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Abstract

COVID-19 has fundamentally changed nearly all aspects of our daily lives. Higher education
institutions have experienced some of the most drastic changes. We analyzed changes in the first-year
student experience at WPI by conducting focus groups, identifying key findings, and distributing surveys.
We found that safety guidelines have limited spontaneous social interactions and that students find non-
academic interactions meaningful to the college experience. We recommend increasing opportunities to
interact such as cross-dorm activities, major-specific events, and creating casual online spaces to connect.
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Glossary

Terms:

A-Term - A term is the first of four seven-week terms in an academic year at WPI, beginning in late
August and ending in mid-October.

Asynchronous - A course that offers teaching to students via uploaded videos and assignments rather than
face to face interaction. Asynchronous learning provides a lot of flexibility to students’ schedules but does
not offer the real time teaching that can be given either in person or in real time lectures.

Canvas — a course management system that supports online learning and teaching. It allows professors to
post grades, information, and assignments online.

Community Advisor (CA) - a student who plans and leads social events and educational programs for the
insight group they advise.

De-Densify - to reduce the capacity of spaces; on the academic side of the house, this could include
reducing face-to-face class sizes, mandating in-class physical distancing, offering online or hybrid
courses, and changing class schedules to stagger start and end times.

D-Term - The last of the four seven-week terms in an academic year at WPI, typically beginning in mid-
March and running to the end of April or early May.

Gap year - typically a yearlong break taken before or after college during which students engage in
various educational or development activities

Hybrid classes - The course will provide a blended experience —face-to-face meetings and online
classes—for students on campus while assuring that remote students have full access to content. The
details will vary by course, but one example has online lectures with scheduled small-group meetings
with faculty and teaching assistants on campus. In another example, the faculty will divide their students
into cohorts and hold face-to-face meetings with one cohort while the other cohort participates online.
Insight Advisor - faculty or staff member who meets regularly with your group in a social setting to
provide academic guidance.

Insight Team - a group of students and advisors who will help first-year students to adjust to college life
and get acquainted with everything WPI has to offer.

In-person - The course has a required on-campus component. Students who do not plan to come to
campus will not be able to complete these courses in the fall terms. Most courses in this category have a
lab component that cannot be completed away from campus.

Online-classes - The course will be fully online with no face-to-face meetings on campus. These classes
are accessible to all students, on-campus and remote. Some will have scheduled meeting times (online)
and we will work to ensure that students have access across all time zones.

Remote classes - Remote classes are those that do not meet in a traditional classroom setting, where the
students and instructors are physically separated. Classwork and information are relayed online, either
synchronously or asynchronously.

Resident Advisor (RA) - a student who lives in your residence hall that will help first-year students with
any personal concerns and promote policy awareness.

Senior Community Advisor (SCA) - serves as a valuable resource for new and returning CAs. Senior
Community Advisors assist WPI administrators with planning and facilitating numerous parts of
Community Advisor training.

Social Distancing - The practice of maintaining a safe distance between yourself and other people who do
not share a living space with you.

viii
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Synchronous - A course that offers teaching to students via online, real time lectures. Synchronous
learning is more similar to typical classroom learning and many students prefer it as they find it easier to
focus on.

Teaching Assistant - A student, usually a graduate student, who holds office hours and assists professors

with running the class.

TechFlex - TechFlex is WPI’s reworking of teaching and learning to support online, in-person, and
hybrid classes while maintaining WPI’s distinctive teaching style.

TechSync - TechSync is an online resource that WPI uses to centralize information about campus
activities. On TechSync, students can find campus events and organizations, as well as track their
involvement in both.

Zoom - a video communications app that provides videotelephony and online chat services through a
cloud-based peer-to-peer software platform and is used for teleconferencing, telecommuting, distance
education, and social relations.
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Executive Summary

January 20, 2020 marked the first case of COVID-19 in the United States, beginning what would
become a worldwide pandemic that has continued to affect the world months later. The rapid spread of
the deadly pathogen forced the world to quickly adapt in an attempt to control the spread. In the United
States, businesses and public places shut down for months and many people lost their jobs. As the number
of new cases slowed, the United States eased into a new mode of living, slowly transitioning back to
normal activities with additional safety restrictions. With the virus still lingering through the summer,
schools had to decide how they would run the start of the new school year. Many decided to completely
transition to an online learning environment while others tried to allow students to return to campus in the
fall.

Worcester Polytechnic Institute (WPI) decided to open as scheduled; however, the learning
environment would be greatly changed. WPI offered classes in person, online, or a combination of both,
allowing students the flexibility to do what made the most sense for them; however, for those returning to
campus, strict safety regulations were put in place to ensure everyone’s safety. Weekly testing, limited
social contact, and wearing masks were effective at keeping the virus at bay. In-person social events and
parties were banned with the possibility of removal from campus. While necessary, these restrictions
significantly hindered students' ability to socialize and make new connections. This was especially
detrimental to first-year students who are new to campus and are anxious to make new friends.

Our project focused on understanding the sense of community felt by first-year students at WPI.
We partnered with the WPI Undergraduate Studies Office to gather opinions from first-year students to
help us understand their experience as new students during the age of COVID-19. Our aim was to
understand how the “new normal” is affecting first-year students’ ability to meet people and integrate into
the WPI community, both academically and non-academically. The goal of our project was to highlight
areas for improvement related to increasing the sense of community formed during the first-year student
experience at WPI

We completed the following four objectives to reach our goal.

1. Gather first-year students’ and student leaders’ opinions, insights, and examples of their
experiences forming community and integrating into the WPI community

2. ldentify common themes and areas for improvement and growth within the first-year
experience

3. Survey first-year students on proposed changes and specific preferences regarding
community integration

4. Form recommendations to the WPI Undergraduate Studies Office

Methodology

Figure i outlines the steps we took to complete our objectives. The blue boxes represent our
objectives, the yellow diamonds represent the steps, and the green boxes represent our outcomes. These
steps and outcomes culminate in our deliverable: a set of recommendations to the WPI Undergraduate
Studies Office on how to make the first-year student experience as positive as possible.
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Brainstorm
solutions

Understand community Understand how first-year
among first-years through Identify key findings students' preferences on
different perspectives recommedations

Figure i: Methodology Roadmap

In order to determine how the virus has affected first-year students, we gained an understanding
of what the first-year student experience is. We collected data from both first-year students and
community advisors. We asked first-year students to describe their experience thus far and give examples
of different situations; we asked community advisors (CAs) about their experience as first-year students,
the tools and methods they used to connect with people, and asked them to share feedback from the
students they advise. We wanted to understand how students meet people and form connections, both
inside and outside of the classroom, while behind a mask and remaining six feet apart.

To gather this data, we held several focus groups. These groups were led by a moderator to guide
the discussion with a list of meaningful questions. We gathered opinions, insights, and examples of the
first-year student experience from these focus groups, doing our best to eliminate our own personal biases
as WPI students. We distributed a voluntary demographic survey after the focus groups as well to gather
information from the respondents.

We analyzed the focus group data and identified common themes among our respondents. After
identifying gaps in the first-year student experience this year, we brainstormed several ways to potentially
mediate some of these issues. We then developed and distributed a survey to a larger population of
students. This survey asked students about their experience thus far at WPI and gauged their opinions
about several proposed ideas to increase community on campus.

Xi
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We used the survey results to further develop ideas that could be implemented to help bolster
community on campus at WPI this year. We synthesized our findings into a comprehensive report and
made recommendations to the Undergraduate Studies Office.

Findings

Based on the data gathered front the surveys and the focus groups, we identified five key findings
from the focus group data, summarizing how first-year students interact with peers and integrate into the
broader WPI community. The five findings are:

1. There is a lack of spontaneous social interactions and few opportunities for social
interaction

Non-academic interactions and extracurriculars are valuable to the college experience
Online formats cannot replicate the in-person experience

Students experience Zoom fatigue

Casual online social platforms have been popular among first-year students to build
community

akrw

The largest area of concern among students was the lack of spontaneous social interactions. For
first-year students at WPI, these interactions would usually take place in dorms and common spaces,
inside of classrooms, dining halls, and outdoor spaces. Due to the virus, all of these spaces were closed,
greatly restricted, or reconfigured to maintain social distancing guidelines. These restrictions limit the
opportunity for face-to-face interactions between students. Furthermore, when asked how comfortable
they were introducing themselves to others, all first-year students we spoke to mentioned they felt more
reserved and less outgoing than they usually are, due to the virus. This kind of impromptu social action
has not transitioned to the online environment very well and as a result, is simply not a part of the first-
year student experience this year.

Our second finding is that with the COVID-19 guidelines, non-academic interactions and
extracurricular activities have not been as effective at bringing people together when compared to a
typical year. Based on the results from our focus groups, we found that many students were struggling to
immerse themselves in non-academic activities. The annual activities fair was held online this year and
many students either did not attend or failed to connect with many clubs because of the online format.

“When you are talking to someone over Zoom who has their camera off, it feels like
you are talking to a void. The passion people have for their club or group does not

While done in the name of safety, social distancing restrictions make clubs less effective at
fostering friendships and connections between students; furthermore, the known restrictions coupled with
fear of the virus might prevent students from joining in the first place, leaving students with very few
outlets for desired social engagement outside of the classroom.

Xii
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Our third major finding is that the current learning situation has not provided the same level of
instruction as pre-pandemic, in-person classes provide. The primary issue students had with online classes
related to labs. The purpose of labs is for students to gain hands-on, in-person experience related to the
course material, something that cannot be provided by virtual labs to the same degree. Students also
reported that receiving help was difficult. In asynchronous online lectures, this was very challenging; if
students had any questions or concerns, they needed to message or send the professor an email to get
guestions answered. Even in synchronous lectures, students still found it difficult to ask the professor
questions or get clarifying comments on the course material. Lastly, they did not feel like they really
connected with their peers in online classes.

“If we were in class, at least we would be struiilini toiether.” - WPI First-Year

Additionally, students are experiencing Zoom fatigue. Constantly, spending time in front of a computer is
tiring and is not very engaging. Several CAs we spoke to informed us the programs they run for their
students have had less participation this year than past years, which they believe is due to the online
format.

“[in] the programs I’ve put on it’s the same three kids that come and I have like 60

The final finding, we gathered from our data, is that, despite Zoom fatigue, many students have turned to
casual online social platforms to make connections. When asked about ways they have been able to
connect with others on campus, many of them expressed disappointment in the new social atmosphere on
campus resulting from the necessary social distancing measures; however, many also described being
somewhat successful in finding friends on online social platforms. CAs also described witnessing their
students turning to meeting friends virtually. Facebook groups, Reddit pages, and Discord servers have
been useful tools for students to connect with each other online, outside of the classroom. One student
said that joining “gaming calls,” where multiple players can watch or play the same video game remotely,
allowed him to connect with other students.

“The kids who are gaming and [are] online ... are doing a lot better this year.” -

Conclusions
From our findings, we determined there are three routes of recommendations to pursue to
improve the first-year student experience at WPI. The routes are:
1. Create more opportunities for students to connect and engage
2. Create a hub of information and resources for students to access
3. Identify typical struggles of students, determine the differences caused by COVID-19,
and communicate struggles are normal to first-year students
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Due to the time restraint on our project, we decided to focus our recommendations on the first
route, creating more opportunities for students to connect and engage. We identified four
recommendations based on this route, summarized in table i below.

Table i: Recommendation Matrix

Recommendation Description Where it Fits

Student Matchmaking Use a preference survey to Can be adopted by different
match students with similar offices or organizations
interests

Major Specific Events Mentorship pairings, online Undergraduate Studies Office
major fairs, major related Academic Advising Office
discussion channels Major Departments

Student Activities Office / Clubs

Cross-Dorm Activities/Events Game shows, video games, Insight Program/Student
trivia, and peer matching Activities Office

WPI Discord Server Discord server with various Student Activities Office

channels for topics and
organizations

Student Matchmaking

Similar to speed dating, the idea is to meet up with another student who you have never met
before and have a meaningful conversation with that person. Data that we have gathered has found that
students are having trouble finding ways to connect with new people, outside of a classroom setting and
within their own dorm. As in-person gatherings are not currently possible, student matchmaking allows
students to meet more people online. Surveys will be used to match students with others who have similar
interests. The student matchmaking can be expanded to be a major specific activity as well, making it
easier for the Undergraduate Studies Office to become involved in organizing the event. Furthermore,
when this idea was presented to students via a survey, it was met with high favorability.

Sponsor Major-Specific Activities

With the second highest amount of favorable responses, major-specific activities, programs, and
events are something first-year students are looking for. One such event that we recommend is a
mentorship program that pairs first-year students and upperclassmen within their major. As was discussed
in our findings, first-year students have struggled to connect with others in their online classes. Events
that encourage connection-building within first-year students’ field of study may help them make up for
lost interactions. Another possibility is a major fair in which first-year students could speak with
professors or upperclassmen in different departments. This type of event could be hosted online, and
would allow first-year students to explore their own major or different majors they might be interested in.
An academically geared event of this sort could help freshmen build a network with other first-year
students, upperclassmen, and professors in their majors which may help them compensate for the lost
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interactions in the classes. Major based forums located on discussion boards could also be of use to first-
year students.

We also recommend holding social events targeted at a specific major or field. For example,
computer science majors may be interested in an online hackathon. Interactive Media and Games
Development majors might be interested in a video games showcase. The enthusiasm expressed by
participants in our survey indicates that this is something first-year students are looking for and would
eagerly participate in.

Cross Dorm Activities

WPI has barred students living on campus from having visitors in their dorms, whether they are
from inside or outside of the WPI community. Our findings showed that students want more opportunities
to connect with students in other dorms and meet people outside their current bubble. The data also
suggests that, if offered, students would be eager to engage in activities with other dorms. We recommend
that WPI offers more events and activities between different dorms on campus, to allow students to
expand their social networks. To achieve this interaction, we recommend that WPI organize a cross-dorm
competition such as “Jeopardy!”, “Family Feud”, or “The Price is Right”. This competition could be
organized in conjunction with the WPI Insight Program and could be led by senior community advisors.
Students would be able to form teams with students on their floor and compete against teams from other
floors and dorms. The competition aspect will keep students engaged and invested in the event and garner
good participation; there was not one absolute negative response to this idea on the survey.

Discord as an Online Alternative for Connecting with Others

With the necessity to have most interactions taking place online, we have found that students are
looking for ways to talk with other students in a non-academic setting. Students in our focus groups
indicated that Discord was an effective platform for achieving such communication; therefore, we will be
focusing on Discord as an online alternative for connecting with other students.

Discord is a free voice, video, and text communication application used by over 100 million users
worldwide and allows for the creation of servers. These are invite-only channels where users can chat
with each other. We recommend that the Student Activities Office work with student clubs and
organizations to create a Discord server where information about clubs and organizations would be
centralized. There could also be open channels based on different activities/interests or majors.

Limitations

Our project had several limitations, due to the short time frame, that should be acknowledged.
Our sample size for both the focus groups and surveys was limited to students attending WPI, and we did
not receive many sign-ups for the focus groups. It should not be assumed that our findings are
representative of the entire first-year class. Additionally, each individual focus group had few
participants, so they were more akin to interviews rather than focus groups. Also due to the time
constraints, we did not have an opportunity to analyze our demographic data, which is a step we would
have preferred to complete. We also recommend that a future project focus on methods of communication
between the administration, students, and student organizations. We noticed that often there was a
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disconnect between available resources and first-year students’ knowledge of those resources, resulting in
a lot of helpful and important resources being unknown and unused.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

In the late winter and early spring of 2020, the World Health Organization declared the COVID-
19 outbreak a pandemic as the virus swept across the world. The unexpected arrival of the virus exhibited
an infection rate that had not existed since the 1918 flu pandemic. The disease is highly contagious and
greatly affects specific at-risk groups, including the elderly and those with pre-existing health conditions
and comorbidity. Due to inconsistent attempts to reduce the transmission of the virus, the repercussions
were harsh and caused most states to shut down. COVID-19 fundamentally changed how we interact,
how businesses operate, and many other aspects of daily lives in 2020.

The pandemic impacted higher education and forced universities to adapt to new conditions
rapidly. Due to the rapid spread of the disease, colleges and universities throughout the world sent their
students home and delivered classes remotely. This created a challenge for students and educators across
all disciplines. As we transition into Fall 2020, the pandemic continues to greatly affect education. While
many universities welcomed students to campus again, they had to put protocols in place to keep their
students, faculty, and staff safe. These safety measures have dramatically changed college life—with
classes partially or completely online, masks worn on campus, and socially distanced study spaces.

The long-term impact that these changes will have on students’ college experience is not well
documented; however, we know that how students are receiving education and interacting with each other
are dramatically different this academic year.

One of the most impactful parts of college is social interaction (Brown & Burdsal, 2012).
Students rely on university sponsored resources for social interaction to ease the transition to college.
They can commonly feel marginalized and have trouble fitting in during their first year (Schlossberg
1989); this affects their chances for a successful college career. Finding communities within the new
environment is a critical step during the first weeks as a new student.

Community is a support network of people with common interests and goals. Communities in
college come in many different forms and help first-year students transition to the new environment.
While there are resources available for them, often the most helpful and comforting tool is a strong
community and network of people to rely on. The transition to college can be challenging for first-year
students in a normal year (Henry, 2012), but the pandemic only serves to increase the difficulty of
meeting people and having meaningful interactions. First-year students who are experiencing this new
environment for the first time are the most affected by the social repercussion of COVID-19. Finding
avenues of support and escapes from daily routines and struggles is crucial to the success of students.

Worcester Polytechnic Institute faced the same challenges that other universities faced during the
COVID-19 pandemic. WPI has a strong commitment to providing all students, especially first-year
students, with a rich academic and social experience. COVID-19 has affected students’ experience and,
for first-year students, made it different from that of previous first-year classes.
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The goal of our project is