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Mary Murphy: Okay, good afternoon, Shuyan. Just to introduce our listeners to this interview. 

My name is Mary Murphy and I’m the Pembroke Center Archivist at Brown University, the 

Nancy L. Buc Pembroke Center Archivist, I should say. It is March 24, 2020 and we are 

recording today via Zoom within an interview with a soon-to-be alumna who will introduce 

herself in just a little bit. We are gathering in our own homes today due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that is sweeping the world. And so we’re going to be talking specifically today about 

that issue. So Shuyan, if you could just introduce yourself and tell us where you are today. 

 

Shuyan Wang: Yeah, sounds good. Hello Everyone. [1:00] So my name is Shuyan Wang, Brown 

University class of 2020. Originally, I’m from Nanjing, China, which is an eastern city in China. 

And I’m currently now in Providence, Rhode Island, in my off campus housing. And yeah, I’m 

studying applied math and economics at Brown. I’m supposed to graduate this May 2020, but 

now situations getting like a little bit complicated, but yeah, 

 

MM: Okay, so let’s back up just a little bit to set the scene. If you could, it’s a little bit hard to 

figure out where to start this interview. If you could tell us just a little bit about whatever you’re 

comfortable sharing your family background, and what brought you to Brown to begin your 

studies and I’ll take it from there. [2:00] 

   

SW: Yeah, sounds good. So, I was born and raised in Nanjing, China, which is like a beautiful 

historical city in eastern part of China. And the city where I’m from has been like the capital city 

of China for six different dynasties in the history of China. And yeah, I finished my high school 

in Nanjing. And then the school I went to is not like an international school, but it is, it is a 

school that focused on like, foreign language studying like teaching and learning. So we had this 
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environment of kind of learning foreign languages and going to those corresponding countries 

after completing high school. So a lot of my classmates have also been, just like choose, have 

chosen to go abroad for their college.  

For my, for my personal [3:00] decision during that time because like, kind of have 

different language tracks so we could study like German, French, English, or Japanese. And 

based on those languages, like most students, like choose the countries that they are interested in 

or like want to go to in the future. And for me at that point, I wasn’t really sure about what I 

wanted to do in the future and I knew that I do want to go to the US to have like, a broader 

understanding of the world and also at that time, like I felt like education system in the US is 

more liberal in the sense that we don’t, we didn’t have to declare our concentration until like 

sophomore year, like later on into college. Versus, compared to [4:00] China back home, we 

have to like have a really fixed like path decided when finishing high school. So like, upon 

taking the college entrance examination in China, I had to decide like which major, which 

specific job I want to go into the future. So that was like a pretty big factor for me to consider, 

like pursuing education abroad. And my parents were, like, pretty supportive on that decision, 

and yeah, and that’s why I chose to go abroad for my college. And I also chose Brown for a 

similar reason because Brown’s really famous for its like, like liberal learning environment and 

open curriculum, where I can really explore different academic subjects and also, I wanted to 

explore, explore like different dimensions of myself as well. So that’s when I felt like applying to 

colleges I felt Brown was a really, yeah, good [5:00] choice for me. 

 

MM: Can you just for our listeners, too, I always like to ask just one question about your, your 

parents background and if they are college educated or if you are a first generation college 

student or not. 

 

SW: Yeah, sounds good. So both of my parents went to colleges in China. And, let’s see, my 

father is an engineer, and my mom is an accountant. My mom didn’t like get into college, like, 

upon graduating high school. She worked for a few years at first and then took the examination 

again and got into kind of like an adult college thing during that time. 
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MM: Like nontraditional learning, yeah. Okay. So yes, so Brown is definitely a, a liberal 

learning [6:00] environment. I would agree with that for sure. Can you tell us as we set up our 

conversation about where we are today, can you share with us about some of your first 

experiences on campus and what it was like? I don’t know if you’ve spent any time previous to 

coming to Brown in the States, but what were some of your first memories bring being at the 

Brown campus? What was that like for you? 

 

SW: Okay, I might take a few moments to just think about that. 

 

MM: Sure. 

 

SW: Yeah. I had, like I’d been to the states before coming to Brown for two times. When I was 

in high school, I went to like a short term exchange program that, that was in Oregon Episcopal 

School that’s in Portland, Oregon. And I stayed there for two weeks with like homestay family. 

And that was kind of [7:00] like my first experience in the US. And then I also went to the US, 

my junior year of high school for like a summer program in Carleton College in Minnesota. 

 

MM: In Minnesota! My hometown! Yay! 

 

SW: And, and that like that those two experiences kind of like, introduced me to like how 

learning and living was like in the US. And I really enjoyed it in the sense that it’s so different, 

but people are really welcoming and I met a lot of interesting people. And I think that like the 

mode of learning is also like a very new experience for me. Because I think in high school back 

in China, like we emphasized a lot more like just sitting in the classroom with like [8:00] another 

like 60 people listening, listening to a teacher talking, while when I went to like, summer schools 

here, a lot of discussion, a lot of classes in the US were discussion based and I was encouraged, 

like to actually talk and like give opinions and participate in a conversation, which was a really 

new experience for me. And also doing some independent like research going to libraries. Those 

are also really new experience for me at that time. So that like also contributed to my decision of 

like, going to college here. And overall, yeah, that was like my experience prior to Brown.  



4 
 

And for my first experiences at Brown, I think what I remember most was probably like, 

international orientation, International Student Orientation. So prior to all [9:00] like the, like 

American or domestic students come to campus, we had this program called IMP. It’s called 

International Mentoring Program. So they organized this kind of like International Student 

Orientation geared towards people who identify as international students or they don’t 

necessarily need to be like a non-American citizen, but they can like identify themselves, 

because they probably have experiences like living or growing up outside of the US. So we came 

to the campus, like a week earlier than the regular orientation. And during that time, we had a lot 

of time just like introducing ourselves to the campus and also to each other and kind of like 

building the community in a sense. In some sense, like, because, I just remember like during that 

time, I definitely [10:00] feel very insecure just like going into this foreign country in this 

foreign place. And that orientation process really helped me to feel a little bit more grounded and 

more confident going into like starting my four years at Brown. There are a lot of like icebreaker 

activities, orientation activities, and also there are some – I remember really clearly about some 

like skits like some theater plays that introduced us to like the American culture, where there’d 

just be people like role playing different scenes that happen on college campus and also like, 

how cross cultural like in a conversation could happen or like how could they go wrong? Or how 

could they like – 

 

MM: That’s fascinating. 

 

SW: Yeah, that’s, that’s, I think that’s what I remember the most like, yeah, my first week 

abroad. 

 

MM: Do you remember – [11:00] What was it like around language for you? You, I’m sure, I 

don’t know where your language skills were at that point, your English language skills. Was that 

something that you were grappling with too is you just like try to begin to learn? 

 

SW: Yeah.  

 

MM: Was that hard? 
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SW: I think although like, we had a pretty like good English learning program in high school, I 

still struggle a lot when I first came to the US like when I, I need to start talking to people and 

when I like, to deal with like a lot of academic readings and writings during that time. I thought, 

like, I think it’s very different like having the vocabulary versus actually talking or using the 

vocabulary in the right way, especially in a cultural context that I was not like previously 

exposed to or familiar with. [12:00] So that definitely, like I definitely struggle a lot just like 

learning to have the confidence to open up and like being willing to talk and also just being 

willing to seek for help and resources around campus. Like, in the beginning, I think I thought 

like, I could just figure it out on my own, but it’s definitely very hard for me, especially with all 

the like with firstly, like economic stress, but also secondly with like, I don’t know, emotional 

stress or burden thinking about like, being homesick away from home, away from my parents 

that I lived with for like the previous 18 years. So I think at that moment, like learning to feel 

more confident about myself and also learning to seek for help and resources around campus is 

definitely a important step for [13:00] me to take at that point. Because there are, there were 

actually a lot of resources on campus geared towards international students at that time. Like 

there’s an English Learning Center on, in Science Library that I always go to the Writing Center 

on the fifth floor. And like that I always go to when I like when I need to write some essays, I 

need to hear feedback. Because like writing and speaking English, which is my second language, 

definitely, like poses a challenge for me, yeah, during the first year. So, but I really appreciate 

that Brown had all those amazing resources like supporting international students and scholars to 

like actually being comfortable to like, learn and speak, yeah, in this environment. Yeah. 

 

MM: That’s so fascinating. Do you think, just for my own interest, that [14:00] that sounds so 

incredibly difficult. So hearing, hearing it, I feel like that would be such a steep climb to be not 

only 18 years old and trying to start college, or approximately 18, and trying to make new friends 

and like understand what’s going on, do you? And then having to do that all in a second 

language. Do you feel, do you feel at the time, and I don’t know if you identify as a feminist 

woman or a woman who kind of identifies with empowerment of women, but do you, were you 

feeling any of that? Like you had to really dig deep or do you? Did you feel like any? Was there 

kind of any part of you that was like, I’ve got to like, I’ve got to like, feel like you got to like, be 
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empowered to get through this in some way or was there any, did you feel any of that? I don’t 

know if I’m making sense, but. 

 

SW: Yeah. I think it’s a very interesting question because I think during that time, I was more 

aware of my identity [15:00] as an international student – worried that like, how I like, I think the 

identity that I thought about the most at that point was feeling, English as my second language, 

and like feeling like an outsider to the culture, more than feeling like a woman in this context.  

 

MM: Yes.  

 

SW: I remember doing this activity. So when I was a sophomore, I joined this program called 

Brown Outer Leadership Training and I remember doing this activity, like they actually asked 

this question like, what are some identities that I thought about the most like on a day to day 

basis and what are some identities that like I feel most like insecure talking about? I think this 

question is remind me of that experience of like having to think through when I, when I walk 

into like a classroom, I when I walked into like some [16:00] day to day conversations, what are 

the identities that like, are on top of my head. And I think during that time, it’s definitely more 

about struggling to, like, struggle as like an international student to speak the language, but also 

like talk the language in a way that makes sense to other people in the country. And learning, like 

learning how to talk about the culture in a more comfortable way. Yeah. 

 

MM: I’m, as I’m thinking, I met you when you were a sophomore, right? That’s when I think we 

met. 

 

SW: Yeah. Freshman summer. 

 

MM: Freshman summer. Yeah. And I just I have so many questions. It’s also interesting to me 

because you have attended Brown at this incredibly historic moment. So, and I have so many 

questions I want to ask and we could be here all day. But I, you know [17:00] I’m – so, so a few 

things. So everything that you’re articulating, what I’m hearing is about community. Did you –

and about Browns community. And also you have another community even within Brown, which 
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is you’re the student, the community of international students. And also within your 

concentration being basically a woman in STEM or a young woman student in stem. Could you 

talk about how you found a way towards that path? And the community within that a little bit for 

us? 

 

SW: You’re asking like, how do I find the community within STEM with like woman? 

 

MM: Yeah, yeah, yeah. How did you pick your – maybe I’ll start – How did you pick your 

concentration? 

 

SW: Sure. [18:00] So I think there are two main factors that like led to my decision of my 

concentration. So I guess like the first part being like my own interest and the second part being 

how, like practical this major can be like leading to future like careers and stuff like that. So the 

first factor, like I, growing up I knew that I enjoy doing math and I enjoy solving problems 

logically. So I know that I would want to do something that’s like relating to mathematics. And I 

think growing up like my family also have this environment of like studying STEM, and I had 

like more exposure probably to math and physics and engineering probably compared to my 

peers because my parents – [19:00] my father and both of my grandparents, both grandparents on 

both sides, they’re all like electrical engineers. And that’s probably like early exposure to STEM 

subjects and, and just like, from like all the course, like coming to Brown and from all the 

courses I took freshman year and sophomore year, I do realize that I enjoy a lot of like the math 

courses, the econ classes, and also just being able to, like layout and solve problems in a 

structured and logical way. And being able to talk to people about like, how, how I can solve 

those problems and those, those processes really give me a sense of accomplishment. Because I 

was doing some, I was also doing some like math tutoring at that point, and being able to enjoy 

the process of solving math problems on my own, [20:00] but also like sharing that with other 

people I think definitely helped me to pick my concentration.  

And regarding like the second factor, I think going to college as an international student, 

a lot of things that are constantly in my head is like, how, how am I going to pay back my tuition 

or education in the future, especially with like, my parents working at home very hard to support 

my education here. So that practical factors, definitely also something really big. So thinking 
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about what are some majors or what are some like potential career paths that could be like easier 

to pursue or in a sense that as like an international student what are some, like common path or, 

yeah, like, because we also need to think about like, [21:00] our like visas and like legal identity 

staying here that also kind of like add on to the decision of like choosing a STEM field because 

that can like give us like a two year of extension of like staying in the US. So yeah, I think those 

are the two main factors that like, in the end, I picked applied math and economics as my 

concentration. 

 

MM: Okay. And so what, are there, do you find yourself working a lot with other women in that 

concentration? Are there many other women in that concentration today at Brown? Can you 

share about that? 

 

SW: Yeah, I think I actually find myself like, I wouldn’t feel like out of place in this 

concentration. It’s interesting, because there are proportionally like a lot of Asian students taking 

like a concentration, like a STEM concentration, [22:00] especially like in, in my, in my own 

concentration. So, I do have like a lot of friends that are also from China taking the same classes, 

take, doing the same concentration. So I feel like included in this in the sense that I go to class 

with like, a lot of people I already know. And, and those concentration I think they’re, doing like 

a pretty good job like being more inclusive. Like I know there’s a applied math seminar that’s 

about like racial and gender inequality in like in scientific community like that’s actually like the 

course title. Like I think they’re making active efforts to, to talk about those issues and also to 

think about ways to make students in the concentration feel more included. And there are also 

organizations that I joined like, [23:00] Women in Applied Math. That’s kind of like a club 

organization nationwide. So those communities definitely, like by going to their events, talking 

to other women and like listening to talks from like other women working the field definitely 

helped me feel more included. Yeah.  

 

MM: Okay. So I know that before COVID, which is I think, really, I mean, we are never – this is 

wild the time that we’re in right? But the other really wild event that happened while you were 

Brown was Trump’s election to the American presidency. And I would just love to hear your 

thoughts as an international student and maybe some reflections of your memories being on 
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campus at that time, if it, if you had a totally different reaction [24:00] than some of your peers 

or whatnot, if you could speak about that moment if it rung any – it – was it a moment of 

significance for you? Like, tell me about that. 

 

SW: Sure. So, I think, yeah, class of 2020 is very interesting time because, like our journey at 

Brown started in 2016 and that’s when Trump got elected as president and our journey will end 

in 2020 where like, with all the COVID-19 stuff. So it’s pretty crazy to think about like how the 

four years like started. Thinking, like reflecting back on like the specific moment, my freshman 

year, I wouldn’t say it’s like a very significant moment for me myself because just like, coming 

to the US like, I wasn’t really familiar with all the US politics and all [25:00] like, even US 

history, like I wasn’t really familiar with and like how the election was going on. But I definitely 

remember during our time on campus, there were a lot of like, election debate viewing parties 

and like people will talk about it, and people – I remember a specific event where just after the 

election, there were international students walking around campus, like protesting about the 

result of the election, like Trump being elected. What else do I remember? I don’t know. I feel 

like [inaudible] definitely felt after Trump’s administration, there are definitely like the policies 

regarding like immigration and also international [26:00] students are getting more and more 

strict and like it’s getting harder for us to say here. And that’s what like, that’s a part that really 

caught me personally. So regarding other part, like, I’m not super sure about, like what to talk 

about, but for me personally, I definitely, like, when I, when I think about trauma, like I think 

about the East and I also think about like, like, all his Twitter’s, like about China and like the 

tension between US and China and also the trade war that happened in the past year, so yeah, 

that’s, that’s probably, yeah.  

 

MM: Yes, Twitter, do you, do you, do you feel that that time on campus, there was a an increase 

of community on campus? Do you feel that people felt like they were pulling together or do you 

feel that it was a [27:00] time of fracture on campus? 

 

SW: That’s interesting question. 
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MM: Or let me change it. Do you think that this, the impact on visas and international students 

and workers, did that cause pressure on the on campus? Do you feel that it brought the 

international students together in your community? 

 

SW: I think it kind of works both ways. Because I do feel like in times of crisis, or like, just like, 

I feel, international students, or like the community definitely reacted in a way that feels like, 

make me feel like, [28:00] make me feel that our community is more cohesive. But at the same 

time, I also feel like my classmates or my peers from the US, they’re getting more like fractured 

in the sense that people have different like political beliefs. And I remember, there’s one student 

that like, living on the same floor as I did freshman year. He was a Trump supporter, and like, his 

roommates and people living around him like kind of start to just like alienate him in some ways. 

So yeah, I do feel like it works both ways. And it’s different in like, different communities. 

Yeah. 

 

MM: So I’m asking all these, as you can tell I’m asking a number of questions about community 

because you are singularly positioned today [29:00] as a student at Brown to talk about what it 

meant to have community physically on campus and then to suddenly now as you end your time 

at Brown to have that fractured by this pandemic. So, and also being an international student 

from China, could you I think I’ll ask now if you could just tell me, paint me a picture about the, 

if you can remember, the first time you heard the word Coronavirus whether in Chinese or 

English. I don’t know if they’re, I don’t know what they’re using back home for you, but do you 

have a memory of the first time you heard that word? 

 

SW: Wow. Yeah. That was, that was in, I think it was around like January 20th. I was actually 

back home in Nanjing, China.  

 

MM: Okay.  

 

SW: And because I wanted to spend like the Chinese New Year home before coming back to 

Brown [30:00] for my last semester. And I remember that specific moment like I was hearing my 

mom talking about it because she saw some news like on social media and they were talking 
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about how this new virus is like spreading really severely in like, Wuhan, like a specific part in 

China. And I think, I think it’s just very interesting for me because I’m kind of like having the 

experience of coronavirus two times. Like because I experienced it in the beginning in China 

when, when the government like issued some really strict like regulations and the [31:00] whole 

city lockdowns stuff. And – 

 

MM: While you were still back home? 

 

SW: Yeah.  

 

MM: Okay, and so what was that like? Can you tell us about that? 

 

SW: Yeah, so, yeah, during that time I think they first like, lockdown the whole city of Wuhan so 

where the, kind of the virus originated. And so like nobody was allowed to travel in or out of the 

city and because I have a friend from Brown that’s from the city and she was almost like not able 

to get on the plane to fly back to the US.  

 

MM: Oh my god.  

 

SW: And I just remember, just like my mom getting a box of like 2,000 facemasks. And just like 

telling us to wear it. And I was like, I was originally going to take the train from Nanjing to 

Shanghai and catch the plane, but the train was regarded as like a very unsafe transportation 

[32:00] at the time because there are a lot of people on the train. So we decided to drive to 

Shanghai instead of taking the train. And I just remember like, wearing masks and like, when 

whenever we were, whenever we go to like a public bathroom, we would like wear gloves, so we 

don’t need to touch anything. And yeah, I think during that time, like the government acted, 

reacted pretty fast and pretty strictly about some of the regulations and maintaining like, limiting 

like human contacts as like as minimal as possible.  

And then, like, being in the US again, it’s, it’s very interesting how I feel like it’s just like 

under different political systems and also under different regimes. There are certain things 

[33:00] that a government were able to do and certain things that government weren’t, were not 
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really able to do and like people will make different decisions regarding what do they think is the 

best way to deal with a pandemic. And it’s not about like, which responses are right or effective, 

but it’s more about how this COVID-19 is acting like a magnifying glass because it’s like it can, 

it can just like make you realize more problems or issues with things, certain regimes or like 

political systems. And that’s not, that’s not like, right or wrong. Like, I don’t think there’s a right 

way to judge it. But it’s more like when you’re in a situation you start to like, feel the contrast.  

 

MM: Yeah, I say it’s like, for in the United States, it’s like COVID-19 has pulled back the 

curtain on our society and showed all the ugly bits. [34:00] Also some really beautiful parts, but 

do you have any specific – I always say, like, pull snapshots memories of, of differences? Like 

what, what’s something that happened when you were at home that you, that like couldn’t have 

happened here do you think or vice versa? Like what’s something that? 

 

SW: Yeah, I think, I think wearing masks is a big thing back home. Like, everyone is required to 

wear masks whenever they step outside of their house. And like there are doctors or community 

workers who actually go door to door to your house to take your temperature and like to make 

sure that you, you’re not sick at that point. And I think it’s pretty like unimaginable like in the 

US, like people wouldn’t actually do that and also how, just like different countries have 

different attitudes [35:00] towards, like, the gesture of wearing mass. I feel like back home it’s 

like you wear masks to protect yourself, but also to protect others. And here, it’s like, you only 

wear masks if you’re sick. You don’t wear it like if you’re not like, especially in the beginning, I 

feel like, I feel pressured by my parents. They were asking me to wear masks whenever I go out, 

but here like nobody was wearing masks, and like nobody was taking, like apparent precautions, 

like in the beginning. So like I was kind of like turning this dilemma. Yeah. 

 

MM: That’s so fascinating. Because there is something in – there is something here about 

covering your face or something. I don’t know what, I don’t know what it is. It’s totally – I can’t 

put my finger on it. But it, but I agree with you. It’s – 

 

SW: It’s sort of weird and like, I just remember in the past few weeks, if I wear a mask at night 

and I walk on the [36:00] street, there will be people like looking at me in a weird way or – I also 
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remember like, and like there was a time it’s like, there are people driving by and just like yelled 

at me because I was wearing masks, which, like I feel very I don’t know. Yeah.  

 

MM: Do you feel that that was like the fact that – do you think that was like racist in its 

undertones that they were doing, that they’re yelling at you? 

 

SW: I think so.  

 

MM: Yeah.  

 

SW: Yeah. I also felt, yeah, there are definitely a lot of racism going around the globe like 

against Asians or Asian Americans. Which wasn’t, wasn’t experienced at home because like 

everyone was doing, like the most they were, they could to like protect themselves. But here I 

think like, I hear things got more, a little bit more complicated. 

 

MM: Oh, yeah. You’re – [37:00] Just a little bit. Yeah. So, okay, so I, I can’t – This is like so 

fascinating to me that you experienced this whole thing twice. Were you, so then you get here, 

you get to campus school gets underway, but then tell me what happens next. Paint the picture 

for our listeners about – 

 

SW: Yeah.  

 

MM: And are you thinking like people need to listen up here or what? Tell me about that. 

 

SW: So I got to campus safely and when I got to campus, the situation was like there were no, 

there were no confirmed cases in the US at that point. And it was definitely safer in the US 

versus back home in January at that point. And then the school, school started and, [38:00] and 

we just – let me think. Yes, I just I just need to reflect because this this few weeks was just very 

crazy for me. And I think the situation starts to get a lot worse in March. And they start to have 

like, some confirmed cases in Boston, Massachusetts, and also in Rhode Island. And that’s, I 

think in mid-March, that’s when a lot of other Ivy League schools start to shut down their 
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campus because they, they thought having students on campus and going to, going to like large 

classes every day is not very safe to control the spread of the virus. 

 

MM: Do you, do, sorry not to interrupt. [39:00] Do you remember the day, what it was like on 

campus the day they announced they were going to close. Can you tell us about that day? 

 

SW: Let me let me think a little bit more.  

 

MM: Sure. 

 

SW: Because I remember – 

 

MM: Isn’t it interesting how it feels like a blur?  

 

SW: Yeah. 

 

MM: I agree with you. Like I feel, it feels like – 

 

SW: Because I remember I was getting very emotional because the fact that it was like my last 

few days of real like college experience, of like real school, like real classes, your in-person 

classes. And like the last time we’re going to see my professors and teachers. So that week, I 

think that’s a week of March 9 to March 13. That was [40:00] very, like emotionally intense for 

me. So like I really was trying to pinpoint like, what, what, what exactly happened on campus? 

Yeah.  

So I remember going to classes that week. And professors are like, when they haven’t 

released an announcement yet, professors were starting to talk to us about the possibility of 

shutting down and also possibility of like transitioning to remote learning and how would that 

look like for specific classes? Because I am taking different classes that require like different 

technologies, because I’m also taking a studio class at RISD and that’s also interesting with all 

the remote learning stuff. So I remember that we like, different professors just like gathered 

students and talk about, “Oh, how should we proceed if this did happen, if school shut down, 
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[41:00] how can we can still continue to have classes, continue to talk about materials in a way 

that can minimize the negative impact on our learning.” So I remember those conversations. I 

remember going to the Ratty, for the last time. 

 

MM: And what’s the Ratty? Can you explain for our listeners what the Ratty is? 

 

SW: Yeah, the Ratty is the Sharpe Refectory. That’s, like the largest dining hall on campus. And 

I remember going there and, like, look, like I saw a lot of people like panicking about, and like a 

lot of people just like, sit together in large groups because they, they were thinking like it’s the 

last time they’re going to have a proper meal with their classmates or with their friends before 

like going home for the whole semester. So remember those, seeing those people and at that 

time, Ratty, like the dining hall, [42:00] it used to be self-serve, but at that time, like everything 

is packed in a way. Like they serve you, you wouldn’t like us the, use the like the fork on your 

own like to get the food, but they serve, they put it aside for you.  

So, yeah, and I also remember my last applied math class. It’s a large class and it’s like I 

was, the professor actually didn’t talk much about COVID-19, but me being a senior leaving, 

like having to leave Brown very soon like, I just started to feel better sentiment and I started 

crying in that class.  

 

MM: I would have too. 

 

SW: Yeah, because, because just thinking that’s like my last real class at Brown and thinking my 

semester and [43:00] like, my experience at Brown had to end in this very unexpected way really 

made me feel emotional and yeah. 

 

MM: It sounds, it sounds like trauma. Like it’s like a car crash and sudden, it’s just so sudden. 

 

SW: Yeah, yeah. And also having to say goodbye to a lot of friends and you don’t, like for me I 

don’t know when I will see them again. Specifically because of the fact I’m graduating and also 

a lot of other friends from different countries around the world, they are returning home, they are 

actually not sure like, when and how they can come back to the country. So, yeah. 
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MM: Yeah. I also wonder about, you know, people’s romantic relationships. When you’re at that 

age, you’re not really totally living on your own yet. Like, what do you do? [44:00] So I know 

that puts a lot of pressure on people. So then what did happen to you? So then were you thinking, 

am I going to go back to China or like Nanjing? Like what did, tell me about your thinking 

around where you were going to go? 

 

SW: Yeah. Yeah. So – 

 

MM: Because basically, Brown University says we’re closing which means leave campus if you 

can, right, is what they said? 

 

SW: So there were basically two options for me at that point, I either stay in Providence or I go 

back, I fly back to Nanjing. So my thought process was like, just considering a lot of different 

factors. Firstly, because I am in the application process of a work authorization and that can, that 

will – so if I don’t have that EAD [45:00] card with me, I wouldn’t be able to return back to the 

States. So if I leave the country without the card, I wouldn’t be able to return. So since I’m still 

in the application process, I already had it in, but it will take around like three to four months for 

it to process. So like, from that end, it’s safer for me to stay.  

And then the other factor is thinking about like, the whole process of traveling back home 

because I need to find ways to go to different airports and there might be like connecting flights 

in different countries that are also maybe severely impacted. Because a lot of the flights are 

being canceled and there are limited routes for me to get home. And a lot of the routes will like 

pass through countries like Korea or like a lot [46:00] of countries that are also experiencing this 

severe situation so it’s not actually super safe like on the way. In fact, it is safer at home because 

the city and also the province I’m from, they don’t have any like cases anymore so like everyone 

who got sick have already been cured, so it’s safer at home versus here, but like the whole 

process of traveling home it’s, it’s not very safe. So just based on those two factors I think those 

are the main factors that, yeah, that’s why I’m staying here at this point. 
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MM: Do you just, just a side note, did your family know many people who became ill with, with 

COVID when it did go through? Or did it not at all go through your area, Nanjing? 

 

SW: It went through my area, but my family didn’t know like people personally. [47:00] 

 

MM: Okay. And so you’re going through the, can you tell us a little bit more? So you’re going 

through an application process for a work visa? Basically? Is that correct? And do you, did you 

or do you have already have plans to work in the States? And can you tell us a little bit about 

that? 

 

SW: Yeah, sure. So I plan to start working in the states in August in Florida. That’s a, that’s like, 

the same company I worked for for my previous summer internship. 

 

MM: Oh cool! Very cool! 

 

SW: It’s like an IT consulting firm and they do a lot of IT research and conferences. And, yeah, 

I’m pretty excited about the job because I did enjoy working with the people and the type of 

work involved like a lot of data analysis and presentation, which I feel like [48:00] I did enjoy 

doing the past summer. So I’m excited about going back and starting my job. Thing is, so the 

thing is, we are like [essence measure?] students. We are allowed to apply for this work 

authorization, only three months prior to our expected graduation date. So for this year, it’s like 

we can apply at February 24. And then I applied on that date, and they received my application. 

The thing is, it’s normally taking them like three to four months to process and give us back that 

EAD card, which is the work authorization. So, and I don’t know if that process will be 

prolonged because people are starting to work from home these days and I don’t know if the, like 

the [49:00] immigration center will be understaffed at this point. So they usually take pretty long 

so I’m very, I’m not very sure about when I will get it. And yeah, so that’s basically the 

situation.  

 

MM: So you just hold tight basically. 
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SW: Yeah. Another option is I have some friends to like, receive that card for me and like mail it 

internationally for me back home maybe. But it’s just I don’t know, if it’s a very safe option, 

because if you mail it too many times you might lose it and you don’t want to lose.  

 

MM: Oh. 

 

SW: It’s as important as like a visa. Yeah. 

 

MM: Yeah, yeah. Wow. So we’re in Florida is the company? 

 

SW: It’s in Fort Myers. Southwest Florida. 

 

MM: Okay, cool. That’s a lot different climate than Rhode Island. [50:00] That’s all very 

exciting. So, so where are you currently right now? Where are you? Are you living in one of the 

Brown dormitories? 

 

SW: Oh, I’m living off campus. 

 

MM: Oh, okay, you are. 

 

SW: Angel Street in Providence. 

 

MM: Okay. Okay. And that were you able to find housing with friends basically? 

 

SW: Yeah. So I’ve been living off campus this whole year. So yeah, basically, like, yeah, Brown, 

gives us this, like off campus promotion, junior year and so we were able to live off campuses 

here and yeah. 

 

MM: Okay. Okay, so at least that was a little bit less traumatic than the kids who were trying to 

find housing on top of everything. 
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SW: Yeah. Because I know a lot of my friends who have to petition to stay in their Brown dorms 

because they’re basically trying to move everyone out. And if you do need to stay like you need 

to like petition [51:00] and kind of explain what are some specific, specific and special 

circumstances, circumstances that prevent you from going home. 

 

MM: Okay, well, I know we’re running up on an hour. So I just wanted to make sure that – you 

and I could talk all day because we know each other outside of this interview. And, but do you 

want to share anything else before I stop the recording or things that you just want to make sure, 

you know, 30 years from now, when someone is streaming your interview trying to learn about 

COVID-19 and its impacts and about this era for college students if there’s something that you 

really wanted to get recorded that I forgot to ask about. 

 

SW: Okay, well regarding COVID-19, I do think this is a very interesting time to live in this 

moment, because I feel like nothing happened before that [52:00] can make everyone in the 

world so concentrated on one thing and one thing like specifically. Like this is impacting every 

single person’s life in the globe and, and also with like the really fast development of like 

technology and social media it’s interesting how those information give us security, but also 

insecurity at the same time like. And if we stay at home if we don’t check the news, if we don’t 

listen to any podcasts or like we don’t talk to any people, we may think like everything is still 

fine, but if we do like we will feel I don’t know. I feel like I think, I think, just like having access 

to a lot of information [53:00] and how other countries are reacting to COVID-19 is kind of like 

a double edged sword. Like, yeah, I think that’s all I want to say. 

 

MM: Okay. I’m going to stop the recording. Thank you so much, Shuyan, before I stop the 

recording, I just want to say this is – you’re the first to jump into the deep end of the pool on 

these interviews and I just so appreciate it. And I loved having you work with me at the 

Pembroke Center Archives as well. So I’ll just stop the recording and you and I can chitchat a 

little bit more after that. 

 

SW: Sounds good. 

--END-- 


