamics between groups and grades. Students were forced to
shrink their social circles, spend longer periods of time alone in isolation and wrestled with the
challenges of shifting friend groups.
For those students returning to Butler, losing contact with people and decreased social
interaction was a clear theme when speaking to students. In one interview, a student mentioned
that they were mourning the “lost friendships and acquaintanceships that could have been more”
(anonymous). In that individual’s case, it seems that their social life was halted before it really
could begin due to the virus. Students were forced to limit the amount of people they interacted
with as well as the duration of time they were together with others. Another student mentioned
that in groups larger than a couple of individuals “not everyone is welcome – and people are
going to inevitably get left out” (anonymous). Students are narrowing their core group of friends
out of necessity to maintain university rules and to follow COVID safety measures. This entailed
making choices about who was included and who was not. Exclusion of certain individuals
inevitably lead to the ‘shifting’ nature and changing of groups of individuals. Students are
narrowing off their core group of friends out of necessity. Student 13, for example felt the
pandemic “forced me to really close my inner circle”. Similarly, Student 2 had a significant
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impact to their social life and stated that “my social circles definitely shifted a lot”. Shifts and
changes in social circles contributed to students feeling stressed and disconnected from the
community.
While students were faced with shrinking their social groups and interactions there was
also the adjustment that came with the development of a closer-knit small group of friends.
Another example noted by a student mentioned in the interview that the “limited social
interactions I did have tanked significantly” (student 15). Students that already established a
circle of friends and community seemed to fair better during the reopening of the university
compared to students that had yet to establish a circle of friends and a tight-knit community.
However, those with an established group were forced to reduce the number of individuals in
said group. In student’s account of their experience with this adjustment they felt that there was
something different in the smaller dynamic of friends that it was “not even really tension, it was
something caused by the stress of life now. And that's kind of at a heightened norm” (student
15). A ‘heightened norm’ is a sentiment that can be used to describe many of the social changes
and shifts that occurred in the fall of 2020. Going outside to leave your residence reflected this
heightened norm and tension students were feeling. In Casciano’s article on the impact of
COVID on Italy, he speaks about normal actions such as “going for a morning run around the
neighborhood, started to be looked at with suspicion and resentment” (2020). Similarly, the
‘normal’ actions of everyday student life like socializing were heightened during the pandemic.
Although this caused distress in student life, I found that some students got creative with
socializing in safe way. One individual I talked to even decided to create a ‘germ bubble’ with
the people they interacted most frequently with and befriended over the semester (student 14).
For student 14’s friend group it came down to safety and feasibility when they soon realized that

Martella 17
they were only “ever going to be in a room without a mask with my roommate.” In essence, it is
a way of abiding by the rules put in place by the CDC and by the university while also not
completely eliminating a chance to socialize with others. Socializing, for many students is
considered essential and important to achieving some sense of normalcy. This seems to be the
trend of the sophomores and older groups. Juniors and seniors have somewhat of an established
group and are trying to “coexist and live without completely cracking down on everything that
makes like life normal” (student 14). Although shrinking and shifting of social groups has
evidently occurred over the fall 2020 and spring 2021 semester, students worked to maintain
friend groups unders serious constraints imposed by the pandemic.
Managing Risk involved with Socializing
“We're not allowed to have friends. It is horrible for everyone's mental health” (anonymous).
The risk of contracting COVID and the fear of punishment from the university affected
how, when and whom students socialized. This factor also seemed to add an additional stressor
on the university experience for students. Students perceived risk and fear of punishment from
the university varied. In the interviews with students, admittedly some were more willing to take
the risk of socializing with others while others were not. One student said they were “going back
to living the life that I was used to living before COVID hit…friends would come over and
wouldn’t wear masks when walking into the house” (Student 5). While other students were more
cautious about socializing and were “more cognizant of who we see on a regular basis” (Student
12). Many students discussed in interviews that the amount and frequency of socialization
depends on the individual and where they live on campus.
Students living off campus were able to socialize more freely. “The risk was heightened,
because any time I would think about going over to one of their houses, I'd be like, well, but who
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have they been seeing?” (student 2). It is ultimately up to the students to assess the risk of
socializing and make decisions based on the level of perceived risk. I gathered through
interviews and surveys that most students were aware that they were the only ones that could
accurately and most efficiently control their exposure and risk to COVID-19. This idea is
described well in an interview with student 13 who said, “ at the end of the day it's hard to catch
up with somebody that you know you don't know what they've been doing prior and you don't
know what measures they were taking.” This process of assessing risk and making decisions
took a bit of time for students to test the waters and understand what is acceptable and what may
be too risky. In an interview with student 14, they explained that with it being second semester
(spring of 2020), “I'm like coming into that with a lot of people that already have like, acquired
skills and like are like, this is what works” (student 14). This students refers to “skills” that are
related to the new ways in which students had to use the shifts and changes in their social circles
to their advantage in order to be able to continue to socialize. In the fall shortly after orientation
week, first year students could be seen taking advantage of the autumn weather and going on
walks around campus. Another location where students tended to gather were the lounges in
Irvington, where students could socialize without the worry of punishment due to new
restrictions to socializing in residence halls. The responsibility of creating new ways to socialize
and new social norms fell on the students themselves.
Another risk students assessed as they made choices around socializing had to do with
concerns about the consequences the university might impose. Before the university reopened
and classes resumed in August of 2020, students were required to sign a Student Commitment
for Personal and Community Well-being Contract before move-in on campus. This set a limit of
no more than 10 students permitted to socialize at any given time with proper distancing (6-feet)
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and wearing face masks in public campus space. The residence halls had their own restrictions
and regulations for socializing in common spaces vs. individual student rooms. Students that
chose to violate any aspect of the contract were subject to a conduct hearing. Punishments
following conduct hearings ranges from no punishment to suspension. A survey response that
came from a first year student said that it “makes me nervous to try to meet new people because I
am scared to get in trouble” (anonymous). When speaking to a faculty member, they shared that
one of the students in a first year seminar (FYS) class commented “how do you even make
friends right now” (anonymous). During the semester there were significant increases with the
COVID-19 positivity rate on campus and an instance with a surge of positive COVID-19 cases
occurred on November 6, 2020 before the semester was set to end before Thanksgiving. The
university set an email out to students berating their “jeopardizing behaviors” and that due to
students reportedly going to “off campus parties and gatherings” there was an increase in
positive cases on campus.
Word got around quickly on campus about the university punishing students for
misconduct. Through the interviews, survey and participant observation, I was able to observe
that students seemed to be avoiding socializing due to the fear of being sanctioned by the
university and also by the fact that they did not want to contract the virus. One student in
particular talked about viewing socializing as a choice about “deciding if you want to make
friends or potentially be punished for like being in a group of people, which I think has been
pretty challenging” (1). Based on the precedent set by the university, some students assumed that
socializing in general would result in punishment. One student reported in the survey that the
“pandemic has made it nearly impossible to meet people and have a normal college experience
without the fear of getting in trouble despite all of us testing negative” (survey). This frustration
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was especially prevalent among first years and sophomores that were more restricted to their
living quarters and allowed a very limited number of guests. Others chose to limit social
interaction in part due to fear of the virus. Multiple students in various interviews and survey
questions, noted that they had difficulty meeting new people and it made one student “nervous
to try to meet new people because I am scared to get in trouble” (survey). Perceived punishment
was a clear deterrence from socializing on campus.
Difference in First-Year Social Experience
“I would just add that as a first year it’s been especially difficult to make friends and branch out
beyond who I’m living with. I know this isn’t entirely the fault of the University but having more
online or distanced events for first years specifically would’ve been nice” (anonymous).
While interviewing students from all different classes, a clear divide emerged from their
experiences. At first, the difference between juinors and seniors and first years and sophomores
seemed obvious given that they are distinct years in the college experience in themselves.
However, the first year and sophomore experience that students shared with me through
interviews and surveys pushed against the conventional differences between underdivision
students and first year students. In other words, the first year and sophomore classes are
traditionally the classes that socialize the most, were hindered due to factors out of their control.
Juniors and senior classes were able to maintain a level of normalcy in their socialization, less
phased by the restrictions of the university than first years and sophomores.
First-year students often crave friendships and a core group of people to create a sense of
community. In fact, Butler often speaks of the community of care as something that connects and
brings students together. Given the precarious nature of the pandemic, first years were left with
little direction to begin their college experience. It was apparent from the juniors and seniors that

Martella 21
the “first years crave community so much and they come to college, looking to meet people, find
friends, etc.” (Student 3). I sensed a hunger for community and belonging was what echoed in
many of the first year interviews. First-years and sophomores seem to be faced with more
obstacles when trying to achieve some sense of normalcy that they viewed in the upper-division
student experience. When speaking to one first-year, they shared their view on upper-division
students explaining “I see seniors and juniors kind of looking at this as more of a situation now
where it's like, screw it a little bit more so and then people like the freshmen and sophomores
that are still underneath, like very tight supervision from the university” (student 8). Speaking to
multiple first-years in interviews shared this feeling of being closely monitored by the university
– arguably more than juniors and seniors. Ultimately, the stricter monitoring of first year and
sophomore classes led to less socialization. Interviewing upper-division students it was apparent
to them that “freshman now [fall semester] are just really not socializing” (Student 8). Not only
did first-years report that they were interacting less with each other overall, but upper-division
students also noticed this difference in social behavior.
A notable event during the spring semester 2021 was the quarantine of the entire first
year dorm Irvington house on Feb 19, 2021 beginning at 9pm. The dorm was shut down due to
an increase in COVID-19 cases. Butler University’s school newspaper, The Butler Collegian
reported on the occurrence and talked to a Resident Assistant (RA) on how the first years were
coping with the incident. The RA reported that the residents in Irvington were “frantic given that
the information really just came out about 30 minutes before the lockdown was supposed to
start” (Miccolis, 2021). It appeared that many students found out about the lockdown of their
dorm through rumors and social media. The lack of communication from the university was
frustrating for many students. One student spoke of speculation that “floated out there like oh
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we’re going to be in quarantine for two weeks” (Miccolis, 2021). Butler later sent out and email
that apologized for the short notice but also spoke of the need to take swift action in order to
contain outbreaks. It is important to point out that only first years were subjected to these
measures of lockdown and monitoring. Those living off campus were not subjected to the same
measures as the first years and sophomores. Butler had less of a reach and power over students
living off campus. As much as the experience relates to the year of college in which a student is
in, another determinant factor of experience I found through interviews was the location in which
a student resides.
To gain more insight into the behavior and experience of first years I spoke with a
Residence Assistant (RA) from one of the first year residence halls and they explained some of
the ways they were interacting with each other and choosing to socialize. Eager to socialize and
meet new people, First year students resorted to long walks outside with acquaintances and
hangouts in the lobby and common areas of their residence hall. Given that there were already
student sanctions in the first year residence halls, students wrestled with apprehension and
caution of socializing and the eagerness to make friends and feel a social connection.
I was surprised to learn of an event where first years reportedly rented an Airbnb off campus
to socialize freely and throw a party. Speaking to one student that knew some of these first years
they explained
“they [first years] had a party. And someone was saying there was like, over like,
100 people, but I don't even know like, what to believe and not to believe. But I
just know, there were a lot of people. And they weren't just dancers. So then other
first year students that knew that first year students went to this party” (student
11).
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I spoke with multiple first-years that corroborated the story reporting different numbers of
students with each account. What stood out most to me is the fact that first-year students felt so
isolated, scrutinized and unable to socialize on campus that they resorted to renting Airbnb’s in
order to escape the pressure and strict measures of the university. The incident was concentrated
within the dance program and said to have been carried out by other first-year student groups as
well had lasting effects on many students and their chance to perform. Speaking to a first-year
dancer on the event,
“So I didn't really feel like I had really been exposed. But it was still pretty
frustrating to know that people had, like, threatened everything. We also had this
whole situation where the dance sorority had like a little talking to with the
freshmen. For a while, it felt like there was a lot of tension in the dance
department over that event, but it improved after nutcracker happened” (student
1).
From what I gathered from various students in the dance department, many dancers that were not
involved in the Airbnb incident still felt the consequences that originated from a small group of
the dancers. Practices were canceled in order to lessen the risk that the entire production was shut
down. One dance major spoke to the point that the dance department had approached the selfpreservation like attitude. The director of the program reportedly “canceled practices and so he
could just get through Nutcracker. Like, it didn't matter if we did finals or not. You just had to
get through” (Student 4). Due to the actions of the few, many dancers missed out in one of the
only in-person performances of the year. For all Butler dance students, Nutcracker is big deal in
general and even more so given that Butler is one of very few dance programs that has resumed
class and live performances in the country during the pandemic. I talked to a sophomore dancer
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who was affected by the cancelations in practice and mandated testing for the entire dance
program after the incident occurred. “I missed my performance that I had been practicing for
three months. I had like three parts. Also, I mean no other like dance program is doing like a big
performance right now. Most people aren't getting the opportunity to do Nutcracker in the
country” (student 4). The small piece of hope and normalcy that some dancers held onto was
quickly crushed with the news of new quarantine measures due to the off-campus party incident.
Location on Campus
“There's just double standards for different people and different dorms. And it's really like, it
depends on where you live” (student 4).
When speaking to students from all classes, there was not only a notable divide in the
year in school, but more prominently in the location on campus and residence halls. There exists
a salient culture change from on-campus residence halls and Greek houses to off-campus ‘senior
housing.’ It is best explained through the ‘Butler Bubble,’ an idea and analogy that is widely
used throughout the Butler community. Within the proximate campus bubble encompasses
residence halls, dining halls, and academic buildings. In the outer layer of this immediate campus
bubble resides Greek houses. Outside of Greek houses lies off campus or ‘senior house.’ Off
campus housing is not contracted or in any way controlled by the university. On-campus and
Greek life residences are known to be more monitored by the university given that the university
contracts the housing. Butler requires students to live on campus for three of their four years.
Students are free to live where they choose in this fourth year, denoting more freedom and less
monitoring from the university.
Students in residence halls felt as though they were being scrutinized and held to different
standards than the juniors in seniors, the majority of which reside in off-campus housing.
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Residence College (often referred to as Resco by students), a first year only dorm, was described
by one student as being “more open, to like, social interaction because they have suites” (student
9). In the context of Butler University housing, a suite connects two-double rooms together by a
bathroom. This openness can provide for more social interaction among students compared to the
other first-year dorm called Irvington House that was described by the same student as more
“closed off due to the individual rooms” (9). Prior to COVID, change in student culture from
residence hall to residence hall was understood by most students. Where you lived characterized
and influenced your social experiences What proves to be different and intriguing is the culture
change has contributed to vastly different experiences in a pandemic for Butler students. A
culmination of niche student culture, university intervention and social divides that have
characterized how the pandemic has ultimately affected students.
The different residence halls seem to have distinct reputations as far as leniency with
COVID-19 rule following. I was able to speak to a resident assistant (RA) about the behavior
and conduct of students. The largest freshman dorm Irvington House was described by one
student as “Party Central” (student 9). After speaking with an RA from Fairview, she reported
that the Residence Life officials had presented the number of reported conduct incidents based
on residence hall. Irvington House and Resco reportedly made-up half of these conduct cases
(student 14). The other cases were distributed among the other sophomore housing residence hall
known as Fairview and further divided into South Campus Apartments, Apartment Village as
well as University Terrace and Butler Terrace. I was interested in exploring why the conduct
cases were disproportionately concentrated in first- and second-year residence halls (Irvington,
Resco and Fairview). When talking to a first year Irvington resident, it seemed as they were
asking themselves that very same question. “I have a friend who lives in Fairview. I used to go to
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Fairview like all the time and no one cared. So it's interesting. I don't know – I don't know what
what's going on with Irvington” (student 4). Based on the student perception, the university has
been cracking down hard on first year residence halls – specifically Irvington. Higher reports of
conduct hearings, suspensions and punishments are prime examples of how the university is
putting more effort into the monitoring of first years compared to the rest of the school. What
was most interesting when talking to a first year that lived in Resco and not Irvington were the
rumors that had been spread about the monitoring and punitive measures the university was
taking. It was believed that in Irvington the university “has cameras in all the halls of Irvington
that are monitored basically 24-7. I think they want to make sure to see students having only one
guest at a time enter a room” (7). I found these rumors significant because although they cannot
be confirmed or denied – they reflect how students are understanding and thinking about the
university’s motives. Rumors are both a piece of information and representations of a collective
belief that a group of individuals have (Kapferer, 2013). Kapferer’s work suggests, rumors are
more often derived from confused facts rather than the truth. Rumors are a way for humans to
seek out truth and belief (2013).
Both Greek houses and first year residence halls reside in the on-campus ‘Butler Bubble’.
Nevertheless, there is a in big difference between the two locations. Although most of the Greek
houses reside on Butler’s campus, they are largely privately owned by their national
headquarters. Due to the private ownership, the reach of the university is more limited as far as
monitoring and ensuring adherence to safety protocols. During multiple interviews students
mentioned the perception that Greek houses and Greek social life in general were ‘less affected’
referring to limited social interaction and COVID-19 university restrictions. On February 24,
2021 Sigma Chi fraternity was placed on a mandatory 10-day quarantine by the university
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(Ciokajlo, 2021). The administration worked with the fraternity to implement proper quarantine
procedures and because the houses are privately owned, they entrusted the students in Sigma Chi
house to carry them out. In an interview with a member of an unnamed sorority, she described
the close quarters in which herself and her sorority sisters lived. “One girl slept in the cold dorm.
And the other the girl who slept under her tested positive. She claims that she was coughing the
night before we all got tested” (student 4). Cold dorms are the perfect breeding ground for
communal spread of the coronavirus – a large room with bunk beds meant only for sleeping.
Less monitoring of Greek students by the university seems to have granted some students more
social freedom than others, however, it comes at a cost when entire Greek houses risk a large
outbreak.
Off-campus housing outside of the ‘Butler Bubble’ is known as senior housing. They are
privately owned and leased houses that students can choose to live in during their senior year.
Butler University mandates that all students live on-campus for 3 years unless they are eligible
for commuter status, meaning an established residence within 30 miles of campus. Culturally,
Butler students will sign a lease with a group of friends a year or two in-advance to live off
campus senior year. Through my participant observation and time at Butler, senior houses are
generally divided by groups of friends averaging 5-6 individuals.
There is a certain freedom and independence that comes with living in a senior house.
Students are close enough to campus to stay connected but far enough away to feel slightly
outside of the Butler Bubble. Talking to seniors living in these houses, I noticed many shared a
similar sentiment of relief and feeling fortunate to retain some sense of normalcy in their living
situation. “I think it’s definitely a blessing to be living in a senior house, I cannot imagine if was
not. I think I probably would have gone fully remote” (student 2). Affording the opportunity to
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live in an off-campus house certainly came with its benefits for seniors during the pandemic. As
an observer, I watched as many students would cross Hampton Street, pass the Greek houses and
instantly remove their masks. It is appeared that students felt more at ease and felt less inclined
to wear a mask when passing the rather symbolic boundary of the on-campus bubble. This
observation was confirmed when interviewing seniors. One senior stated “living in senior houses
is a huge part of it [student experience]. Because we get to mute ourselves, even from like the
issues that are happening in Indianapolis with the with the increase in [COVID-19] rates,
because we live in our own sector of college” (student 5). Seniors deciding to “mute” themselves
have caused problems for both students and the administration. Seniors may choose to throw
parties and socialize regardless of what rules the university has in place on campus. The seniors
have to take it upon themselves to adhere by Butler University guidelines. While talking about
senior house living, one student talked about the “extra effort you have to put in and conscious
decision you have to make living in a senior house like whether you are going to wear a mask or
not” (student 5). The student made an important comparison to first years when you “live in a
dorm I feel like you have to you have to wear a mask no matter what because that's what the
setting is.” The social and geographic setting has a great influence on students’ behavior and
adherence to COVID-19 mitigation guidelines. After speaking with and interacting with seniors,
they exuded an attitude that suggested it was inevitable for students not to socialize. In their
living situation off campus, it made it easier to socialize and presented an almost false sense of
security. When talking to a senior about this notion of inevitability they spoke on how the
university cannot control anything that occurs off campus. “They’re [the university] just afraid
that senior houses and off campus housing right next to campus will be the enabling thing that
will be the only factor the university cannot control” (student 7). While students on campus were
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limited to strict rules and regulations on socializing, it was observed through participant
observation and interviews that seniors were much more liberal with their socialization. Living
amongst juniors and seniors, I witnessed more socialization with seniors compared to students
living on-campus – many of whom were first years and sophomores . I attributed this
discrepancy to the fact that off-campus housing was not subjected to the same monitoring as oncampus housing. Less monitoring did not exempt off-campus students from receiving conduct
sanctions from university. In fact, when interviewing seniors, I found that some had been
sanctioned themselves or knew of others that had. These conduct cases were the university’s way
to reign in the actions of students living off-campus. Ultimately, student behavior and conduct
boiled down to the understanding and adherence to public health protocols and procedures put in
place by the university.
Mental Health Implications
“Earlier on in the semester, I was exposed to a suspected case. I felt very lost during the
days I was waiting for the test results of the individual I was exposed to. Contact Tracing and
Health Services gave unclear and oftentimes conflicting answers to the questions I asked them. I
had no idea whether I was supposed to quarantine or not. In all, being at Butler during the
pandemic has been stressful and largely detrimental to my education due to the stress.”
Initially, this study did not aim to identify nor explore the idea of students’ mental health
at Butler University during a pandemic. However, after bearing witness to the struggle of mental
health among my fellow classmates, I felt it necessary to include my observations and key
takeaways from the data collected. In higher education as a whole, it is clear that there is an
increase need for mental health resources. In a report from Inside Higher Ed, students are
reporting that mental health resources are harder to access since the pandemic started (Anderson,
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2020). In one example, Loyola University of New Orleans had 6% of the student body make
appointments with the counseling center within the first two weeks of instruction in the fall. The
Loyola counseling director says this number is “significant” (Anderson, 2020). Butler University
is no exception to this collective struggle.
The collective decline of the mental health of Butler students was hard to ignore when
interviewing about their experiences during the pandemic. Butler students along with the
majority of students in higher education in the United States were sent home in the spring of
2020. Isolating in their homes for 5 months before returning to in-person class and activities
students were already at a low-point coming into the semester. Mental health issues among
students are often complex, even more so with the pandemic that had added to the pressure of
day-to-day life (Anderson, 2020). The stress of schoolwork, adjusting to new pandemic norms
along with other factors compounded on the stress of students. Students feel a great deal of
responsibility for the spread of the virus. On top of the adversities that come with isolation, strict
social measures and constant worry, students have ultimately been the victims of blaming and
shaming with the spread of coronavirus on college campuses. All of this has taken a significant
toll on the mental health of students. Not surprisingly, a phrase continuously used by students
used in interviews to describe their mental and emotional well-being was ‘drained.’ In a Butler
Collegian article, the marring effects that the pandemic had on students’ mental health
exemplified the very real struggle of students (Favakeh & Early, 2020). Many students even
suggested that there should be a little more mental health support after sharing their personal
struggles. “There should be therapy groups for people who have lost someone during this time. I
struggled a lot this past semester & ended up in the hospital at one point due to mental health.”
Students deemed mental health resources as inaccessible and inadequate. “Butler keeps saying
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‘take care of your mental health! But then isn't doing anything to help” (anonymous). Based on
the students I interacted with during the collection of data, the conversation and comments
surrounding mental health at Butler University demonstrated that there is a large discrepancy in
the need for mental health resources and what Butler actually has to offer. The reality is that
Butler, along with most higher education institutions, are facing a larger national problem of
mental health. In a USA Today article published in 2017, 66% of student affairs administrators
cited mental health as one of their top concerns (Simon, 2017). To add to that, the American
College Health Association (ACHA) found that in 2019 “87% of college students felt
overwhelmed by all they had to do, 66% felt overwhelming anxiety, 56% felt things were
hopeless and 13% seriously considered suicide” (Becker, 2020). The timing of these reports is
even more shocking because they were statistics developed before the pandemic. The pandemic
has surely only exacerbated these conditions.
According to a study from the Indiana School of Medicine, one of the most likely and On

a scale of 1-10, 1 being completely false and 10 being completely true, rate the following statements pertaining to the virus and
student experience on campus.

costing aftereffects that long-haulers may experience with the virus is anxiety. The Butler
Collegian article on mental health interviewed a clinical psychologist at the University of
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Connecticut. She was appalled by the way in which Butler was handling quarantining and
isolating procedures at Ross Hall. Specifically, not having someone to support the student should
their mental or physical health deteriorate. In a more recent study, around a third of COVID-19
patients go on to develop ‘neurological or psychiatric conditions’ in the six months after
infection (Mundell & Preidt 2021). One third of every individual that has had COVID-19 is
likely to be affected by mental health. This statistic is true of the students on Butler’s campus as
well and it ought to be of utmost importance when considering the well-being of students.
Numerous students reported the awareness that Butler spoke to about mental health, however,
they felt the university failed to follow up with accessible resources. “I just think there could
have been more resources as I know that me & other students have struggled a lot during this
time” (anonymous). After one year into the pandemic at Butler University, the tragic loss of a
student rumored to be suicide, one would think the university would do more than give students
complementary access to a mindfulness app. While a nice gesture, an app does not begin to
address or support the very intense things that students are dealing with. Data from the survey
demonstrates that students overwhelmingly reported that the pandemic had affected their mental
health at Butler University. In another survey question, students appear to be more split whether
they feel supported by the university during the pandemic, characteristic of themes of
uncertainty. In the next section, I explore the way students experienced uncertainty and
confusion, both because of the nature of the pandemic itself and also because students often
experienced Butler’s policy and protocols as confusing.
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On a scale of 1-10, 1 being completely false and 10 being completely true, rate the following statements pertaining to the virus
and student experience on campus.

Uncertainty & Confusion
This section will examine the student experience with public health procedures and
protocols put in place by Butler University. First, students’ experience with testing is explored
followed by contact tracing and finally quarantinging procedures. Overall, students characterized
each of the three public health measures as confusing and unclear that ultimately resulted in the
feeling of uncertainty.
Testing
“He tested positive the next day. And so I was theoretically having direct exposure, because I'd
sat next to him for seven and a half straight hours. And so I showed up to Hinkle to get retested
and they told me that they didn't do testing. And I was like, so you're going to let me leave right
now with me having told you that I was directly exposed to someone with COVID? and you're
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not going to take my details, you're not going to give me alternate testing information, you're not
going to even like write my name down of any kind, like no contact tracing nothing. And they
[officials administering testing] said, yes, that's exactly what we are going to do” (student 2).

The reopening of Butler came with a stark reminder of just how serious the pandemic
was. The Sunday before classes were planned to start, the university decided to go remote for the
first 2 weeks of instruction. Butler blamed it on an “increase in the COVID-19 positivity rate”, “a
lack of compliance with health and safety guidelines” as well as “predictive measures from our
contact tracing process”. Students were scared and uncertain on the risk that returning in-person
presented. During the interview process, I asked students about COVID-19 testing and their
experience on Butler’s campus. Each student response and personal account was different in the
sense that none of the 15 students interviewed reported consistent experiences with testing for
COVID-19. Broadly, students spoke most on the inconsistency of testing and vague information
they received from the beginning of the pandemic. Butler managed to achieve entry testing at the
beginning of the fall 2020 semester but struggled to provide exit testing towards the end of the
semester when students were headed home for almost 2 months. In a report release in December
of 2020 from the American College Health Association (ACHA), they recommend that the
“campus community should be tested on a scheduled, recuring basis, with the ideal timing of
twice weekly for students with test result turnaround times of <24-48 hours” (“Considerations
for Reopening,” 2020). Butler University offered entry testing before move-in during the fall of
2020. Subsequent testing was implemented that included symptomatic testing, quarantined
testing and asymptomatic testing. In the summer of 2020, the Yale School of Public Health
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published a study that students need to be screened for COVID-19 two to three times per week to
safetly reopen (Greenwood, 2020). Note that in the 2020 fall semester, the only testing available
was entry and symptomatic testing. Quarantine and Asymptomatic testing started in early
February. As seen from the chart below, the vast majority of students did not see Butler’s testing
as sufficient in order to mitigate the spread of the virus. The largest percentage of students felt
that the number of tests Butler was
On a scale of 1-10, 1 being completely false and 10 being completely true, rate the following statements pertaining to the virus
and student experience on campus.

offering were completely insufficient to keep rates of infection low. This vote of no confidence
may reflect the uncertainty and confusion around testing students experienced.
A notable event that was mentioned by many students when asked about COVID-19 testing were
the procedures before going home for winter break in the fall of 2020. Before winter break,
students expected exit testing as promised earlier in the semester by the university. Instead,
Butler stated in an email shortly before students returned home for winter break that “we are
unfortunately unable to offer this service and strongly encourage students to get tested off
campus at nearby locations.” Students, parents and families were not pleased with this decision -
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On a scale of 1-10, 1 being completely false and 10 being completely true, rate the following statements pertaining to the virus
and student experience on campus.

and with good reason. If students were not tested, they would risk bringing home
COVID-19 to their families and loved ones. After further uproar and criticisms from students
and parents, the university organized off-campus tests. “We have arranged for an offcampus doctor to offer rapid COVID-19 testing for Butler students (for a fee) before leaving
campus.” These off-campus tests were offered at a student discount of $69 payable directly to
Dr. Aziz Pharmacy with the caveat that the clinic would not be accepting health insurance. One
student reported they were not able to get a test from Butler for 4 days. Once the student was
finally tested the university required for them to test twice more and charged her close to $70 per
test. Another student stated that the “$69 discounted exit test fee is insulting.” Overall, students
were not pleased with testing procedures and found the university’s attempt with exit testing
poorly executed.
Many of the anecdotes from interviewing students spoke to the disorganization that
characterized Butler’s testing procedures. Students reported facing barriers to obtain tests. One
student shared a story of an obstacle they faced when attempting to get tested a few days before
classes resumed in the spring of 2021.
The lady taking paperwork told me they had already cut off making appointments,
she said at around 7am for that day. She told me that we have to already have
your name printed to administer a test. She also said they are not supposed to do
walk-ins until Sunday – which would be the day before classes start. And so I
look around – and there's literally no one there. All of the workers are just sitting
there like I'm the only one in the HRC and I thought – there is no way you aren’t
able to give me a test (student 15).
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In the end, the student managed to convince the worker to allow for a test after the
worker was able to sign him up for an appointment. Students that were interviewed spoke on
similar experiences with a similar opinion that the testing lacked communication from Health
Services and information from the university. One Butler student who had recently begun the
move-in process tested positive during the entry-testing. The student was quickly moved to Ross
Hall where Butler chose to house quarantine students the 2020-2021 school year. While the
student was moving into and preparing to quarantine, Health Services called in order to let the
student know that the second test came back inconclusive and therefore would need to be tested
again. They were tested again, and the third test was negative. The student proceeded to move
out of Ross only to be called again by the university to tell them that they indeed had COVID-19
and would need to continue quarantining. By that time, however, the student had already
exposed friends and family under the false pretense that they were negative. A hundred of
thoughts went through her head she said like, “Did I just kill my dad? Did I just get all of my
friends and family sick? Did I just infect my whole town? [she was from a small town]” Health
services reportedly gave her 30 minutes to move back into Ross Hall to continue her quarantine.
It was not a surprised when she described the experience as “jarring and intense.” Unfortunately
this experience ultimately characterized this student’s first taste of college, and through
interviewing first year students I found many students with similar experiences.
Students perceived and experienced the tests as being inaccessible and inequitably
distributed throughout the student body. The tests may have been offered to each student equally,
but according to students’ experiences the testing have not been carried out in a completely
equitable fashion. Perceptions of limited and inconsistent testing ultimately led to a distrust in
the testing procedures and some students reported resorting to off-campus testing. This distrust in
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testing relates to the larger theme that students expressed – a distrust in their own university. In
the online survey component of the study, one student reported that they have heard other
students on campus lie to contact tracers when questioned about their close contacts
(anonymous). The same student stated that he/she was asked by their roommates not to
intentionally leave names out of the close contact list in the contact tracing process. This speaks
to the other form that distrust took during the pandemic at Butler which manifested into a distrust
between students.
The fall semester of 2020 differed from spring semester of 2021 greatly in the testing
procedures and testing offered. 2021 spring semester came with new COVID-19 mitigation
measures and public health protocols for the Butler community. One major change was the
implementation of the daily health screening. Starting the first day of classes in January of 2021,
students were required to fill out a daily screening that consisted of 4 questions pertaining to
COVID-19 symptoms, exposure and tests. After the test is complete, a clearance status is
attained by the student. In order to be tested, enter university events and other campus activities
students are required to show proof of their cleared status for that particular day. In addition,
students are required to be tested every 3 weeks. These tests are categorized as surveillance
asymptomatic tests for Butler students. Results from the survey revealed that students noted this
difference in public health measures taken by the university in the fall vs the spring. “I'm glad
they're doing testing every 3 weeks now, but last semester [fall 2020] there were low numbers
because they only tested people with symptoms! A lot of college students were probably
asymptomatic.” While other universities were testing 2 times per week with their students in the
fall, Butler was conducting tests only with symptomatic students. As the student points out, this
lack of testing could have contributed to the crescendo of cases at various points in the semester.
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As stated by the ACHA “Evidence continues to mount in favor of frequent testing of campus
constituents on a recurring schedule” (“Considerations for Reopening,” 2021). Butler has made a
step in the right direction through these tests and has obviously taken time to evaluate what has
worked and what has not from the previous semester. Effective contact tracing and mitigation of
the spread of COVID-19 begins with proper testing of students.
Contact Tracing
Contact tracing in any community can prove to be challenging. However challenging, it
is a vital part of the mitigation strategy that every university ought to take. In the context of
higher education, the ACHA defines contact tracing as “a confidential process that has been used
for years to curb the spread of infectious disease and avoid outbreaks.” (“Considerations for
Reopening,” 2020). It is an effective tool and one that was implemented at Butler starting in the
fall. One issue that students brought up in interviews is that they lacked knowledge of the
procedures of contact tracing “Like, I just, I don't know, I just think that like a lot of people just
don't really know, what contact tracing is, or like, what the point of that is, like, I guess” (student
4). The majority of students interviewed expressed and lack of understanding in contact tracing
which ultimately could have had an impact on its effectiveness. The report written by the ACHA
emphasizes the importance of extensive education of disease and transmission information
(“Considerations for Reopening,” 2020). Students on Butler’s campus reported feeling confused
and uncertain about contact tracing protocols, they expressed not trusting how the university was
running the process, and also reported feeling fear and punishment were central to the
university’s process.
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By speaking to students I was able to gauge how students felt about contact tracing and
the related procedures. One student talked about their experience in the spring semester when
they were exposed to someone suspected of contracting COVID-19.
“I felt very lost during the days I was waiting for the test results of the individual I
was exposed to. Contact Tracing through Health Services gave unclear and
oftentimes conflicting answers to the questions I asked them. I had no idea
whether I was supposed to quarantine or not. In all, being at Butler during the
pandemic has been stressful and largely detrimental to my education due to the
stress” (anonymous).
Education around contact tracing and transparency of the process was lacking for this student
and their experience at the university. This notion was also clear in the survey results below that
demonstrates inconsistent understanding of university policies surrounding COVID-19. Students
felt lost after contact tracing procedures became confusing and bathed in uncertainty. Another
student shared that when one of 8 students in an on-campus apartment in Fairview tested
positive?, Health Services failed to reach out to the 7 other suite mates. They attempted to reach
out to Health Services multiple times with no answer. “It seems odd to me that health services
would remain closed over the weekends in the midst of a global pandemic and particularly in the
past week or so when cases on campus have been rapidly rising. These happenings have
undermined my confidence in Butler's handling of the pandemic.” I heard a repeated theme of
uncertainty and distrust around the university’s efforts to contact trace as well. As a student and
participant observer, it was clear that that seniors living off-campus expressed the most distrust
towards the university. I noted that seniors and off-campus students were some of the least-
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informed as far as contact tracing and other public health protocols. In turn, this led to confused
and uninformed populations of students on Butler’s campus.

On a scale of 1-10, 1 being completely false and 10 being completely true, rate the following statements pertaining to the virus
and student experience on campus.

On a scale of 1-10, 1 being completely false and 10 being completely true, rate the following statements pertaining to the virus
and student experience on campus.
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Quarantining
Isolation and quarantine were arguably one of the most difficult consequences of the
virus to cope with in our country. Some areas of the United States were worse off than others
during the pandemic with sharp increases in positivity rates and ICU and hospital beds filled to
capacity. It was a frightening and uncertain time for us all. This fear and precarious nature of the
pandemic bled into the student experience when classes resumed in the fall 2020. By the fall,
students had been in isolation for months after having been forced off campus due to the
pandemic. Pandemic fatigue hit students hard and early into the semester and the last thing
students would want to do is quarantine and isolate for another semester.
In numerous interviews, conversations and survey questions with students most agreed
that the quarantining and isolation policies and procedures were unclear and at times confusing.
One student was told “to go to Ross to quarantine as a close contact even though I tested
negative. I had to pack up all of my things in one day and move completely out of my room in
my Greek house and drive 6 hours back home unexpectedly.” The process was confusing for the
student and an abrupt upheaval from student life. Not to mention, students perceived being sent
to Ross Hall as a punitive measure. Sending a possibly COVID-19 positive student into an old
dorm building with other sick students seems like a punishment. I spoke with another student
that had experienced the dreaded Ross Hall quarantine and was surprised to learn about some of
the details that they shared. “I was sick with something back in September, and the symptoms
bordered on stomach flu/COVID-19. While awaiting the COVID test, I was thrown in Ross hall.
It felt like a punishment. The meals were inconsistent, bedding was not provided, using a
communal bathroom was gross, and it was burning hot in there. The windows and fan were just
blowing hot air around. My COVID test came back negative, so I was released two days later. It
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was a punishment. I told my Apartment Village (AV) suite mates that if they get sick to get
tested off campus because this is what will happen if BU knows. We would all quietly isolate in
our apartment singles for ten days because it’s MUCH better than being in Ross.” Some of the
rumors of conditions proved to be true in some cases like this one. The conditions were indeed
poor, and students experience corroborated that fact.
Students that lived off campus were allowed to quarantine in their residence. During the first
few weeks of the fall semester, rumors spread that the university was currently quarantining up
to 50 students in Ross Hall and that the conditions were unfavorable. In the survey results, one
student wrote that “I have not experienced in Ross but I have heard that you aren’t provided
meals and it’s basically a prison” (anonymous). In a conversation with another student they said
“there's all these rumors going around about like, you're going have to be quarantined in Ross
hall for the next Yeah, four weeks or something” (student 1). From 10 days to 14 to 4 weeks,
students were faced with circulating rumors and nothing to compare them against. Uncertainty
that students felt from the university fueled the proliferation of rumors on campus. In times of
crisis, rumors can draw their strength from uncertainty (Krafft & Spiro, 2019). These rumors
soon caught the attention of the administration and the Vice President of Student Affairs sent an
email out to students and families in early November that stated, “I am writing to you today to
address several rumors that are circulating campus.” The email goes on to explain that the action
of being placed in Ross Hall is not a punitive measure, rather, a safety one. Also mentioned in
the email was the strategic housing of students in Ross Hall in order to limit further exposure.
When the university got wind of these rumors, they clarified in an email stating that Ross
hall is used as an “isolation housing for positive and symptomatic cases in situations when
students are unable to isolate at their permanent residence as required. Going to Ross Hall is not

Martella 44
a punitive measure but a safety measure. I understand that it is neither convenient nor ideal but
avoiding going to Ross Hall because it is inconvenient puts you and your fellow students at risk
and jeopardizes the on-campus experience for everyone.” Early on in the semester, the
perception from students was that Ross Hall was indeed a punitive measure. Information on the
purpose of quarantining students in Ross Hall was only provided to students that were required
to isolate, creating more misperception and uncertainty. “But it is a little unclear as to like what
exactly happens if you're put in quarantine and like, that kind of thing” one student said in an
interview (student 1). Lack of clarity from the university further fueled rumors and
misinformation among students. Like a game of telephone, the facts slowly warped into a
collection of horror stories characterizing Ross Hall and university quarantine and isolation
protocols. This may have further deterred students from being truthful in their reporting of
exposure and close contacts. Seen in the table below, students were inconsistent with their
answers in the survey question when asked about Butler University’s policies surrounding
coronavirus. This suggests that understanding of these policies was also inconsistent.
Although punitive measures and blame may not have been the intention of the university,
it was clear through speaking to students that they perceived it this way. Not only did students
feel blamed and punished, they felt they had no true information on which to rely. It is unethical
for the university to place the blame on the students when they have failed to build and maintain
the proper infrastructure and framework to which students can rely on (Casciano, 2020). The
university could have benefited from being clearer and more upfront about their procedures from
the beginning.
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Blame and Punishment
As mentioned earlier, Butler chose to blame students for violating COVID-19 policies set
in place. Consequently, Butler students felt scared to participate in normal day-to-day activities
on campus for fear of being reprimanded. Other students felt singled out by the university having
been called out by student group. Various students and student groups felt singled out both by
the university and other students. The findings of this sections are divided into fear tactics,
institutional blame (referring to university blaming students), students blaming each other,
contracting COVID-19 and lastly, the stigmatization of the virus on Butler’s campus.
Fear Appeals and Scare Tactics
It was no surprise to find that like many people during the pandemic, students feared the
virus. What they feared more, was punishment from the university. Students described their
experience at Butler during the pandemic by viewing the administration as a fear mongering
entity that was blaming students left and right for spread of the virus. As I discussed earlier,
students were reluctant to be truthful with contact tracers due to fear of punishment and
repercussions from the university. According to students, they were fearful to report honestly to
the university because of how Butler initially handled cases, with a heavy, punitive hand on
various groups of students. This fear ultimately affected how students chose to experience their
time at Butler. In other words, some Butler students limited themselves much more than what
was necessary. Instead of going out and socializing, some students have stayed isolated. One
student reported, “my social life is nonexistent, and I live in fear of doing something wrong that
will get me in trouble, adding to the stress and anxiety of living in a pandemic” (survey).
Students had put an immense amount of pressure on themselves already, the university then
compounded this by continually punishing students. Social isolation appeared to be one of the
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main stressors in students’ lives while at Butler. Although the university’s intention may not
have been to fear monger students into behaving a certain way – it was ultimately how students
perceived this action. This perceived fear is demonstrated in the chart below. The majority of
survey results are split between the two extremes. 84 participants answered that 6 or above that
they believed they will be punished if they contract COVID-19. This is a significant result and
speaks to the negative perception of blame and punishments that students felt.

On a scale of 1-10, 1 being completely false and 10 being completely true, rate the following statements pertaining to the virus
and student experience on campus

Confused and ill-informed, students reported being afraid of being truthful with contact
tracers due to fear of punishment and repercussions. Fear only seemed to fuel the confusion and
uncertainty. This was apparent in multiple conversations with students. It was assumed by
students that contact tracing was equated with repercussions if they admitted with whom they
were with. One student admitted that “if a student is honest with the contact tracer who has been
in contact with a lot of people, then they may have broken university policy. I think students
would then be incentivized to lie” (3). In fact, during the beginning of the fall semester, students
described not being completely truthful with contact tracing efforts. Seen in the survey question
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below it is demonstrated that the majority of students believed that others were not being truthful
with their contact tracing efforts. But why was this? When asking students about their contacttracing experiences with the university their responses were mainly related to fear of facing
punishment as something that deterred them from being honest with university officials. This
fear was based in the fact that during the fall semester, many students were punished for
breaking the Student Commitment to Personal Safety and Well-being. That given, it seemed a bit
counter-intuitive to use punishment as a tool to get students to abide by public health protocols.
In a conversation with one student they said, “Why would you ever take contact tracing and then
utilize that as a means of evidence to punish students? Do you expect people to be honest, and
their utmost concern the health of others, when you're jeopardizing their future? And their
livelihood” (student 7). This student exemplifies the fear of being honest with a contact tracer
because they believe it will only result in a negative outcome. As shown in the chart below,
many students associated contact-tracing with punishment and for that reason they viewed
contact tracing as another punitive measure that pitted students against other students. Another
student put it bluntly and asked, “Why would you be honest about contact tracing if you know
you're going to fuck over your friend?” (student 6). This was a pattern that I saw with many
students. I asked students where the fear of being truthful with contact tracing came from, there
answers overwhelmingly pointed to the administration. “But when the university threatens
students and shames them and uses fear tactics, it puts students in this position where they
ultimately do what they think is best for them” (student 3). Butler students felt and perceived
contact tracing as threatening and as observed through participant observation, were reluctant to
tell the truth to contact tracers. The act of not being truthful seems to be a reactionary act rather
than an instinctual one by students. The student went on to say “I don't think students walk into a
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meeting with the contact tracer or have a desire to lie to them. But when the university threatens
students and shames them and uses fear tactics, it puts students in this position where they
ultimately do what they think is best for them” (student 3).
What happens to students that were punished and how severe were the punishments? Well, in
the beginning of November when cases were on the rise, the university sent out an email that
stated the types of punishments they had enacted. “Conduct sanctions for these violations have
included both probation and suspension, and can result in forfeiture of academic credit, as well
as loss of tuition and room and board for the semester.” These are extremely serious
consequences, and the majority of students interviewed expressed that there was a line to be
drawn when imposing strict punishments. “I mean, suspending for a whole semester seems kind
of extreme. But I also think there needs to be some sort of consequences, otherwise, people won't
have a reason to follow the guidelines” (student 1). This quote echoes a great deal of students I
talked to in interviews and other informal conversations. The students agreed that students ought
to take responsibility for their actions. However, it seems that the university failed to make space
for students to communicate this opinion. Based on the timeliness of conduct cases, the
university appeared to act in a reactionary manner.
I think it is important to point out the detrimental aspect of the punishments and future
implications they could have on students. If a sanction from the university results in even the
lowest of punishments, conduct probation, this comes with many consequences that include
prohibition from participating in Greek recruitment, restricted leadership position on campus,
withheld membership in student organizations, among others. How punishments were doled out
to students seemed to remain a mystery, even to a Residence Assistant (RA) I talked to in
Fairview House (mainly sophomore residence hall). She stated, “Where are the lines that we like
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that you're setting that people can't cross? And like, Why do more like some people get
punished? And some people don't? (student 14) She went onto say that the university told RAs
not to seek out trouble and violations for COVID-19 violations. However, she felt like they were
not clear to why some students have gotten more severe punishments than others.
More importantly, using fear as a means to make students more likely to comply is not
only unethical but also historically ineffective. In past epidemics like Ebola, reactionary, fearbased decisions “may have influenced the general public’s distrust, as well as increasing
confusion and anxiety” (Esterwood & Saeed, 2020). Butler students are already feeling stress
and fear from the pandemic itself. There truly is no need to exacerbate these feelings and
experiences through scare tactics from the university. Fear mongering in public health is often
used as a trigger to increase perceived susceptibility and severity (Stolow et. al). In the realm of
public health communication, especially within the context of a pandemic, perception is reality.
Butler students perceived the university as punitive and out-to-get students. It seems that every
student I talked to from first years to seniors knew a student or they themselves had been the
subject of a conduct review from the university related to COVID-19 protocols. Fear mongering
within a community like Butler simply created another obstacle that students had to get over in
order to access reliable public health information and health care. I spoke with a student that
viewed the sanctions against the student body as fear mongering. “And so what happens is you
create this wall for people and students. Most will not feel comfortable climbing that wall to
report or to get the necessary help they need because they feel if they say something, they're
going to be automatically punished or sent home.” No student wants to have to overcome an
obstacle to be able to do things like tell a contact tracer their close contacts or accessing proper
treatment and care for their symptoms. Fear mongering results in the opposite of what it aims to
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achieve. Although the tactic may change behavior, the risk of introducing new potentially
negative social behavior is also apparent. These behaviors include distrust in public health
authorities, skepticism of health messaging along with others (Stolow et. al). When talking with
students and observing their behaviors and actions, this was exactly the result. Due to fear
mongering and student perception, negative social behavior followed. Students were less likely
to be truthful to contact tracers, believe in Butler’s public health information and policies and
overall less trusting of the university.
Institutional Blame
“I think since the university is so focused on punishment, no one's going to be honest” (student
15).
Student’s apparent mistrust in the university began soon into the fall 2020 semester. As
this thesis has already demonstrated, students expressed mistrust about university
communication, policies and procedures. This section will further explore the way students
experience blame during COVID by looking at the university’s pattern of punishment.
A general sentiment that I heard from talking to students was that the university was
prepared to crack down hard on students from the start of the reopening of the semester. “I knew
that it was only going to get worse once students came back and they had a whole team of people
prepared to like, catch people almost and discipline – discipline people and it just became very
evident from the moment we got back on campus that they were very prepared to make an
example of people…” (student 7). The blaming of students became evident when it was
announced that the university would be implementing the COVID Concerns anonymous
reporting system. Students saw the way in which the university was blaming and punishing
students as a warning for others. Consequently, the negative reinforcement by sanctioning
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students was, as one may imagine, not taken well by students. Students pointed out that they
viewed the consequences placed on students were not consistent. One student described the
university as having the punishments at their disposal “were kept it in their back pocket in case
they want to punish people. So it's really confusing” (student 6).
Conduct cases rose from off campus housing to first year dorms and on-campus
apartments. Some students were put on probation within the first week of being back on campus
while others face more serious consequences such as suspension. This crack-down on student
behavior was not unique to Butler. In an Atlantic article published in June 2020, the dean of
students at Tulane University was reported as scolding the students because of partying on the
Fourth of July weekend. The dean was already threatening students with suspension or expulsion
if they were to break any of the social distancing measures put in place by the university (Marcus
& Gold 2020). It is important to note that punishments were outlined at Tulane university even
before classes resumed in the fall. Similarly, when Butler resumed classes students were blamed
for the majority of the outbreaks on campus. At the start of the first week, Butler mandated that
all classes be online for the first 2 weeks due to the high COVID-19 positivity rate from entry
(move-in) testing. In communicating this decision, Butler indicated that it was students “lack of
compliance with health and safety guidelines” that necessitated this decision. At the same time,
approximately 50 students that were charged with violating the Student Commitment for
Personal and Community Well-being contract. After moving in to his dorm, a first year student
that tested positive when one of his suitemates presented symptoms. He was ultimately forced to
return home to isolate. He was concerned with returning home due to his mom’s
immunosuppressed condition. When he received emails from Butler University, pointing to
students as the problem, he felt unfairly blamed. “What the heck, like, Look, look at my
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experience, look at my roommates experience. This is not all on the kids. And I, like my friends,
felt the same thing. They were like, kind of like mad at Butler for putting it all on the kids. Even
my parents are also mad at Butler about this whole thing” (student 10). Once safely quarantined
the student said he questioned why he chose Butler and why he was completing in person classes
in the first place. Mass emails that generalize blame onto an entire student body is a
generalization that seemed to cause more resentment towards the university. Student 10’s
experience was proof that without partaking in reckless behavior, he and the rest of his
suitemates and roommates contracted the virus and correctly isolated and mitigated further
spread. These punishments are examples of quick fixes that seduce us to believe and be
manipulated by punishment, surveillance, shaming and blaming of individuals (Casciano, 2020).
In multiple interviews and conversations, students pointed out that although the
administration was quick to place blame on its students, there was no responsibility taken by
them. “ I took a lot of the blame for Butler's failure to be completely prepared for, you know, a
pandemic or anything that could majorly shut the school system down” (student 7). The blame
that students took on was immense. Those that were sanctioned from the administration felt even
more at-fault and responsible. A student reported that he felt “like it was all his problem” after
being sanctioned by the administration.
One anecdote from a student who was sanctioned made me realize the implications that
the punishments have on students. An undergraduate science major that was applying to Butler’s
Physician Assistant (PA) program was sanctioned for a COVID-19 related violation in the fall.
She was convinced that the small infraction would hurt her chances of getting into the Butler
graduate school program. If put on probation, students could face repercussions from their
college like the College of Pharmacy and Health Sciences revoking the admission of a Physician
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Assistant student. “It is a huge red flag for COPHS [College of Pharmacy and Health Sciences],
you’ll be dropped, and your application will be cancelled immediately” (student 7). Such
punishments could have future repercussions for years to come for students and have the
potential to end their career path in seconds.
In addition to sanctioning individual students, the university cited specific student groups
for the reason of the increase in cases. Further into the semester in November, in a mass email to
students, staff and faculty the Office of Student Affairs stated, “we have identified a cluster of
positive cases in three Greek houses, including Alpha Phi, Delta Gamma, and Phi Delta Theta,
and the women’s soccer team.” The names of these groups were followed by “Over the past two
weeks we have seen increases in both COVID-related student conduct cases and COVID
concerns reported. The lack of compliance with our health and safety requirements is strongly
correlated to the recent increase in positive cases on our campus.” Not only does the email
specifically names Greek houses and an athletic group on campus, it points to them as culpable
of the increase in case numbers on campus. Names of the individuals are not show, however,
Butler is a small university and for that reason the university might as well have stated all the
names of fraternities and sororities and women’s soccer team in the email. Naming the student
groups who were at fault of the behavior, only served to single students out. This observation
was made clear when speaking to students. “As a student living in a Greek House, I felt that any
outbreak or number of cases was blamed on the entire Greek community. It sometimes seems as
if we are responsible for everything that goes wrong.” Students perceived this singling-out as
blaming and putting responsibility of a pandemic on young people. The perceived blaming of
Greek life was a sentiment shared through numerous conversations I had with students.

Martella 54

On a scale of 1-10, 1 being completely false and 10 being completely true, rate the following statements pertaining to the virus
and student experience on campus.

Since the pandemic started, both the administration and students have constructed their
own view and perception of the pandemic, the virus and the actions taken by each group. In the
survey and in interviews, a clear gap emerged between students and the rest of the university.
This gap related to communication, feelings surrounding the virus as well as mitigation efforts. It
was evident in numerous interviews, survey results and participant observation that the
perception of the virus that students had did not match that of the university. A student I spoke
with characterized the gap in perception well. “They [the university] has this kind of twodimensional view of the ways that students are actually contracting coronavirus. And I think that
they think like, mass parties are the way that students are getting it, which to some extent is true.
But, um, it's also true that students could get it from opening a doorknob and not washing their
hands, you know, just equally as likely” (student 2). Largely, students were not pleased with the
blameful emails and messaging that the university communicated out to the public. Students
were not responsive to the university’s messaging nor in favor of how it characterized students.
When reading a report from the University of Connecticut students told a team of behavioral
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scientists that “that they wanted some education about how to reduce risk to themselves and
others and that compassionate and supportive public-health messages would be more effective
than moralistic or fear-based ones” (Marcus & Gold 2020). I believe that this in would be a
better and more effective in place of blaming students for something not in their control.
Students Blaming Students
After noting the blame that students felt was placed on them by the university, I asked
students about their perception of students who have contracted COVID-19. I felt it was
important to understand how students perceived themselves and other students in the context of
the pandemic. I asked students if they blamed themselves for the spread of COVID-19 on
Butler’s campus. The majority of students shared that they had continued to socialize with
friends after starting/returning in the fall of 2020. Those on campus, as aforementioned, had a
harder time than student off campus that had more freedom when it came to socializing.
Nonetheless, students were able to come up with more innovative and creative ways to socialize
without violating COVID-19 restrictions. Some students admitted attending parties and
socializing in larger groups. When asking students about socializing, many saw the act of
socializing and partying as an inevitable occurrence on Butler’s campus. After, I asked the
participants how they believe students were contracting COVID-19 and thus increasing the rate
of infection. Numerous students cited that it was because of irresponsible behavior. Other
students aligned with the university’s statement aimed at the Greek houses. “[speaking about the
increase in COVID-19 cases] It’s just Greek houses that are having parties” (student 9) and “I
totally expected those Greek students to screw this up” (anonymous). Falling in line with the
university, students began to associate COVID-19 outbreaks with specific student groups. While
some blamed the Greek community, other students chose to blame first year students “from what
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I've heard a lot of first year students have been kind of like going behind the University’s back in
order to create kind of their social experience” (student 3). This assumption plays into the theme
of legitimacy and categorization of contracting the virus. The shaming and blaming approach the
university has taken sets the ground for a position against solidarity (Casciano, 2020). This
approach aids in the division of students and makes it more likely for students to pit other
students against each other. Students that were quick to blame others, soon felt the same blame
directed at them.
I proceeded to ask if students blamed their peers and other students on campus.
Numerous students believed that students could contract the virus from anywhere and for that
reason it is hard to point at one single reason for an increase in cases. Broadly, students that I
talked to responded that it would depend on the situation at hand and the circumstances in which
the student contracted the virus. This followed a clear pattern of categorization of how one
contracts the virus. Interesting enough, those that had already had coronavirus stated they were
more “empathetic” towards students and did not blame others for contracting the virus because
they could relate to a student who has been through the process of COVID.
A tool that the university implemented was the COVID Concerns anonymous reporting
system. COVID Concerns allowed for students to anonymously report students that were not
abiding by the guidelines set by the Student Commitment for Personal and Community
Wellbeing. According to President James Danko, the tool was put in place to “identify members
of our community who are engaging in behaviors that may compromise a successful fall
semester.” When speaking to students, on the other hand, they viewed the COVID Concerns
feature as a way of blaming and shaming students. In an article by the Butler Collegian, it
exemplified multiple ways in which the anonymous reporting system was used to wrongly
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accuse students of violating COVID-19 preventing guidelines. The article also highlights that
although this tool was intended to protect Butler students and the community it has only served
to further promote a “subculture of distrust among students who fear this tool might be
weaponized against them” (Freeman, 2020).
The university, in a neoliberal manuever, has placed emphasis on the individual
responsibility of students and then punished and blamed them which in turn has ultimately
overshadowed the reasons behind the increase in cases and reactionary measures taken to
mitigate the spread of the virus (Casciano, 2020). When students were unfairly blamed, they felt

On a scale of 1-10, 1 being completely false and 10 being completely true, rate the following statements pertaining to the virus
and student experience on campus.

it was only right to put that blame and shame onto other students – further dividing the Butler
community. As seen in the graph below, a good majority of students partially blamed each other
for the outbreaks that occurs on campus without considering the preparedness of the university.
Contracting COVID-19
Student reported a range of emotions about the possibility of contracting COVID-19
Many had already been experiencing anxiety and fear around if they would get it. Students who
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did contract COVID experienced guilt on top of the stress of schoolwork, a changing social
environment and other stressors they may be dealing with. Others who were exposed to COVID
through roommates reported feeling upset or angry at their roommates. Not all of the students
that I interviewed had contracted COVID-19. Those that had COVID-19 previously felt guilty
for the action of contracting the virus and even blamed by the community. One student
categorized the ways in which to contract the virus in a guilty vs. innocent context. A culpable
way of contracting the virus would be “hanging out with people and then getting it versus an
innocent way of contracting the virus would be getting it from work” (student 2). I found this
interesting because COVID-19 can be spread and contracted in many ways. Many students at
Butler University have a way of categorizing others that have contracted the virus. In my
observation, it is a way of distancing themselves from the severity of the virus and the guilt that
follows.
Students categorized behavior that led to contracting COVID-19 in ways that justified or
blamed one another and at the same time also provided justification for their own behavior and
risk taking. In my experience with participant observation and interviews, I noticed when
students talked about individuals that had contracted the virus they prefaced it with how they
contracted it. Students almost felt obligated to defend or demonize those affected individuals.
One student that was not happy with her roommate contracting the virus and attributed it to her
“always off campus doing random stuff” (4). In a way, students reasoned why or why not they
should be blaming the affected individual. I observed that this phenomenon changed throughout
the pandemic. At the beginning of the fall semester, one student mentioned that at the beginning
of the fall semester of 2020 “if you were to hear about somebody that had COVID, it was kind of
a big deal – it was weirdly hush hush” (student 2). However, later in the semester she said it felt
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like “everybody had COVID” and it was “no big deal”. Regardless, student 2 emphasized that
the “context of how they got COVID” mattered. In her example, she states that if someone was
to pick up the virus at work it would elicit comments from students like “are they okay?” and
sympathy in the form of “that sucks, that’s terrible”. She compares that response to the response
if the student is to get COVID from doing “something stupid”, specifically something off
campus. Contracting coronavirus was justified through the eyes of many students if they got the
virus from an activity that is normally perceived as wholesome and good. For example, a job
outside of school. In other cases it is not justified when a student contracts it for doing something
reckless or goes off campus to partake in some sort of activity.
Those interviewed that had yet to contract the virus discussed the guilt they would feel if
they did. “I would feel pretty guilty if I had it” (student 1) a student reported in an interview. The
guilt associated with the virus suggests an association between the virus and a wrongdoing or
action. Student 1 also expressed their worry if they were asymptomatic. “A lot of younger people
are asymptomatic. And that I don't know if I'm starting it” (student 1). Anxiety surrounding
asymptomatic spread of the virus is very real for students and adds to the fear and guilt
associated with contracting the virus. Fear and anxiety exacerbated by the virus can turn into and
be expressed as frustration and anger. In the case of one student talked about wanting to “scream
at my roommate, I was so mad at her” (student 4) when the roommate tested positive for
COVID-19. Student 4 mentioned that her and her other roommates assumed that the infected
roommate contracted the virus from somewhere else. “You know, she was always off campus
doing random stuff…she would like go off campus and then not come home and we would text
her at night and be like, um, where are you?” It was assumed that because the roommate was
consistently going off campus and coming home late that she contracted COVID through her
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outings. In times of heightened stress that have come with past epidemics, uncertainty often
brings about anxiety and anger (Esterwood & Saeed, 2020). When this anxiety and anger is
directed at the group that contracts COVID-19, it has the possibility to result in the alienation of
those individuals.
Stigmatization of COVID-19
I felt like I was stuck in the middle of campus like a scarecrow and everybody was just looking –
staring at me” (student 13).
Those that had contracted coronavirus during the semester spoke to the feeling of ‘othering’
they felt from the administration and students. One thing was clear, the fear of the virus was
evident in the student population as seen in the survey results below. After contracting
coronavirus early in the semester one student described his experience as alienation from the
Butler community. “I felt like I was stuck in the middle of campus like a scarecrow and
everybody was just looking – staring at me” (student 13). Judgement fell quickly on students that
acquired the virus. An ‘us’ versus ‘them’ group think began to take shape after the first rise in
cases emerged at Butler. To add salt to the wound, the university made student 13 feel that he
was the “reason we went online for two weeks was me. I felt discriminated against. People
looked at me with a huge target on my back” (student 13). As discussed earlier in the thesis, the
act of categorizing the legitimacy of contracting coronavirus ultimately determined the
judgement that was placed on students. However, during the beginning of the semester, it
appeared that students were quick to stigmatize and judge those that had contracted it –
regardless of how they acquired the virus.
I talked to a member of the Butler dance program after a small outbreak among students. She
explained that “no one wants to like be around them [students with COVID-19]. And I feel like
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that's kind of mean but COVID is just kind of stigmatized in general. It’s, if you get it, it's your
fault kind of thing, which is not always the case ” (student 4). When asked about how she
handled the initial outbreak of cases in she noted that one of her roommates outside of the dance
program tested positive. “when my roommate got it, I had to like, really, I was so angry at her.
Like, I wanted to scream at her. But I had to remember to compose myself and be like, okay, I
don't know how she got it” (student 4). This point was evident in my participant observation of
student behavior as well. I observed students around the ‘knoll’ which is the name bestowed
upon the off-campus greenbelt grassy area that many of the senior houses surround. Early in the
semester a confirmed case of coronavirus was reported by a house along the knoll. Word spread
fast of the student who reportedly tested positive. I observed the student sitting out on their porch
while other students physically avoided the individual. Students I knew personally were
judgmental and resentful that the individuals had gotten coronavirus. I talked to one student that
claimed the infected individual was seen partying the weekend before, further demonizing and
blaming the individual.
I observed this attitude from numerous other students as well. In interviews students cited
apprehension towards socializing or even fear of getting close to another person. “I mean, I
would be the same way. I don't want to get near a person with COVID even if they are already
fully recovered. I would probably want to wait a week just to like mentally reassure myself that
I'm not going to get it” (student 10). Even students that were fully recovered and passed their
required isolation period faced persecution and exclusion from students. The exclusion and
‘othering’ of individuals that occurred here is based on an attribute that deviates from social
norms (Goffman, 2021). In this case, contracting coronavirus is the deviation from social norms
as students have applied a negative connotation to contracting the virus. Even the mere thought
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of contracting the virus brought up unpleasant thoughts of disgust and self-loathing as one
student reported “I would just feel like judged and like, I'm kind of like, just, like, disgusted with
myself” (student 4).

On a scale of 1-10, 1 being completely false and 10 being completely true, rate the following statements pertaining to the virus
and student experience on campus.

Moving Forward: Current State of Affairs and Reccomendations

Current State of Affairs
Since completing my research, there have been many developments with the pandemic,
students and the university. On March 29, 2021 Butler University announced that it would be
partnering with the Indiana Department of Health to provide students with the Pfizer vaccine. In
the announcement, students were highly encouraged to take advantage of the opportunity. Butler
was able to administer the first doses of the Pfizer vaccine to nearly 2,400 students. Similar to
the fall, there have been outbreaks within various student groups.
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The university continues to point the finger at students in its university-wide emails. An
update on April 15, 2021 states “As you recall, when positive cases significantly trend upward
toward the end of last semester, we were forced to implement measures that limited socialization
on campus with the goal of mitigating spread.” The email announcement goes on to say that
although implementing this measure may not be necessary, however we are prepared to do so.
Although the condemnation of students has not yet relented fully, there is hope in efforts to
vaccinate all students before the semester ends.
Recommendations to the University
The more I spoke to students during the semester, the more I realized how valuable their
feedback and recommendations were for higher education during a pandemic. Who better to ask
than students themselves? I was able to gather many ideas and recommendations from students
through the interview process. My aim was to give students a chance to provide feedback based
on their experience during the pandemic.
Many students mentioned, in some way or another that they believed mental health was
one of the biggest concerns they had. Students reported that resources ought to be improved by
making them more equitable, accessible and less stigmatized. Participant observation revealed
almost every student I talked to were affected by mental health. Students were either directly
affected by a decline in their own their mental health or knew someone personally that had been
affected. There seemed to be little monitoring or concern for mental health. Emphasis was put on
physical health and symptoms. Required daily screenings surveyed students only on their
physical symptoms. After speaking to students, I would argue that there should be more
emphasis on daily mental health checkups. In addition, similar to physical symptoms and
contact-tracing, there ought to be a system that follows up with students for their mental health.
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The pandemic has only exacerbated preexisting mental health conditions and has put
young people at higher risk of developing one. A student mentioned that due to the stress and
events that unfolded during the semester, they ended up in the hospital due to their mental health
(anonymous). In addition, it was mentioned by the student that specific mental health resources
were requested for the passing of friends and family – something many of us in the community
had to endure during the semester. Butler did not follow up with this request according to the
student. The university, in part, seemed to be aware of the mental health issue among students
and promoted the on-campus resources that included Counseling and Consulation Services, off
campus resources as well as the newly adopted platform Headspace, a mindfulness and wellbeing app free to students. Through my participant observation after the roll-out of the app as
well as the announcement of mental health resources, students were still not pleased with the
resources.
Numerous students also commented that a public health training would have been helpful
at the beginning of the year to provide more transparency for students. Topics in this proposed
training included more guidance for students in regard to contact tracing as public health safety
measures. It is important to note that there was indeed a COVID training offered the week of
August 20, 2021 that was required of all students before returning to campus. Due to the vastly
different experience that lower and upper-division students had during the pandemic at Butler, it
would be beneficial to divide the training up by residence on campus as well as grade.
Students also suggested the use of positive reinforcement and incentives. In one student’s
account, they had hoped for more positive reinforcements “rather than punitive measures”
(student 2). The reports of negative reinforcement in the form of punishment and perceived
blaming did not change risk-taking behavior that students took part in throughout the semester.
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Instead, these tactics and ultimately led to students grow more fearful of reporting cases and
were hesitant to be truthful with contact tracers – the opposite objective of the university. The
majority of the 15 students interviewed also recommended that more testing be implemented
throughout the school year.
In addition, a more human and personal form of communication was also suggested from
the university. There is a significant power dynamic that exists between students and
administration. Administration has the upper hand in the decision-making process that ultimately
as a grand effect on the experience of students. Students expressed a concern for these power
dynamics and the depersonalization aspect of the dynamic. “It is an issue of power dynamics and
therefore makes it harder when students feel as if they are unable to communicate with a person
– rather they are forced to face an entire administration” (anonymous). Personalization of
administration to students could look like a virtual meeting with a staff member in the office of
student affairs speaking to larger student groups. Focus groups between students and
administration would also prove to be valuable. Communication with administration and students
could also be improved through designated officials that students were privy to contacting with
any question surrounding the pandemic. All of these recommendations and requests of students
are obviously contingent on the resources Butler is able to allocate to students. However, if
students safety and well-being is a priority for the university, they will look to students for how
they can improve.
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Conclusion
If I have taken anything away from my research at Butler university, it is that students are
resilient. We have successfully made it through an entire school year during a global pandemic.
When faced with adversity, students rise up to the challenge. The experience of students,
however, was significantly impacted by the pandemic and tested the resilient nature of Butler
students. Student well-being, mental health and trust in the university were all tested again and
again. Fear, distrust and blame characterized many of the public health measures that Butler took
during the school year. The well-being of students suffered significantly this year during the
pandemic. Pressures of schoolwork, changing of social circles and isolation diminished student
well-being and mental health. Location on and off campus and year in school were determining
factor in students’ experience. The university put many public health measures in place like
contact tracing and testing and quarantine measures. Butler chose to enforce these measures
through fear mongering and blaming that resulted in confusion and uncertainty and little will to
adhere to these measures and policies. The poor implementation and informing of these policies
to students juxtaposed the pressure that the university placed on students to adhere by these
policies. Blaming and punishment of students draws attention away from the unclear and
confusing protocols. A blaming culture led students to, in part, stigmatize and demonize students
that had contracted the virus.
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