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Emma 
I am a student at Stanford University, majoring in architectural design. My parents and I drove across the country, 
which we've done several times before. It felt like a different America.   

Alex 
I study at Stanford University. I'm majoring in international relations and classics. This time, in this house, that we 
all love and have lived in, has been nice, to get  this final time with it, all together, that really we wouldn't have 
had otherwise. 

Irene 
I come from Shanghai and study interior design in Pratt Institute.  Because Shanghai developed very fast, many 
sites in my memory, and in my childhood, disappeared. 

Nina 
I'm Nina Friedman. And this is WHEREING. WHEREING explores where we are. It is dedicated to those who 
believe in the inherent right of belonging, and all the ways we feel we belong, and connect, to ourselves, to each 
other, and the spaces that hold the stories, where all of this comes alive, where each experience of belonging is a 
work of art created by chance or by design. Dare I ask? Is belonging where you are not what matters most? 
WHEREING is the spatial story. Welcome. 

It is one year into the pandemic. Colleges closed their doors in March of 2020. Students weighed their decisions 
about how they could continue to learn, and where they would situate themselves.  

Where are our students now? How have their locations assisted, or inhibited the experience?  What do they think 
the impacts are, now and possibly for the future? What are the unexpected lessons that they have learned?  We 
speak with three students, who all have different stories.  

The first student we listen to is Emma Bowers.  
Emma, welcome.  

Emma 
It's great to be here.  

Nina 
You have  a very unique story, so I'm very happy to have you here with us. Where are you studying?  

Emma 
I am a third year student at Stanford University, and I'm actually on campus right now. 



Nina 
And when you say you're on campus, does that mean you're studying partially in person, or is it all virtual?  

Emma 
It's actually all virtual. I am majoring in architectural design, and I think the program here is very community 
minded. I had hoped that I would have an architecture studio, in person, and it hasn't fully worked out.  So, it has 
definitely been sad, to  lose that in person community, that we have in the department. But, I think we've been 
able to replicate it fairly well online.  

Nina 
Where is your home?  

Emma 
Yeah.  Home for me has shifted over the last five or six years. I was born in LA.  I lived there until I was 15, and I 
solidly considered that to be my home.  When I was 15,  my dad's work moved him to New York.  I'm an only child, 
so I'm pretty transportable, and my mom is a writer, so she can work from many different places.  I lived in a suburb 
of New York City, in the Hudson Valley, for about four years. It was a completely different experience from growing 
up in LA, to moving to this small town in upstate New York. That definitely shifted my perspective of where I would 
say home is. I get asked a lot, do you feel more like you're from New York, or more like you're from California?  
East coast, West coast. I feel like it's possible to be connected to multiple places, and I spent very different parts of 
my life, in each place, my younger childhood in LA and then my teenage years in New York. I have very different 
associations, and I think both of those places are equally valid homes for me. When I came to college, I was 
coming back to California. So, I know for a lot of people, going to college is an experience of leaving home for the 
first time, and moving away, and going somewhere new. I did feel, to some extent, that coming to college, was a 
bit of a homecoming. My parents stayed in New York for my first year of college, and then they moved to Santa 
Barbara.  

Nina 
When you went back to Stanford, you had never lived there yet, right?  

Emma 
When Stanford made the decision to send everybody home, my parents came to pick me up, and they drove me 
home.  It was a weird experience to go to this apartment that my parents, at that point, had been living in for six 
months. They'd always intended it to be temporary.  I had conceptualized this apartment as a place that would be  
a respite from school, during breaks, but I never expected to spend a lot of meaningful time there. All of a sudden, 
I was stuck in this unfamiliar apartment. My parents were there. All of my stuff was there, and my dog was there. 
So  it felt familiar, but it didn't feel like home, and I just kept thinking, okay, this will be over in a couple of weeks, 
and then I'll be back to the life I'm used to. Obviously that didn't happen. 

Nina 
And, that place in particular, was very different, right, than previous places that you had lived, because it was a 
new development, unlike the other places that you had lived, which had the mark of time and age.  



Emma 
That's one of the areas that I'm really interested in, in architecture, is the use of buildings that have had previous 
inhabitants, and the idea of how buildings change over time, and how their different owners can impact them. My 
house in LA,  that I grew up in, was a bungalow that was built in the twenties, very  classic, West LA type of house.  
My house in New York was really strange. Half of it was built in the 1860s. It was a farmhouse. And then, in the 
1990s, they did an addition to it. So it was this weird, half pretty old, half not so old, house. It had a lot of quirks, 
kind of the quintessential east coast house, that I'd  been longing for, growing up in LA. When my parents moved 
to Santa Barbara, we were living in a development. That was the newest house I'd ever lived in.  It felt like I was 
the first person to ever live there. All of the fixtures felt brand new. The carpet had no stains in it. It felt like a hotel, 
which led to my perception, at least at the beginning of COVID, being, okay, well I'm just here temporarily, and it 
will be over soon. And, then it didn't end. 

Nina 
But, even in this new place that you were living,  did you discover the history there?  

Emma 
Yeah. That was one thing that I was  surprised to learn, that this place, that I thought of as being new and sterile, 
was actually a lot more rooted in history, and connected to the present moment, that I'd initially thought.  I began 
to do some research, and the site of the development, called Bella Riviera, was originally the main hospital for the 
city.  It had been damaged in earthquakes that happened in the area, there had been fires, and it was shut down. 
Eventually, there was a development proposed there, of a hundred or so units, and the main stakeholder in the 
development was Cottage Hospital, which is the city hospital now, in Santa Barbara.  And, actually the hospital 
retained about 70% of the units in the development, and they subsidized them and leased them to people who 
work in the hospital. So, when I realized that I was surrounded by frontline workers in this place, it was so moving. 
And it brought me to tears then, and it's almost bringing me to tears now, just thinking about the sacrifices and the 
hard work that I mean, people all across the country, but for me, it was especially striking, just thinking about all 
the people who were living in the same development that I was, just having these experiences and making these 
sacrifices. That  helped me to forge a little bit more of a connection to the place. 

Nina 
Such a timely experience. So, what has your experience been like, over the last year?  

Emma 
Yeah. So, I went home, and I was there for about four months. Then, I was astonished to learn that the internship 
that I'd been hoping to have over the summer, was willing to have me in person. I went to Alexandria, Virginia for 
about a month, and I was living alone in an apartment, working partially remotely, partially in person, at an 
architectural engineering firm, that focuses on historic preservation. Then, I came back to Santa Barbara, and my 
parents and I drove across the country, which we've done several times before. It was  a stressful experience, just 
to see the pandemic playing out across the country. It felt like a different America, than I'd seen before.  

Nina 
How so?   



Emma 
Well, just ,the complications that COVID adds to everything. Most people I saw were wearing masks, which I 
thought was good. But also, a lot of the political messaging that you just saw across the country, and people's 
lawn signs.  It was definitely  a really weird moment to be driving across the country.  I'm glad I did it, because, I 
think as somebody who lives on the coast, so I've lived on both coasts, it can be really easy to  write off the 
middle of the country as a monolith. And, it's definitely not that, which I've learned through my travels. So, it gave 
me a sense of the scope of the pandemic, and all of the people whose lives have been completely thrown out of 
balance. 

Nina 
You saw the enormity of it.  

Emma 
Yeah, definitely. You get a sense of the enormity of the country, when you drive across it, but then just to see the 
pandemic stretched out across that physical scale, was really staggering. We took the fastest route, and then I 
ended up in New York, in the town that I lived in during high school, and my friend from high school and her family 
were kind enough to let me stay with them for two months. It was nice to be away from home, but also not living 
totally alone. And, then I came home for another few months, and now I'm on campus. I definitely would say that 
my experience over the last year, has been nomadic. I like to think I've been responsible with the way that I've 
been traveling, but I know that I'm really fortunate to be able to have done all the travel, that I have. I know a lot of 
people have had a different experience, where they haven't left their houses at all. So that's definitely something  
that I don't take for granted. 

Nina 
Right. It's certainly such a unique experience. I think you're the first one that I've spoken to, that has been able to 
use this year as an opportunity to study, while going and visiting different places. You even had the opportunity to 
work in another city. What's next?  

Emma 
The way that I've been approaching decision-making, over the last year has  been; I have in my head my ideal of 
what is going to happen. And then, when something happens to change that, I say, okay, what can I do to 
accommodate this new goal that I have, now that my initial goal has been changed or modified. I've been trying to 
be as flexible as possible, understanding just how quickly things can change.  

Nina 
It's actually an important lesson for younger people.  

Emma 
Yeah. I hope that it's helped me to be a little bit more empathetic for other people, and understanding that  I just 
need to be patient.  We're all just doing our best right now. It's a really strange and galvanizing time to be alive.  

Nina 
How did you come to that way of thinking about the unknowns and the unpredictability?  



Emma 
Lots of self-reflection, and also I was kind of sick of just being anxious all the time.  I  needed to find a way to cope 
with that.  I just decided, there's so many things that are not in my control. But, I can control whether I'm adaptive. I 
can control whether I'm resilient. And I can control how I respond. So, I just came to that way of thinking, because I 
was done, just feeling worried about it all the time. I still feel worried about things, but it has helped a little bit. 

Nina 
So, what are some of the short-term goals? 

Emma 
I think definitely short term is trying to find ways to make more connections with people, as we enter the second 
year of the pandemic. And, also making more opportunities to be kind to myself and allow myself to feel how I'm 
feeling, without judgment, from myself.  

Nina 
It seems to me that the lessons that you've picked up in this time, are invaluable.  

Emma 
Yeah. I wonder if my generation is going to be a very self-reflective, introspective generation, or if we're all going 
to rush to just get out of this, as soon as possible. I'm definitely fascinated to see the the long-term impacts, that 
this forced return home, or forced introspection has had. 

Nina 
Also fixating on one particular goal, but having multiple avenues. 

Emma 
Definitely. Yeah. I hope that we're able to reach out to each other more and  create more of a culture of comfort, 
rather than division. The last year has been pretty divisive. So, I hope that we can all find ways to be more 
understanding and kind to each other. Everyone's been saying that, but it's important  to remind yourself of that. 

Nina 
Well, not, everybody's been saying that. 

Emma 
That's true. That's part of the problem. Yeah.  

Nina 
You've had this leaving home, going home, leaving home, all year.  

Emma 
Honestly, when I was sent home, initially, everything was so stressful and scary. It was nice to just be back home.   
It definitely got old, which is part of the reason why I was so ready to leave. But, I've actually talked a lot about this 
with my mom. My mom is a science writer, and she wrote a book about adolescence in humans and animals. She's 
studied the benefits of extended parental care, in all sorts of animals. Oftentimes, the parents will be ready to 



have the child leave the nest, and then the child will come back, because they're not quite ready to be out, for 
real, in the world. And, I think that's going to be a really interesting impact, to see what a forced return to the nest, 
does to all sorts of people.  

Nina 
You strike me as someone who's quite independent, actually.  

Emma 
I like to  practice dispersal, and work on being independent. So...  

Nina 
What do you mean by ‘practice dispersal'?  

Emma 
That's a term that my mom uses in her writing, which is, to go out into the world. You can think of college, I guess, 
as a ‘practice dispersal’, where you're generally independent, but you still  have the safety net of being part of 
your family. You're not fully out on your own yet. 

Nina 
A rehearsal.  

Emma 
It's like a rehearsal. Exactly. Yeah. I actually think that being sent home, motivated me more, to be a little bit more 
independent.  

Nina 
That's interesting. Is there anything else that you want to share?  

Emma 
Yeah. I wrote an essay for an architectural art history course, after we'd been sent home. We had an assignment to 
write about the space that we were in, at that moment. So, I had used that as an opportunity to process a lot of the 
feelings I'd been experiencing, about being sent to my parents' new apartment. It was a really cathartic 
experience to be able to go through those feelings, through writing. I've been feeling guilty that I hadn't  been 
writing down my feelings, cause I want to preserve what I'm feeling now, for posterity. I think we're all going to 
have pretty vivid memories of the pandemic, that we'll be able to tell through oral history later. But, I also think that 
there was something powerful that came from writing about the place I was living in. I'm worried that it comes 
across, that I don't like it there. I very much do like it. It was just unfamiliar, at the time. And, I think, it wasn't until I 
was writing this, that I realized how familiar I'd actually gotten with the space.  

“My house still feels plush and new and a little unfamiliar, but the experience of confinement has forced me to 
build a relationship with this space quickly. I'm learning its idiosyncrasies, the way the sun rises over a bend in the 
road and diffuses through the window over my desk, the exact combination of windows and doors to open, to 
make my ceiling fan most effective in a heat wave, the noise the dryer makes that rattles the entire house. My 
dad has even trained at crow to land on our wall every day, for food. This period of my life, in the world's 



collective life, is difficult, painful, and strange, but I know my memories of right now, will be forever housed, in the 
space of this apartment. I'll sit on the patio in the late afternoon, watching the sun dip below the increasingly 
familiar skyline, but my mind will be on different skylines. I think about the impacts of the virus around the world 
and, more selfishly, I think about the next few years, and the places I hope to go. And, my mind is thousands of 
miles from Bella Riviera."  

Nina 
Beautiful. You read that really nicely.  

Emma 
It's a very early pandemic piece of writing, I think. But, talking about it here with you now, has helped me to think 
about the last year. I think, that's another thing that I want to do going forward, is just continually stopping and 
taking stock of how I've gotten here, and what I've been thinking.  

Nina 
Your insights were incredible. Thank you  for the generosity of your time.  

Emma 
Thanks so much for having me. 

Nina 
The second student we listen to is Alex Durham.  
Alex, welcome.  

Alex 
Thank you for having me.  

Nina 
Where do you study, Alex?  

Alex 
I study at Stanford University.  

Nina 
What are you majoring in?  

Alex 
I'm majoring in international relations and classics. That equals out to history, basically.  

Nina 
Oh, does it? No, let's must keep the other names. It sounds more exciting, the other way. 
Are you sitting where you were born? 



Alex 
I am, yes. In my home, in Atlanta, Georgia.  

Nina 
Wow. Okay. So, your experience with your family has always been in this one place?  

Alex 
Yes, my whole life, I've been here.  

Nina 
Tell us how this unfolded for you, beginning with the pandemic, and the choices that you came to. 

Alex 
Right? Yeah. So, it started about last year beginning of March, which is the end of our winter quarter, heading into 
spring break.  My friends and I had just planned a trip to Hawaii together, to hang out for spring break. And, when 
we heard the news that COVID was becoming a big deal; some of our final classes got canceled, some were 
moved to online finals, take home finals, or that sort of thing, we didn't really expect it to become very serious.  
People really weren't going home yet, because they didn't know the extent the university was going to take. It was 
confusing. It was something, we didn't know how to handle. So we canceled our trip. By the final week of our 
quarter, people started going home. Eventually, I did too. I flew home with my sister, who at that time was about to 
graduate at Berkeley. We were both in California. We met up, and we flew home to Atlanta, and I still had some 
finals to finish. So, when I first got home, we all laughed about it. You know, we didn't expect this, but it wasn't 
exactly the end of the world. It quickly became more confusing, when we realized we weren't gonna be going 
back to campus. Then, it became a question of zooming with our friends, trying to check in with each other, and  
trying to continue taking classes in the spring. We didn't know what to do. How long it was going to take, whether 
we would be back in class by the fall, whether our summer plans, which a lot of people had already made, for 
internships, for study abroad, for going to see family, were actually going to pan out. So, that was the first 
moments. And, for me, the beginning of what I am still doing now, which is taking classes at home. 

Nina 
So, what has the experience been like for you?  

Alex 
It's been, challenging in extraordinary ways. It's been in a way somewhat calming, as weird as that sounds. But, in 
the first couple of weeks, when I went home, it was just adjusting back to home life. My parents were not going to 
work, so they were at home with me. My sister was finishing up her classes, and then she had to graduate, which 
has still not actually happened. I was taking classes, and trying to adjust back to normal school life, but just in a 
very different setting. I quickly fell into a routine. The routine I set up back, that March, is really the same routine I 
have now. That's  maybe the calming part of it, is, having that routine being with my family. Fortunately, we have 
our own individual spaces, but the challenges really came, one by one. For me, taking classes online, and for 
many other college students, is infinitely more difficult than doing it in person. How do you do assignments, how 
do you interact with your classmates, with your professor? Going to online office hours, isn't exactly the same as 
showing up at your professors actual office. It feels less personal.  You feel more removed from the situation, 
which makes it a lot easier to procrastinate, to feel like, the work isn't really work. It feels a lot more draining, to sit 



in front of your computer, instead of actually going to a classroom, and transitioning between classrooms. Really, 
it's just exhausting. Even to go to club meetings, is  just one zoom call away. Thankfully, my club is the satirical 
magazine on campus. So, we're all pretty lively, and we looked for the humor in the situation, so that's honestly, a 
ray of sunshine amongst the weeks of monotonous classwork. There's been a massive number of students 
who've been taking leave of absences, because online class isn't the same. And, at that point, the option is, can 
you find an internship, a job, maybe some research? 

Nina 
What are you going to do with that time? 

Alex 
Exactly.  How do you fill the void? And, even those are extremely different. Last summer, I was accepted to a 
research college program where normally, I would've gone to campus, to conduct research with a professor with a 
group of about 50 other students, all sharing each other's research projects, but that was moved online.  
Thankfully, I was still able to do it. I still had a great time, and I still learned a lot. But it really was a different 
immersion. You have to really immerse yourself. You don't have the environment, you don't have the other people 
there to kind of help you do it. So, even if you do find something to fill the void of class, it's still a very sedentary, 
very isolated, very independent project. A year later,  the cons are still  lurking, in the background. 

Nina 
How does it affect friendships at school and in Atlanta?   

Alex 
Yeah.  At home, my friends from high school go to a local college, so, they're still in Atlanta. I was still able to see 
them. We did go and meet socially distant to catch up. And, for my Stanford friends, we were scattered across the 
country, and we would meet over zoom. But as time goes on, it does become a little more difficult to do that.  
  
Nina 
I'm curious, now that you're a year in. You understand the challenges. What are the insights that you have about 
the impact on not only yourself, your generation, the unknowns of the future, the  impact of unpredictability?  

Alex 
Yeah. Predictability has perhaps been the biggest obstacle to me, to my friends, and I'm sure to college students 
all over, because they have four year plans of classes to take, of programs to apply for, of internships  to have, 
maybe applications to grad school, or whatnot. This has really thrown all of that away. That's going to leave a 
lasting impact, whether you extend your stay in college, whether you take a leave of absence, you can study 
abroad.  Maybe you have to push that later, if that's a graduate requirement, and it almost feels detrimental to try 
and plan things, because everything's volatile. You don't know when things are going to be back to normal, if they 
ever will be. You don't know when you're going to be back on campus, when you're actually being able to travel, 
or when you're gonna be able to go to an internship or go to a job, which does maybe cause some phobia 
planning, phobia the future.  

Nina 
A lack of trust?  



Alex 
Yeah, a lack of trust, because  you don't know when things are going to happen; when you're going to be able to 
do things you want to do. That certainly can cause some problems on how you perceive where you are in life.  I 
feel a bit restless. I think that comes obviously with not being on a college campus, not having the freedom. At 
college everything's very fluid, but at home it's not the same, it's class, and then it's maybe another class, and then, 
you're at home. It's very limited. There's definitely things I can do to  leave the house, not be sedentary, and be 
active. But, at the same time, it's more independent action. I'm not doing things, I would probably normally do with 
my friends. In between classes I might hang out in my dorm with my roommate. Now I just say hi to my sister, if 
she's not working. My dog has been my substitute friend group, for a year now.  It's really been substituting  group 
activities with alone time, self care you might call it, but at a certain point, it doesn't start feeling like self care 
anymore.  I'm  good at  doing things independently, for a certain amount of time. But, I think I have actually found a 
limit that I want to do by myself, how much I can do by myself.  And at what point I really do start craving seeing my 
friends again, that normal college experience.  

Nina 
Do you think that your generation, once this is over, and they're going to leave home? It's okay. Goodbye. I'm not 
coming home for another couple of years, at least.  

Alex 
I mean, that's honestly been something that my mom has been touting. She's like, go live your life after this, take 
an extra year. Go to grad school, travel. But, yeah, I mean, I think there's going to be a lot of pent up restlessness, 
but also desire, to really make up for lost time.  I wouldn't say I feel sick of home, or I don't know if I will feel like, I 
never want to see my childhood room again. But, I think I'll be so preoccupied trying to fill my time with everything 
I couldn't do, that maybe it will be a bit of an afterthought. Maybe I really will start to realize, wow, I really needed 
to get out. I really needed to leave. I think there are going to be a lot of negative memories associated with, I don't 
want to say my house, but sort of this space which is, 

Nina 
This period of time. 

Alex 
Yeah, definitely. This period of time. 

Nina 
Associations with a space.  

Alex 
Yeah. And that's really been one of the negative aspects  This was a space that I had great memories in, during 
high school, during my childhood. Now, they're being diluted with these less than satisfactory memories, of 
slogging through college classes. And, this period of time that I'd rather forget. I'm not sure how easy it will be to 
forget.  



Nina 
Yeah. I'm really sorry that you're having that experience, you and your friends. I see it myself a lot, because I teach. 
I'm very aware of the impact. What are you doing next?  

Alex 
Thankfully, I've been doing research I started last summer and, it’s really, great work. I love my professor. I'm not 
sure how long it will be able to go on for. So, yeah, I've been looking for something to do over the summer.  I 
contemplated applying for study abroad, with the minor hope that it might carry out, but I know a lot of those 
programs are being cancelled. At this point, it might be just, what can I get, that's available.  

Nina 
I think one of the things is, this ability to have many options available.  

Alex 
Yeah.  

Nina 
Going forward, as well.  

Alex 
Yeah.  It definitely feels like options are very narrowed. It might be because we can't really plan for the future. So, 
you don't know if you want to commit to something. And, at a certain point, it does feel like, what can I get, what 
can I find? Can I just find one opportunity, and take hold of that one thing? 

Nina 
It seems you'll be back on campus for your final year.  

Alex 
That is the hope. That is what my professors and I talk about, what my friends and I talk about, what my family and 
I talk about; the fall, that hopefully things will be returning to normal, and we can put all of this behind us. As much 
as everything is really dark, there are some advantages that I've found, living with my family. This is something we 
never really would have been able to do. You know, as my sister was graduating, she was going to go live 
somewhere else. I was still at school. My parents are planning to go back to California, where my mom is from, to 
live there once I've graduated from college. So, this time, in this house, that we all love, and have lived in, my 
sister and I for our whole lives, has been nice to get  this final time with it, all together that, really we wouldn't have 
had otherwise. I really am  thankful for this time together because,  I didn't really realize how much I missed  living 
together, until we got back. I know there have been big dynamic changes in who we are as people, and what we 
do, and how we spend our time together. But,  I have gotten pretty nostalgic sometimes when we're just hanging 
out together in the evening, like we did for our entire lives. So, that's been heartwarming.  

Nina 
I'm so glad that you spoke about that. It's such a gift of time, and particularly what you just added, that this may be 
the last year. You have one more year, when you graduate, your parents are going to move on to another location, 
and this house will no longer be there.  



Alex 
Right.  

Nina 
So, you've had the time to be together again. 

Alex 
Yeah. Honestly, I'm almost happy that my perception of the home has changed because, that would have probably 
crushed me, a couple of years ago, to think, to never be in this house again. But, I know that really, wherever my 
parents are, wherever we can get together again, it'll still feel like home, which is a nice closure to have. 

Nina 
Thank you so much for your time. 

Alex 
Thank you for having me. This has been a great conversation. 

Nina 
The third student we listen to is Irene Pan. 
Irene, welcome.  I have asked you to join us today as a Chinese student, who is studying in New York city during 
the COVID epidemic. So where did you grow up, Irene? .  

Irene 
I come from Shanghai. It's the economic, financial and the cultural center of China. 

Nina 
So, within this big, international city, what do you remember? I imagine that's where your family might still be living; 
your street, your apartment. When you think of home, what do you think of? 

Irene 
Because Shanghai developed very fast, and changed in three to four years, many sites in my memory, and in my 
childhood, disappeared very fast.  

Nina 
Yeah. That's very particular to China, because of its unique development. The family remains. But the memory of 
childhood places, they've disappeared. Right? How about  the place that your family is actually living. Has that 
changed many times as well?  



Irene 
I stay in my home now, for more than 10 years, so, it's a place that I stay for a long time, and the streets, the 
restaurants, the buildings adjacent to my home, change very fast. And also, my home is not in the center of the 
city, because I live with my grandma, and we need a place, that has more fresh air.  

Nina 
Is there more nature there?  

Irene 
Yes. More nature there.Yes.  

Nina 
Because  the center of the city has a lot of pollution, right?  

Irene 
Yes.  

Nina 
And, that's also very unique to China, that families live as a multi-generational unit, that many grandparents are 
living with the family. That changes the requirements, as you mentioned, and needs of the home, and how 
everybody lives together, which is quite different than here in the United States. I think that's a really wonderful 
tradition, for the generations to live together. Now tell us, where are you right now?  

Irene 
In Brooklyn, New York, in Pratt Institute. 

Nina 
And what are you studying?  

Irene 
I study interior design.  

Nina 
The COVID epidemic hit last February, in March. And, for many international students, there was a choice to be 
made last spring, and then there was a choice to be made for the following year, whether to stay near the campus, 
or to return home. You are in New York City. How did you decide what you were going to do? 

Irene 
Well, it's a big and complex question. I chose to stay in New York, because I want  the work opportunity for one 
year. That's  one of the reasons I stay here, also, because of  COVID, it's hard for us to go back and come back. 
Oh, how can I answer it? It's a big question.  



Nina 
I'd like to know more about it. I know that after you graduate, you can work for one year legally, in the United 
States. If you went back to China, what happens to that opportunity? Can you no longer work anymore? 

Irene 
I heard that if we  go back to China, we may not even get the international student passport, and our F1 visa will 
be cancelled. So, we will lose the opportunity to work in America, for one year legally.  

Nina 
So, your friends that have returned to China, they will need to stay and work in China, after they graduate, they will 
not be able to come back to the States, and legally work here for one year. If you remained here in the United 
States, you could get that one year job legally, correct?  

Irene 
Yes. And also because of the policy of COVID-19, if we go back, we need about two months to travel, and it will be 
very hard.  

Nina 
So you decided to stay here. You made a decision, from a professional point of view, for the future, but how has 
the experience actually been for you, to be here during COVID. How has it impacted your life, your work, your 
social opportunities,  your experience in New York. What has the reality been?  

Irene 
Also, I forgot to mention, that the other reason I chose to stay because I want to get an in-person teaching from 
my school.  I thought it's one of the most important point, why I studied abroad. So, I'm waiting for that opportunity.  

Nina 
So, how has it been for you? 

Irene 
Virtual communication, like the zoom conference, brings us closer to our study partners, because we can see 
each other's private home from this virtual little window.  I miss the studio atmosphere. 

Nina 
Are you living alone and only communicating with people on zoom? 

Irene 
I live with a roommate now, and keep in touch with my other classmates or friends more virtually.  

Nina 
Has that been a good situation for you living with a roommate, one person, seeing them all the time?  



Irene 
Yes, I think so. We support each other.  I'm always afraid, because I stay in another country, independently, and I'm 
afraid if I die, no one knows.  

Nina 
Yes. I know that in China, a lot of people wore masks before COVID. That was related to pollution.  So, it's a much 
more common thing than it ever was here in the United States. For us, it was new. 

Irene 
I have a habit of wearing a mask, because I feel very safe, and the mask give me a sense of security.  When I'm 
walking on the streets, I feel more relaxed, when I encounter strangers. And, it weakens my identity.  

Nina 
Even in China, you feel this way. Right?  

Irene 
Right.  

Nina 
So, wearing it in New York, you just continue that. Part of it is for COVID obviously, but part of it is something you 
like to do anyway, it seems, because  you can play with your exposure, and how much people see you, or how 
much you want them to see you.  It feels safe  for you, behind the mask. 

Irene 
Right. 

Nina 
Do you feel uncomfortable being around people who don't wear masks?   

Irene 
I feel sorry that they don't feel their life is precious. 
  
Nina 
How does your family feel with your being here, in other words, away from them. Things, actually in China, have 
improved quite a bit.   

Irene 
Family is very important, and they talk less about this part with me, so I will not get a strong feeling that they miss 
me. They don't want me to be worried. And, you know, that in my generation, we are born in the one child policy 
in China. So, every child in a family, is very precious. 

Nina 
So, it seems to me like it was a big decision also for your family to give you the permission, allow you to take this 
opportunity, remain in the United States. Also, they probably know that you're very responsible. 



Irene 
Because I'm the only child,  I have a responsibility of the whole family. And, my mom always told me that you are 
not living just for yourself.  

Nina 
I understand.  As you look forward to the future, right? There's so many unknowns  now.  Will you be able to even 
get a job now that you've made this effort to stay here, so that you can get a job? You don't even know if people 
will be hiring, if things will still be virtual or in person, in offices. So many, many students now are living with the 
unknown for the future. How do you feel about that? 

Irene 
I think life is, kind of, like this, and we're all living in an unknown future, and we don't know where we will go.  
Although it's uncomfortable, and I feel confused with this unknown situation about the future, I accept it. 

Nina 
Irene, now that you've lived in America, in New York, for a few years, it's now almost become a new home to you, 
right?  Where do you feel you belong? 

Irene 
Right. The difference of the people who always stay in one place, with the people who travelled to many 
countries; I thought that, when I'm born, I'm Shanghainese. And, when I travelled to other cities in China, I become  
Chinese. When I come out of my country, I become an international citizen. Now, I'm a human being. 

Nina 
That's really, very lovely, the way you put that.  

Irene 
So, I want to thank you Irene for being here. You have one perspective of an international student here in the 
States. Of course, there are many other perspectives of those who still study in the States, but are now living 
abroad, back in their home country. But, you do speak on behalf of a lot of international students, who have had to 
struggle with the studying, the potential for working, the separation from family, and the responsibility for one's 
personal health, as well, and taking that on. Thank you for sharing your insights today. 

Irene 
It's my pleasure. Thank you so much, Nina. 

Nina 
Dear listeners. Thank you for being here. I invite you to reflect on what you've heard today, and send your 
thoughts or stories. We would love to hear from you. Stay in touch on Facebook, Instagram, or on our website 
thewhereing.com. Subscribe free to WHEREING, wherever you get your podcasts, so that you are alerted when 
the next episode airs. WHEREING is a pro bono initiative of Dreamland Creative Projects, which provides 
architectural and interior design services, for the places where we live, heal, age and inspire. If you wish to have a 
design consultation, visit dreamlandcreativeprojects.com or email me: nina@dreamlandcreativeprojects.com.  
Until we meet again, goodbye from WHEREING.


