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AU students embrace a new normal in the spring semester
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As students returned to campus
for the spring semester, it was un-
clear whether coronavirus guide-
lines would become stricter or
remain the same.

While waiting for campus-wide
Covid-19 test results to come
back, professors were encouraged
to hold classes in a virtual setting
and on-campus dining was take-
out only.

The deciding factor for the tone
of the spring semester laid on the
number of positive test results
that would come back.

With the discovery that out of
the 1,077 Covid-19 tests admin-
istered only 25 were positive,
administration felt it was safe to
resume fall guidelines.

Now halfway through the spring
semester, AU students are accus-
tomed to the way campus runs in
the middle of a pandemic. Stu-
dents have adjusted the way they
volunteer, attend class, and main-
tain mental health.

“We decided if we were in the
single digits, we should be able
to go back to the fall conditions
prior to Thanksgiving,” Robert
Pool, vice president of student af-
fairs said. “Not only were we in
single digits, we were in low single
digits.”

Pool, Rick Ewing, vice president
of operations and planning, and
the Ashland County Health De-
partment were tasked with mak-
ing the decision to resume previ-
ous guidelines.

“It’s pretty obvious our students
are doing what they need to do
— wearing their masks, social
distancing, following through on
symptoms by talking to the stu-
dent health center, quarantining
or isolating when they need to,”
Pool said. “So there was no need
to add additional restrictions.”

When it comes to the attitudes
of the students, Pool believes the
return to fall guidelines is bet-
ter respected than a fully virtual
campus would have been.

“I would imagine that students
are getting Covid fatigue with
wearing masks and social dis-
tancing,” he said. “Had we main-
tained virtual-only operations, I
think students would have been
pretty irritated and frustrated by
that.”

While some may be hopeful
knowing that the university is
operating under familiar condi-
tions, others may still be affected
by a college experience that is un-
doubtedly different.

The biggest concern Pool has
faced since the installation of
Covid-19 guidelines is confusion
among students regarding how
the rules must be followed.

“I think initially there were just
a lot of questions like ‘what can
we do, what can we not do, who

makes those decisions,” he said.

Students now have a general
understanding of how campus
life ensues in the midst of a pan-
demic. With this, comes having to
adjust in various ways.

Abby Wilhelm, president of
AU-Givs, learned firsthand the
importance of being flexible and
implementing creative ways to
adjust to the times.

“We did virtual senior citizens
Zoom which was kind of a chal-

lot of doors for us as far as what
we can do because when you're
limited to 10 people that obvi-
ously puts some restraints on how
many people we can serve and
how many blankets or toys we can
make,” Wilhelm said.

Members of AU-Givs have also
found that some of their commu-
nity partners are more willing to
accept volunteers this semester
than they were in the fall.
“People are getting more com-

do not need the extra push amid
Covid-19.

“People who really love to serve
will do anything to make that
their priority and find a place for
it in their life no matter what it
looks like, even if'it’s virtual, even
if it’s with masks and social dis-
tancing,” she said.

This semester, AU-Givs plans
to bring back two of their events
they could not do in the fall —
cakfast

serving food at the br
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Students have adjusted to wearing masks and social distancing within the classroom setting.

lenge because senior citizens
aren’t always technologically in-
clined,” she said. “We also did a
lot of things you can do in your
own dorm room like making
Christmas cards or just dropping
off non-perishable foods.”
Similar acts of service like these
ones will be organized this semes-
ter too, in part thanks to regula-
tions that remained the same.

“It definitely just opens up a

fortable with exactly how the
spread of Covid works and so
we’re definitely noticing that
community partners are opening
up their doors a little bit more for
us,” Wilhelm said.

As president, Wilhelm has done
what she can to keep her mem-
bers engaged and enthusiastic
about community service. She
believes, however, that students
who are passionate about serving

ISABELLA PACINELLI

AU-Givs is one of the many campus organizations that has had to make a change in the way they host events.

This semester, the organization was able to create more opportunities for volunteering in person such as this

blanket making event for veterans.

center and replay for kids, which
involves making toys for disabled
children.

They will also continue with
senior citizen Zoom calls and
donating food to the Matthew 25
Outreach Center, Wilhelm said.

The members of AU-Givs are
determined to make more cre-
ative ways to enhance how stu-
dents can give back this semester.

“Our government and military
relations team 1s actually going
to do a monthly card making for
encouragement or holidays and
they’re going to pick a different
organization each month,” she
said. “One month it might be the
military, another it might be the
fire or police station.”

Student Senate President, Josh
Hlavaty, has seen the Covid-19
guidelines on campus give the
student body a sense of resilience,
specifically within the classroom
setting.

“Instead of breathing like you
have your whole life, you’re
breathing a little bit less air which
has been proven to affect the way
you're going to bring in informa-
tion,” he said. “I think it shows
resilience in the fact that students
are willing to do that.”

Hlavaty — acknowledges that
while AU has been able to remain
face-to-face 1n many aspects, the
college experience has changed.

“Are people still able to enjoy
themselves and do things you

The spring semester has opened new doors for the events and meetings that can be held in-person. As of right now, there is still a maximum capacity of
50 people in an area big enough to accommodate 6-ft social distance.

can only do at college?” Hlavaty
questioned. “I would say yes, but
obviously it’s not anywhere near
the same magnitude as it used to
be.”

After receiving the news about
low positivity rates in Covid-19
tests, Hlavaty is hopeful this
means the campus is on its way
back to normalcy.

“Obviously you still have to be
safe and I think to a certain level
we have to continue doing what
we’re doing but as time moves on,
I'm hoping that we’ll be able to
relax those more and allow clubs
and groups to be able to meet
even more freely,” he said.

Although Student Senate has
brought up the conversation of
loosening Covid-19 restrictions,
Hlavaty said that is not their pri-
mary concern.

“One of the things we’ve been
talking about very recently is ac-
tually, whether anybody is willing
to realize it or not, we’re going
to have to almost teach students
how to be ‘normal’ again,” Hla-
vaty said. “It’s been over a year
of you living this way on a college
campus and it’s going to take al-
most re-education to be like ‘no
you're allowed to do these things

Hlavaty believes keeping stu-
dents in their rooms, making
them social distance and encour-
aging them not to go home is tak-
ing a toll on their mental health.

That is why both Student Sen-
ate and AU administration are
placing a strong emphasis on
mental health this semester.
Ashland
website, promoting the Ashland

By enhancing the

Healthy Mind app and giving ac-
cess to crisis numbers, Pool hopes
that students’ mental health can
be improved.

“We’ve ramped up training
for our faculty and staft through
Apple Seed which is a local com-
munity health organization,” he
said. “I really think our ability to
respond to student mental health
crises is ramping up and you’ll see
more of that coming.”

In addition to prioritizing men-
tal health, students can expect to
see more Covid-19 testing avail-
able, with random surveillance
testing and frequent testing of
student athletes.

“If we start seeing a spike then
we can go to those dorm rooms,
teams or classroom buildings and
put in some controls like quaran-
tining a group,” Pool said.

While he does not see it happen-
ing, Pool assures students that the
university is prepared to pull back
on in-person events at any time.

Regardless of the timeline, when
in-person events allow for full ca-
pacity, Hlavaty believes that Ash-
land’s student population will be
in a much better mental state.

“I just think people will feel bet-
ter about their situation in life as a
whole, but then also as their time
on campus, I think they’ll just be
happier,” he said.



