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by Grace Koh
Illustrations by Karyn Peyton

Like many other new first-year stu-
dents, Kyle Wickham was learn-
ing to adjust to his reading load 

for his humanities core sequence. Dur-
ing class, the students were working to-
gether to unpack the reading—a difficult 
one—when one student made a comment 
that particularly caught Wickham’s at-
tention.

The student argued that some people, 
who did not have the proper educational 
background, could easily misconstrue the 
author’s text and thus render it mean-
ingless. “He was basically saying there 
should be some things that should only 
be accessible to people who go to higher 
education,” Wickham recounted.

While for some the comment might 
have passed by as a harmless theoretical 
idea regarding public versus elite acces-
sibility, Wickham felt that the comment 
had much more serious consequences.

As a first-generation and low-income 
student, Wickham contextualized the 
comment within his own experience. He 
grew up in a single-parent household. 
His mother did not attend college and 
worked as a waitress at fast food restau-
rants throughout most of his life. 

For Wickham, the “some people” who 
should potentially not be allowed to read 
a text was not a nameless social group—
it was his family.

“There are a lot of people out there 

who don’t have this access,” Wickham 
explained. “Just because you’re a first-
year at the University of Chicago doesn’t 
make you any more privileged to read 
this.” 

Repeated interactions such as these 
signal to Wickham and many other 
first-generation and low-income stu-
dents that they do not belong—or at least 
that they are considered outsiders to the 
University community.

In response, students have formed 
advocacy groups to provide support for 
first-generation and low-income students 
and to lobby for institutional change. 
Since then, these groups have been able 
to build cooperative relationships with 
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administrative officials. One of the most 
significant outcomes was the recent cre-
ation of the Center for College Student 
Success (CCSS), an office dedicated to 
supporting students from diverse socio-
economic backgrounds

Many other colleges nationwide have 
recently made strides to strengthen in-
clusivity by releasing new financial aid 
plans, and some have even established 
centers similar to the CCSS. UChicago 
has recently rolled out No Barriers, 
a new initiative announced last year, 
which will expand access to the Univer-
sity through changes to admissions and 
financial aid. No Barriers ensures that 
incoming undergraduates will receive 
need-based aid without loans, waives 
fees for students applying for financial 
aid, holds free information sessions in 
high schools, and provides additional 
scholarships for disadvantaged students, 
among other new programs. However, 
students and administrators also need to 
make sure that once students arrive on 
campus, measures will be taken to guar-
antee continued inclusivity and success.

Along with greater focus being given to 
these issues, the students’ ability to cre-
ate and maintain a relatively cooperative 
relationship with the administration has 
been an important catalyst for produc-
tive and tangible change in the Univer-
sity, as manifested in the creation of the 
CCSS. 

The Problem

“Well, if you’re so worried about 
money, why not just go back home to the 
ghetto and be a prostitute?”

Michelle Musielewicz could not believe 
what she was hearing. As a low-income 
student whose father was unemployed, 
she was working 20 hours a week in ad-
dition to adjusting to the

University of Chicago workload. She 
was interrupted with this piece of advice 
as she was talking to her friend about 
how she wished that she did not have to 
work while she was in school.

While first-generation or low-income 
students may not face such explicit signs 

of exclusion very often, many students 
say they do face implicit signs of exclu-
sion more frequently than others may 
realize.

Wickham explained how the dining 
hall closing on Saturdays and unexpected 
house fees are powerful indicators of ex-
clusivity and have serious consequences 
for low-income students. Wickham is 
one of the presidents of Quest Scholars 
Network—the University of Chicago’s 
chapter for QuestBridge, a scholarship 
for high-achieving low-income students.

“When you’re isolating students be-
cause of money, that’s something that’s 
just wrong,” Wickham said.

Another student, Lynda Lopez had 
been successful in high school and re-

ceived a QuestBridge scholarship. Like 
many other students at UChicago, she 
was surprised when she found herself 
struggling academically. Unlike many 
others, however, she was a first-genera-
tion college student and did not under-
stand that these doubts were natural for 
students transitioning into college. 

After she read about how nationwide, 
many first-generation and low-income 
students felt excluded by the implicit 
middle- and upper-class values that elite 
university culture seemed to promote, 
Lopez began to learn how to contextu-
alize and verbalize her experience.

Her struggles were not necessarily 

from her personal inadequacy or because 
she did not deserve to be a student at 
the University of Chicago. Rather, they 
were a result of an underlying difference 
between her background and the culture 
and environment of the University. 

She decided that she wanted to work 
toward change, so that other students 
coming in from similar backgrounds 
would not have to experience any simi-
lar feelings. She wanted students to be 
proud of their backgrounds and realize 
that they are assets, not unwanted hin-
drances, to the University community.

Lopez and other like-minded peers 
decided to form a group that eventually 
became the Socioeconomic Diversity Alli-
ance (SDA) to achieve this goal.

The priority of the SDA was initially 
raising awareness, not only because ad-
dressing campus culture was important, 
but also because they saw it as an impor-
tant first step to enacting change.

One of the group’s first initiatives was 
creating a Facebook group in 2013 called 
UChicago Class Confessions as an anon-
ymous platform for students to share 
their experiences with socioeconomic di-
versity. It raised awareness for concerns 
that may go more unnoticed than others, 
due to the fact that unlike race or gen-
der, socioeconomic diversity is more “in-
visible.” That is—compared to someone’s 
racial identity, for example—it is not as 
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automatically visible that someone may 
have grown up in a single-parent house-
hold, or has to work a part time job to 
send financial support back home.

During another campaign, students 
wrote specific concerns, such as “I have 
to send my refund checks home to sup-
port my family” and “I go hungry on Sat-
urday nights” on a poster, and held them 
on the main quad. 

The SDA was devoted to being a sup-
portive community, and also to advocat-
ing for changes and raising awareness 
about the concerns that such students 
face. Opening an office specifically ca-
tered to serving the unique needs of 
first-generation and low-income students 
would have the resources to address both 
of these goals more effectively than a stu-
dent group could.

Forging Relationships

Yet the SDA knew that creating an of-
fice would be a much more complex and 
difficult process than creating a Face-
book group or hosting a campaign. 

Lopez and other students had already 
begun developing relationships with 
University staff members, including Lori 
Hurvitz. In the spring of 2013 when SDA 
was beginning to form, Hurvitz was the 
director of the College Programming Of-
fice and coincidentally a part of the col-
lege staff “task force” that had formed to 
address first-generation and low-income 
student concerns.

With No Barriers on the horizon and 
an increase of socioeconomic diversity on 
campus, first-generation and low-income 
student concerns were becoming increas-
ingly pressing. Several administrators 
formed the “task force” to discuss how to 
meet these student concerns. This task 
force was made up of deans; representa-
tives from dining, housing, financial aid, 
study abroad; and other key administra-
tors. But the task force also knew that it 
needed student voices to create a fuller 
understanding of the student experience 
and the day-to-day problems that they 
were facing. 

Lopez and Hurvitz had met two years 

earlier in 2011, when Lopez was a stu-
dent employee and Hurvitz was acting 
as the interim director of the University 
Community Service Center. Hurvitz re-
calls that Lopez and a friend had first 
approached her because they were frus-
trated and looking for help. At the time, 
Lopez didn’t know that administrators 
had already been meeting. Hurvitz in-
vited Lopez and other SDA students to 
contribute to the task force’s roundtable 
discussions. 

In the following months, the SDA and 
the task force met several times. Lopez 
came prepared. Together, she and Hur-
vitz had written a survey to see what 
some of the most pressing concerns were 
for first-generation and low-income stu-
dents. Hurvitz administered this survey 
and Lopez was able to bring the survey 
results—as well as additional research 
and her and her peers’ personal experi-

ences—to the table to demonstrate what 
these needs were. 

Through these conversations, SDA 
members and administrators were able 
to discuss first-generation and low-in-
come student concerns and begin to work 
together toward tangible and effective 
solutions. The SDA brought up several 
major concerns, including the effect of 
work-study on a student’s academic 
performance and the dining hall closing 
on Saturday nights. Included in these 
requests was the creation of an office to 
consolidate support for first-generation 
and low-income students.

They found that for some concerns, re-
sources were already being provided by 
the administration—such as emergency 
funds for college housing given to Resi-
dent Heads to mitigate the expense of 
taking house trips—that students just 
did not know they had access to.
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Other concerns were perhaps more 
costly to fix but resolvable with the right 
resources, such as being able to work 
unpaid internships or finding clothes to 
wear for interviews.

In particular, students were able to 
bring to attention more detailed concerns 
that administrators hadn’t been aware 
of. “We were thinking on a very big pic-
ture scale,” she said, “and not so much 
in the day-to-day realm.” These concerns 
were useful to hear because they could 
also be a lot more easily addressed than 
some of the larger scale issues that the 
administration had exclusively been fo-
cusing on.

In regards to creating an office specifi-
cally for first-generation and low-income 
students, an important realization for 
the task force was seeing that up to that 
point, Office of Multicultural Student Af-
fairs was expected to field a lot of these 
concerns.

“The reality of the situation is not all of 
those students were multicultural. When 
you have a [...]white student who [is] 
from a low-socioeconomic background…
they’re not [OMSA’s] target audience,” 
Hurvitz explained. Even first-genera-
tion and low-income students included 
in OMSA’s target demographic faced 
unique challenges that OMSA was un-
prepared to handle. 

With that in mind, the task force 
agreed that the most encompassing solu-
tion to these resolvable problems was 
to create an office in the College dedi-
cated to addressing these issues; more 
specifically, having a set of dedicated 
staff that would be consistently working 
with first-generation and low-income 
students. The office would eventually 
be called the Center for College Student 
Success (CCSS) and would officially open 
in the fall of 2015. 

Administrators appreciated how the 
SDA approached the issues with the 
hopes of wanting to work with, and not 
necessarily against, the administration. 

“...They were bringing it rightfully to 
our attention in a really productive way,” 
Hurvitz said. Even in the earliest conver-
sations Hurvitz had with Lopez, she re-

members the discussions focusing more 
on how administrators could support and 
address their concerns than how they 
were not being met.

According to Jay Ellison, dean of stu-
dents in the College, cooperation is most 
successful when students are able to 
voice their concerns directly to adminis-
trators as opposed to other more indirect 
platforms such as social media. 

Lopez, too, believes that having staff 
allies and being able to communicate 
with them directly was—and continues 
to be—one of the most crucial parts to 
SDA’s success.

“I think oftentimes for students…you 
come to distrust the administration be-
cause they’re kind of seen as your adver-
saries, and I definitely don’t dismiss that 
feeling for students, but I think we were 
able to find people that we could trust,” 
she said.

Investing in a Solution

The University administration was 
not entirely unaware of first-generation 
and low-income students’ issues before 
the task force was formed. UChicago 
Promise, a college admissions support 
program for Chicago Public Schools stu-
dents, and Chicago Academic Achieve-
ment Program (CAAP), a summer 
pre-orientation program targeted to-
ward first-generation and low-income 
students, had already began to address 
these issues since as early as 2008, when 
CAAP first started.

But strides needed to be made, and 
the biggest came in the forming of the 
CCSS office, housed in the West tower 
of Harper Memorial Library. According 
to its website, the office’s purpose is to 
be a resource to help all—but especially 
first-generation, low-income, or undocu-
mented—students transition into life at 
the University of Chicago.

It provides a team of advisers who are 
specifically equipped to address concerns 
that first-generation or low-income stu-
dents may face, offers resources such as 
emergency loans and a free printing pro-
gram, and gives additional support, such 

as a mentoring program that matches 
current first-generation students with 
alumni who have similar backgrounds. 

The CCSS is actively involved with 
hearing student voices. It has formal ties 
with the SDA, employs students, and is 
in the process of building a student ad-
visory board. 

“We designed it so that [advisers] had 
a slightly smaller advising load...so that 
they would be able to spend more time 
getting to know the students,” Ellison 
said. The advisers and the other office 
staff members were selected to be ex-
perts and specialists in addressing par-
ticular first-generation and low-income 
student concerns. 

Many CCSS staff members were, and 
currently still are, involved with CAAP, 
allowing relationships between first-gen-
eration or low-income students and 
CCSS administration to begin even be-
fore students formally matriculate.

In addition, Ellison commented on the 
physical space of the CCSS. 

“Once we got the space we were able 
to create kind of a destination that stu-
dents can go hang out, use the printer, 
get some coffee, meet with their advisor,” 
Ellison said. This space allows for a set-
ting where students are not only able to 
voice their concerns, but also be in direct 
contact with the resources that can ad-

dress them.
Chloe Glispie, a fourth-year and cur-

rent student staff member at the CCSS, 
in particular has seen how the CCSS has 
contributed significantly to first-gener-
ation and low-income students’ sense of 
belonging. 

Glispie, a first-generation student 

“When I was a first-
year, admitting that 
I had nothing to eat 

to an adviser was not 
something that I would 

have done.”
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herself, remembers a young first-year 
student who was speaking to one of the 
advisers in the CCSS lounge about not 
knowing what to do about food on Sat-
urdays. The adviser was able to address 
the concern in the same moment it was 
raised by directing the student to the 
Saturday Night Social Club.

This encounter was particularly en-

couraging not only because a solution 
was reached so quickly, but also because 
of the ease the student had in voicing 
this concern. “When I was a first-year, 
admitting that I had nothing to eat to an 
adviser was not something that I would 
have done,” Glispie said.

Glispie has had a very positive experi-
ence working with Devon Moore and Jer-
emy Wright, director and assistant di-
rector of CCSS, respectively. Specifically 
regarding Wright, Glispie said, “He has 
an amazing way of relating to the stu-
dents….  I can definitely see the comfort 
that they have with him. Whether it’s 
very silly or very serious, he has a way of 
getting them to open up and to feel really 
comfortable talking to him.” 

Moore said, “There are a lot of differ-
ent resources on campus, and I think 
one of the hardest things is just knowing 
where to go.” The office helps students 
know where to start. 

“A Perfect Storm”

While student voices were undeniably 
a part of propelling the CCSS into cre-
ation, SDA’s success is also largely from 

the fact that the University had already 
begun to prioritize inclusivity for a so-
cioeconomically diverse student body, as 
evidenced by the pre-existing task force. 
Even as students at UChicago started to 
engage in conversations about the CCSS, 
other universities had also been attempt-
ing to improve the experience of first-gen-
eration and low-income students. 

In 2011, Georgetown established an 
emergency fund for students in need; in 
2011 Stanford established an office to 
promote diversity and support first-gen-
eration students; and in 2014, North-
western opened up its own office called 
Student Enrichment Services (SES), 
which is similar to the CCSS. In retro-
spect, Lopez believes these trends by peer 
institutions, particularly the creation of 
the Northwestern office, served as a cat-
alyst for the University of Chicago.

Northwestern University, like the 
University of Chicago, has had first-gen-
eration and low-income student-related 
programming before their office, SES, 
launched: both universities have had 
special financial aid packages and a 
strong partnership with QuestBridge. 
However, according to the SES website, 
it was not until a group of Quest schol-
ars at Northwestern shared their expe-
riences with administrators in 2012 that 
steps toward an office were taken. These 
early conversations led to focus groups 
and partnerships across students, fac-
ulty, and staff members, resulting in the 
office that opened in the fall of 2014. This 
process was similar to what was begin-

ning to happen at the University of Chi-
cago.

Another critical change that made 
the administrative environment more 
conducive to responding to a push for an 
office was the appointment of Ellison as 
the dean of students in the College at the 
close of the 2013–14 academic year. 

“Anytime leadership changes there’s 
just a new way of thinking about things,” 
Hurvitz explained. “Priorities shift a lit-
tle bit.” 

Ellison confirmed that as he began his 
time at the University of Chicago and 
learned about No Barriers, creating an 
office to support an increasingly socioeco-
nomically diverse student body was very 
important to him. Ellison had witnessed 
a similar financial aid restructuring pro-
cess at Harvard in 2007, where he had 
been a member of Harvard College’s Ad-
ministrative Board for almost 12 years. 
Harvard announced several new aid ini-
tiatives similar to those of No Barriers. 
While Ellison was not directly involved 
with creating or implementing the new 
financial aid plan, he was able to witness 
the ways that his colleagues needed to 
adapt to the changing population that 
the financial aid reforms were bringing 
to the campus.

The significance of these external fac-
tors in affecting administrative change 
are magnified when SDA’s advocacy ef-
forts are compared to those of other stu-
dent groups. 

For example, Kenzo Esquivel, a rep-
resentative of UChicago Climate Action 
Network (UCAN), describes UCAN’s re-
lationship with administration as “nec-
essarily tense,” and writes in an e-mail 
that “being well-behaved and continuing 
to sit in meetings with admin has ulti-
mately been an unsuccessful tactic.”

Meanwhile, Campaign of Equitable 
Policing (CEP) co-coordinator Sofia But-
naru said that it is difficult for the group 
to even sit down and meet with the ad-
ministrators that they reach out to. More 
difficult, in fact, than meeting with politi-
cians and state representatives.

When asked why she thinks the 
group’s interactions with administration 
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have been so difficult, she explained sim-
ply, “I don’t think they’re concerned with 
what we’re concerned about.”

In contrast, the administration clearly 
was concerned about the SDA’s concerns. 
With changes happening nationally and 
within UChicago’s administration, stu-
dent requests for an office aligned with 
other factors to create, in Hurvitz’s 
words, “a perfect storm.”

“There were more students coming, we 
were launching this program, we had a 
new dean of students, and it just all came 
together at a time that we were able to 
say, ‘Alright, now is the time to support 
these students in a different way,’” Hur-
vitz recalled. 

The Timeline of Change

Yet amidst positive relationships be-
tween the SDA and college staff and 
important strides that the University’s 
administration has taken, challenges 
remain. (For one, the SDA is still unsat-
isfied with certain dining-related issues).

Even though the CCSS was an impor-
tant and positive change, both students 
and administration understand that 
change is not always immediate. The 
reality and complexity of administrative 
change often necessitates that the pro-
cess is slow.

SDA co-president Kara Moore said, 
“[SDA] had been pushing for it for years 
before it happened….  It was definitely 
more reluctance on the administration’s 
part,” he said. “I think it takes a lot of 
force and pulling before they do any-
thing.”

Even though the SDA first requested 
that the administration create the of-
fice in the spring of 2013, it wasn’t until 
the fall of 2015 that the office officially 
opened. 

This difference in the perception of 
time is a central point of contention 
between students and administration 
when it comes to making change happen.

Hurvitz explained that while the Uni-
versity does have a lot of resources, it also 
has many competing interests. “While 
students want to see a sort of quick and 

immediate response to things, we’re a 
university that probably would choose to 
take our time and do something right.”

“The lifespan of a student of four years 
is a lot different than the lifespan of a 
125-year-old university,” Hurvitz said, 
and she sees great value in investing in 
changes for incoming students.

Lopez and Glispie both had to accept 
that their work will help future genera-
tions, even if they themselves were not 
able to directly benefit from the changes. 

Having graduated in 2014, Lopez was 
not able to see the CCSS open during her 
time at UChicago. Now a few years out 
of school, she remembered what it was 
like while she was advocating for these 
changes as a student.

“You’re so in the environment, you’re 
so impacted by it. You’re very passionate 
about it…. You can feel the urgency,” she 
explained, “and changes are so slow in 
the University.” 

Glispie, as a fourth-year, described her 
perspective toward the positive changes 
in the past few years as “bittersweet.” “A 
part of me wishes I would’ve had that,” 
Glispie said, “but I’m able to witness it 
happening, and in some type of way be a 
part of it, and that feels so much better.”

Looking to Future

As the population of first-generation 
and low-income students increases, 
awareness of the unique difficulties of 
their experience is also increasing. In a 
sort of feedback loop, Moore believes that 
a greater awareness of these issues, and 
consequently learning to take the pop-
ulation’s concerns more seriously, is an 
important catalyst for administrative 
action, such as the decision to start the 
CCSS. 

Stephanie Diaz, Moore’s co-president 
of the SDA, attested to the significance 
of its creation. While she was proud of 
the work that the SDA is doing, she ac-
knowledged that the CCSS is an impor-
tant signal that legitimizes the first-gen-
eration and low-income experience at the 
institutional level in addition to having 
greater funding than a student group.

While the issue of belonging still hasn’t 
been completely addressed, many stu-
dents feel hopeful for changes to come, 
including Glispie.

“Low-income students feel like they 
have a sense of belonging within one 
room in Harper,” Glispie said. She be-
lieves that in order for first-generation 
and low-income students to truly feel 
comfortable here, continued steps need 

to be made toward redefining what an 
“academic” looks like. 

The cooperative work of students and 
administration in recent years—from 
SDA’s early conversations with the task 
force to their involvement in seeing the 
CCSS come into being—is now bearing 
fruit. Even during her own four years 
at the University, Glispie has been able 
to witness administrative and cultural 
changes that are creating a more inclu-
sive environment for first-generation 
and low-income students. While many 
students still see pressing concerns that 
need to be addressed, they also believe 
that the University is heading in the 
right direction. 

With President Robert Zimmer’s re-
cent announcement of a $100 million 
addition to the Odyssey Scholarship Pro-
gram—part of an even larger $350 mil-
lion investment in the program by the 
University—the College is set to welcome 
even more students from low-income and 
first-generation backgrounds. This gift 
not only demands active steps toward 
supporting a more socioeconomically di-
verse student body, but also ensures that 
these steps will become increasingly pri-
oritized. 

In Glispie’s own words, “It can only get 
better from here.”

“You’re so in the 
environment, [...] you 

can feel the urgency and 
changes are so slow in the 

University.”
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“You know the past is a really 
important part of someone. 
So when you go to a new 

place, you kind of want to bring part of 
your past to reconcile your present situ-
ation.” 

Khalifani Beja Kitondo hits the nail on 
the head in describing the experience of 
international students at the University 
of Chicago, which he knows intimately, 
being one himself. Sitting in C-Shop, he 
speaks about the difficulties of trying to 
reconcile his past, Kenya, with his pres-
ent, Chicago. He laughs as he recalls the 
cultural gaffes that he’d made, grows 
serious when talking about immigration 
and visa difficulties, and smiles when 
describing the ways he is involved on 
campus.

Khalifani, a second-year, is a picture 
of ease and confidence as he sits for his 
interview. It is a state that, he will ad-
mit, was not always the case in the often 

tumultuous process of first coming to a 
new college, and a new country. 

He is one of many that has been 
through, and arguably is still going 
through, this fish-out-of-water experi-
ence of cultural adjustment, where some 
mistakes are as innocuously amusing as 
thinking a comment like “sick” means 
physical illness, whereas other problems 
involve grappling with issues like iden-
tity and acceptance. 

Year after year, upon leaving the 
shores of whatever country across the 
globe that they hail from, international 
students arrive in Hyde Park to im-
merse themselves in the life of the mind 
at a top-ranked university. They learn, 
slowly, to call ‘lifts’ ‘elevators’, to spell or-
ganize with a ‘z’ instead of an ‘s’, to drink 
out of red plastic cups at parties, to talk 
about the weather in Fahrenheit, and to 
adjust. 

But with each adopted mannerism 

and toned down accent, they also re-
member the home and past that they’ve 
left behind. It is between new and old, 
abroad and home, that they slowly find 
their feet, learning how to be themselves, 
still, in a new country. 

Bumps in the Road

According to the latest survey by the 
University of Chicago, approximately 10 
percent of the College, or 564 students, 
come from outside of the U.S. At first 
glance, these international students, 
hailing from as close by as bordering 
Canada, to as far away as New Zealand, 
blend into the student population seam-
lessly, each simply another figure walk-
ing across the quad. But the devil is in 
the details, and subtle reminders often 
crop up unexpectedly.

Khalifani recalled his first time in the 
country and being thrown off by—of all 

The Arts Incubator in Washington Park      courtesy of university of chicago arts + public life

Home and Away
Dancers perform at the South Asian Student Association’s annual cultural show in 2015. frank yan  | the chicago maroon

by Isabelle Lim 
Photos by Kiran Misra
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things—light switches.
“It’s the simplest things. Something 

like switching the lights, it’s the opposite 
here,” he said. “Everything is just the op-
posite. Common things that you would 
think anyone would know—they just 
end up becoming confusing.”

And while Khalifani would describe 
himself as “well-adjusted” now, the con-
tinuous journey of cultural and practical 
adjustments plays out very differently 
for every international student. It is, ac-
cording to Tamara Felden, the director of 
the Office of International Affairs (OIA), 
more complicated and fraught with mis-
steps than the average American stu-
dent’s. As a German student at an Amer-
ican college once, and the coordinator of 
thousands of international students to-
day, she understands the challenges of 
moving to an entirely new country where 
things are unfamiliar. 

“We want to think of ourselves as com-
petent, and we want to be accepted as 
competent. When we make errors, even 
if they’re not of our own making, we don’t 
feel as competent. And when you’re new 
in the U.S., it’s just one thing after an-
other that doesn’t seem to work right.”

Between the stress of sorting through 
the required immigration paperwork, 
which Felden admitted is considerable, 
and the more intangible culture shock 
that international students go through, 
it is no wonder that even the simplest 
tasks become complicated. 

An international student who arrives 
in the U.S. must handle, often alone, 
various administrative matters such as 
filing taxes, getting a cellphone plan, 
opening a bank account, transferring 
tuition money internationally, and on 
top of that, managing  the immigration 
paperwork that allows them to reside 
in the U.S. under a student visa. That 
same student, facing an onslaught of un-
familiarity, must also adapt culturally 
to a new environment and keep up with 
academics, social engagements, and ex-
tra-curricular activities.

And of course, they must, on top of ev-
erything, remember to enjoy themselves. 
Because it is college after all.

It’s all the anxiety that any incoming 
college student faces—the nervousness 
that comes with meeting new people, the 
pressures of a new academic environ-
ment, and the need to make it all seem 
effortless—but in this case, multiplied. 

Cultural differences often mean that the 
bare bones of social engagement, the abil-
ity to read and respond to the social cues 
people give, simply go over international 
students’ heads, especially in the first 
few weeks on campus. This was precisely 

the experience for Hussein El Keshen, a 
first-year from Egypt, who said, “Being 
from America just better equips you to 
understand what acceptance looks like. 
For me, it was a challenge because one 
response here may not mean the same 
thing back home.” 

And it’s this uncertainty, this constant 
learning and relearning of even the most 

basic cultural cues, that make inter-
national students’ cultural differences 
painfully apparent, if not to others, cer-
tainly to themselves. This discomfort, 
whether it fades in time or not, is some-
thing that international students all 
have to grapple with. 

Administrative Support 

Every year in the fall, approximately 
three days before the torrent of incom-
ing first-years inundate the University’s 
Hyde Park campus, a smaller-scale wel-
come plays out on 1414 East 59th Street. 
International undergraduate students 
from a variety of countries descend upon 
International House for their first formal 
introduction to the school, International 
Pre-Orientation. 

In Ida Noyes Hall, as an OIA officer 
steps to the podium to brief the students 
on the bureaucracy of American immi-
gration, the enthusiastic chatter of new 
acquaintances fills the room and doesn’t 
quite stop until several taps of the mic 
are made, sending painful audio feed-
back that pierces through the chitchat. 

Over the course of three days, the stu-
dents are briefed on immigration issues, 
taken to set up their bank accounts and 
phone lines, and are generally subject to 
a deluge of information regarding their 
extended stay here. Intended to ease 
international students into their univer-
sity experience, IPO deals with their two 
largest concerns upon arrival—practical 
ones regarding immigration procedure 
and social ones, which are far more neb-
ulous. 

For Hussein, IPO was where he met 
fellow Egyptian students with whom he 
is still in contact, but more crucially, the 
first-year explained that “just having 
three low energy days where you get 
used to everyone, and seeing everyone 
in the same boat as yourself” was com-
forting.

IPO has grown to become one of the 
flagship programs that the OIA orga-
nizes each year. And while much of the 
office’s bread and butter is firmly rooted 
in the realm of paperwork, handling visa 

“[...] when you’re new 
in the U.S., it’s just one 
thing after another that 

doesn’t seem to 
work right.”

Khalifani Beja Kitondo is a second-year 
from Kenya. 
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issues, and the like, director Felden said 
that now more than ever, the OIA is delv-
ing into the social side of international 
students’ well being. The OIA helps 
students connect to each other through 
social events like IPO and also helps non
-international students, faculty and staff 
truly understand the mindset and often 
jarring experience of studying abroad. 

“When you’ve always lived your life as 
an American, it can be very difficult to 
understand what it is like when you are 
not part of a culture and you have to step 
in,” Felden said. She described a past 
experience dealing with a student from 

Russia who, facing an immigration-re-
lated issue, had emailed multiple people 
with the same request, when simply ap-
proaching one person would have been 
sufficient. 

“Some might misread that as the stu-
dent being annoying or excessive. But 
you have to understand that he is com-
ing from a place where if you want to 
get things done, that is how you do it,” 
she explained, adding that the school’s 
ability to understand international stu-
dents’ psyches is key to helping them. To 
that end, one of the more interesting pro-
grams that the OIA has embarked on is 
“cultural conditioning”—workshops that 

simulate an overseas environment for 
staff of the University, allowing them, 
for those few hours, the experience of be-
ing completely out of their element.

It’s an interesting concept, but one 
that is ultimately, confined to the couple 
of hours the workshop runs. The partic-
ipants, uncomfortable as they may be, 
are free to walk back into the safety net 
of a familiar American culture, an option 
that is not available to international stu-
dents in the college who are in it for the 
long haul. And so in response, the OIA 
also organizes social events—times and 
places where international students can 

meet others like themselves and try to 
build their own safety net. 

Yet this social role is an uneasy one for 
the OIA to play and, for international stu-
dents, an uneasy one for them to accept. 
Because while asking for help from an ad-
ministrative arm of the University with 
regard to practical matters, like immigra-
tion issues, is easy to do, to request assis-
tance when it comes to social situations 
seems unnatural, and for some, even an 
admission of personal incompetence, ac-
cording to many interviewees. Why would 
you need structured social events to meet 
people and make friends unless you can’t 
already do that on your own? 

So while this social process is difficult, 
it is often made more so by international 
students’ own hesitance to make use of 
the already available resources by the 
school, choosing instead to go the road of 
“fending for themselves.” 

It is a mindset that Felden disagreed 
with: “I think fending for oneself is a big 
American ideal that is a misnomer.” She 
added that students have notions about 
individuals being required to be incred-
ibly independent problem-solvers who 
can overcome obstacles single-handedly. 
She said that they too often hear expres-
sions like “pulling yourself up by your 
bootstraps,” which ultimately create un-
necessary difficulties. 

Nevertheless, this gung-ho spirit of 
tackling a new environment without 
the cushioning measures of school-based 
support like the OIA’s initiatives is com-
mon. Chris Bello, a fourth-year from 
Spain, admitted that after IPO, he didn’t 
participate in many of OIA’s programs, 
but adds, “There are many ways for 
international students to engage with 
the school and their environment, some 
structured, and some less so.”

And often, it is precisely the less-struc-
tured, less University-led social options 
that international students turn to. Reg-
istered Student Organizations (RSOs), 
less formal than the administration, but 
more official than personal friend groups, 
have sprung up as a middle ground. 

Recreating Home
 

While adapting to a new, distinctly 
American college environment, interna-
tional students may take on new man-
nerisms, drop accents, and even adopt 
new names, but there is a sense that 
preserving their identity, or simply be-
ing in touch with their cultures is still a 
priority. 

Helen Han, a second-year from China, 
said, “I don’t think I’ve fully transitioned 
to U.S. culture for now. I don’t think I 
ever will, and I don’t want to, because I 
also want to maintain my own culture. I 
don’t want to be a totally different per-
son just because of the U.S.”

Tamara Feldon, director of the Office of International Affairs, was once an interna-
tional college student herself.
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For many international students, this 
reaction to cultural assimilation eventu-
ally surfaces during their time in college. 
Because for all their desire to adapt and 
fully embrace the American college ex-
perience, there is a sense that doing so 
shouldn’t come as a result of denying 
their own cultural identities or losing 
touch with home. Faced with this ten-
sion, international students often look to 
cultural RSOs, hoping that the organiza-
tions will provide a microcosm of what 
was familiar, and with that, a sense of 
security and comfort.

For Eduardo Rubini, a fourth-year 
from Brazil and also the current presi-
dent of the Brazilian Students’ Associ-
ation, joining his cultural RSO helped 
him find a community where he could do 
things that kept him feeling closely con-
nected to home. Speaking Portuguese for 
instance, he explained, is something that 
he finds he can only do with other Brazil-
ians or individuals who are adept at the 
language, but that is rare. 

Ryan Kim, president of the Korean 
Students’ Organization, said that the 
community he found within KSO was 
important in helping him transition to 
college. It provided him with a group of 
friends that he could better connect with 
because they shared similar childhood 
experiences growing up in Korea and 
understood the difficulties of studying 
abroad. A lot of the reason he chose to 
play a more active role in KSO, he said, 
was to provide this same welcoming 
community for incoming first-years. 

This sense of camaraderie and com-
munity amongst international students 
from the same country comes more eas-
ily often due to the simple fact that many 
find themselves now a minority of the 
population. 

“Personally, when I hear someone is 
from Kenya, I get really excited. I hear 
someone speaking Swahili, I definitely 
go and talk to them. But when you’re in 
Kenya and you see a Kenyan, you don’t 
get excited. There’s millions of Kenyans 
in Kenya. You’re just another person!” 
Khalifani chuckled as he explained. 

“In a way, being distant from home 

makes you closer,” the second-year 
said, elaborating that being in America 
makes him think more about being Ken-
yan, and makes him feel closer to others 
from his country who are also here going 
through the same foreign experience. 
It is a self-reflective state that involves 
having one’s cultural and national iden-
tity highlighted in new ways. 

Eduardo explained that in Brazil, be-
cause students mostly go to school where 
they are born and live with their parents 
throughout college, heading to the U.S. 
is a vastly different route. It is therefore 
a difficult journey, he said, but one that 
unites the Brazilian students on campus. 

“We chose to come here and we have 
the opportunity to learn with the best 
in the world. But it has a cost,” he said. 
“And I think that we share the cost and 
share that burden, which in a way, keeps 
us a close-knit community.” 

In these cultural groups, year-round 
social events, meetings, and miscella-
neous celebrations all help international 
students bond over familiar customs, 
food, and traditions. But it would be a 
mistake to think that all international 
students strongly defined by their coun-
try of origin. After all, national and 
cultural identities only go so far, so not 
all international students find their 
close-knit communities within cultural 
RSOs or identify themselves strongly 
with other students merely because they 
come from the same country. 

Sophie Zhuang, a third-year from 
China, explained that while she is close 
to the international Chinese students in 
her year because they knew each other 
from before, she isn’t involved at all with 
CUSA, and the larger notion of “Chinese 

heritage” is something she feels ambiva-
lent about. 

Over email, Zhuang expressed that 
she has a strong emotional attachment 
to her family, friends and childhood 
memories, and it is that, instead of any 
“Chinese-ness” to be found in touted cul-
tural traditions and celebrations, that is 
closest to a sense of home for her. 

This notion of difference, that each 
and every one of us defines our cultural 
identities in different ways, is a re-
minder that international students don’t 
all come from the same mold, though 
they may be from the same country. And 
so while some may find solace in the 
community provided by a cultural RSO, 
others may find little that resonates with 
them and the idea of “home” that they 
have in their minds. For these interna-
tional students, their communities are 
found elsewhere, tucked away in conver-
sations in class, ties made through the 
house system, and camaraderie in sports 
teams.

Representing Home 

As the lights dim, a packed Mandel 
Hall quiets in anticipation of an explo-
sion of color, song and dance. Dancers 
decked out in brightly-colored outfits 
worthy of a veritable Bollywood extrav-
aganza impatiently await their cue and 
before you know it, the music blares and 
they rush on stage, kicking off the larg-
est culture show on campus—SASA’s 
annual spring culture show. 

With more than 200 students in-
volved, the spring show is the largest 
and most prominent event that SASA 
organizes each year. A celebration and 
showcase of South Asian culture in the 
form of song, dance and drama, the show 
is wildly popular with the student body, 
drawing an audience and even partic-
ipants far beyond just those of South 
Asian descent. The show perfectly dem-
onstrates one of the best aspects of cul-
tural RSOs on campus—their ability to 
share culture, allowing the uninitiated 
to understand and experience it. 

While smaller organizations like 

“We chose to come 
here, and we have the 

opportunity to learn with 
the best in the world. 

But it has a cost.”
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the BSA may largely consist of Brazil-
ian students, larger cultural RSOs like 
SASA often host events or have member-
ships that are a mix of nationalities and 
ethnicities. 

This openness to all students, despite 
a specific cultural focus, is something 
that Ryan believes is crucial. He stressed 
that although one of KSO’s purposes is 
to represent the Korean community on 
campus, another important aim of the 
organization is to foster understanding 
about Korean culture through direct ex-
change, education and communication—
in other words, when more than just 
Korean students get together. According 
to Kim, the KSO is open and has always 
been open to all students in the College, 
regardless of nationality. Their board, he 
said, is currently made up of Korean in-
ternational students, Korean-American 
students, and Non-Korean American 
students, adding that the membership of 
the organization is equally diverse. 

It’s a conscious decision to diversify 
the organization and engage in more 

public events, Kim said, especially be-
cause Korean students in particular are 
often seen as too exclusive, choosing only 
to socialize with other students from the 
country. Events that are aimed at public 
participation such as a kimbap (a korean 
rice roll similar to sushi) making session, 
or the annual KSO culture show, with 
its K-pop draw, he said, are all ways in 
which the organization engages more 
than just Korean students. 

Yet, the balance between providing 
a tight-knit community for incoming 
students from a specific culture, and 
ensuring that the organization remains 
open and appealing to other students 
who may simply be interested in learn-

ing more is a tough one to handle. Be-
cause while trying to appeal to a larger 
audience, cultural RSOs find themselves 
having to compromise on what they 
present as their country’s culture. 

Ray Thamthieng, a co-president of the 
Thai Students Association, lamented, “A 
lot of the time, people just know about 
Pad Thai, lady-boys and mango sticky 
rice or something. It would be a nice ad-
dition to get people more involved and 
more aware of what Thailand is, and not 
just a third-world country in Southeast 
Asia, or a holiday destination.” Yet, she 
explained that many a time, events that 
attempt to expand cultural understand-
ing of Thailand beyond that, touching 
on the country’s politics or rich history, 
just aren’t as popular with students on 
campus.

The notion that cultural RSOs, espe-
cially those representing cultures that 
are more unfamiliar to the American eye, 
are often forced to present a caricature of 
culture is prevalent. Kim admitted that 
there is a definite compromise in what 
the KSO can present as “Korean cul-
ture” in their public events if they want 
to draw a crowd. Events can be skewed 
towards the more light-hearted fare of 
food, dance, and music, spurred by their 
comparative popularity amongst the stu-
dent population. 

“Sometimes it’s hard to showcase Ko-
rean culture outside of free food or like, 
K-pop,” he said. “It’s a fight between 
whether we want more people to come 
to our events as opposed to whether we 
want to really show what we define as 
Korean culture.”

The struggle to represent a culture 
holistically however, is something that 
these organizations recognize as impor-
tant, especially because cultural RSOs 
often take the leading role and have the 
loudest voice when it comes to defining 
how a specific culture is perceived on 
campus. It isn’t easy to disassociate Chi-
nese culture from the constant Chinese 
bun sales on campus, or South Asian 
culture from Bollywood—in other words, 
the narrow pop culture references that 
are easily digestible (sometimes liter-

“Sometimes it’s hard to 
showcase Korean culture 

outside of free food or 
like, K-pop.”

Ryan Kim is a fourth-year from Korea and the president of the Korean Students 
Organization (KSO).
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ally). But the point is that cultural RSOs 
are trying to let students see that there 
is more to each culture than just food 
and fun. 

With SASA, co-presidents Elora 
Bhasu and Bharat Chandar noted that 
though the group is still largely known 
for its annual culture show, they have 
organized a mix of events in both subject 
matter and scale. Events such as aca-
demic panels, the latest one being on the 
state of LGBTQ issues in South Asia for 
instance, are now fixtures on its organi-
zational calendar, as are celebrations for 
holidays such as Holi, the Hindu festival 
of colors. 

With such events however, there is 
greater pressure to be representation-
ally accurate, and it is a pressure that 
Elora admitted is even more strongly 
felt because the nationality make up of 
SASA, including herself, is largely non
-international.

“For example, with Diwali, I had to 
give a speech for it, and there was a lot 
of pressure with that, because you kind 
of have to do justice to the holiday and 
there are people who are listening to you 
who are directly from South Asia, and 
may potentially know much more about 
the holiday than I do,” she said.

It is a pressure however, she qualified, 
that they try their best to meet, and with 
regard to events where accuracy is key, 
such as religious festivals, they work di-
rectly with groups such as the Office of 
Spiritual Life and the Hindu Students’ 
Sangam, to establish credence for their 
events. Ultimately, by going beyond the 
food and fun, popular and central as it 
may be to any culture, cultural organi-
zations like SASA are doing more to rep-
resent international students’ cultures 
in a way that is sensitive, sophisticated 
and multidimensional, much like the in-
dividuals that comprise it. 

That is the kind of understanding that 
individual international students also 
try to convey to those around them on 
a daily basis, but even then, there are 
challenges.

For Helen, speaking to her friends 
about Chinese culture and the realities 

of Beijing, where she is from, is some-
thing that she enjoys. But still, there are 
certain topics that she steers clear of. 
Chinese politics, for one, is an issue that 
is best left out of the conversation, in her 
opinion.

“I remember when I was taking SOSC 
and we were reading Marx, a lot of peo-
ple in my class would use China as an 
example and criticize it, saying that it’s 
oppressive or whatever.” 

She elaborated by saying that often, 
she feels a reluctance to go beyond a cer-
tain point of clarifying China in cultural 
exchange, because she feels that most 
Americans simply do not understand it. 

Its national affairs, she said, are com-
plex. Most importantly however, the sit-
uation is completely different, she said, 
and when you use an American point of 
view to interpret a Chinese situation, it 
just is not appropriate. 

The effort it takes to represent and 
sometimes defend a cultural point of 
view is tiring, and it is a role that inter-
national students are sometimes reluc-
tant to take up. In classes like SOSC, 
while Helen finds it interesting to hear 
what others think of China, she will 
rarely speak up because she simply does 
not want to be seen as the “representa-
tive” of her country.

And this attitude is common. While 
the experience of a different culture and 
being international does play a large role 
in characterizing students’ experiences 
of college, it clearly is not the only com-
ponent of international students’ identi-
ties, nor do international students want 
it to be. 

“Students are often talked about as in-
ternational, or LGBTQ, or African-Amer-
ican—in other words, categorized—the 
reality is that students have all these 
identities and that they complicate each 
other,” Felden said. For Eduardo, this 
notion holds true: being an international 
student affected but did not define his 
identity in school. 

“Yes, Brazil is a part of me,” he said, 
“But what defines me, what really makes 
me [me] on a personal level isn’t just the 
fact that I’m Brazilian. It’s who I am, it’s 
what interests me.” 

It is a balancing act that interna-
tional students have to perform: being 
informed by their culture but not being 
completely defined by it. There is a nat-
ural hesitance to constantly talk about 
their home country to avoid being pi-
geonholed by their “international-ness.” 
It involves one of the most fundamental 
questions individuals can ask them-
selves: “Who am I?” In this case, inter-
national students must figure out how 
much of themselves is informed by their 
past cultural heritage or the experience 
of being “international,” and how much 
is due to the various other identities that 
they claim. 

It is a revelatory period that is, for 
some, surprisingly made much easier be-
cause they are abroad. For students like 
Sophie, to whom the idea of “cultural 
heritage” is often limiting, coming to the 
U.S. gave her greater freedom to express 
herself, simply because “as a foreigner in 
a far-away land, a lot of cultural expecta-
tions are suddenly rendered irrelevant.” 

This sense of greater freedom is some-
thing that students like Priyanka Sethy 
agree is one of the greatest benefits 
when studying away from home. The 
third-year from India said that while 
there were definitely challenges to be-

Helen Han is a second-year from China.
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ing abroad, for her, the benefits far out-
weighed any hiccups in cultural transi-
tion. 

“I feel like I could express more of my-
self, express myself more freely if any-
thing,” Priyanka said about being in the 
U.S. She explained that in Hyde Park, 
simple actions like going out alone or 
wearing shorts feel more comfortable to 
her.

She talked about how in certain ways, 
nationalities may sometimes come to 
bear less when studying abroad, allow-
ing her experiences that she wouldn’t 
otherwise have had back home. 

“I’m Indian, and India traditionally 
has had a long-standing conflict with 
Pakistan. But some Pakistani stu-
dents whom I’ve met here are now my 
closest friends,” she said. Being in an 
environment where Indian domestic 
political issues have less influence on 
daily life, she explained, enables her to 
interact with these friends on a purely 
social level, something that she said 
may be more difficult in the environ-
ment back home. 

Across the board, international stu-
dents have a certain level of apprecia-
tion, even gratitude, for the environment 
that an American college campus pro-
vides. Because, despite the countless cul-
tural missteps that occur along the way, 
international students do cherish their 
time here and the selves that they create 
in this new environment. 

For Priyanka, that certainly seems to 
be the case. 

“It’s funny, because a lot of people talk 
about going to India to find themselves,” 
she said. “But for me, I feel like I’ve 
found myself here.”

Leaving Home

Speak to international students and 
you will find that when asked about 
post-graduation plans, not many will 
give staying in the U.S. as the sole op-
tion, especially when it comes to those 
seeking employment instead of continu-
ing their education. 

When asked about what his largest 

post-graduation concern was, Eduardo, 
who is open to returning to Brazil for 
work, said that visa issues are usually 
the largest challenge international stu-
dents face after graduation, especially 
for those planning to stay. And the 
worry is not unfounded. For interna-
tional students, the number of immi-
gration-related hoops that they need to 
jump through in order to stay in the U.S. 
is enough to convince students that they 
are anything but welcome after they 
graduate. 

The process, according to Felden, is 
complicated. First, an international stu-
dent applies to jobs that are willing to 
hire them, coordinating this job search 
with a specific time period in which they 
must also apply for a permit that allows 
them to remain in the country for a year 
for Optional Practical Training (OPT). 
If successful, they work for a year in the 
country, then apply for an H1B visa, 
which involves paperwork, a lottery sys-
tem, frequent delays in processing time, 
and in recent years, an increasingly slim-
mer chance of having their names pulled 
out of the immigration hat due to over-
whelming demand. Further obstacles in-
clude employers being required to prove 
that no American is deprived of a job be-
fore being able to hire any international 
student, and the tendency for employers 
to simply not consider international ap-
plicants at all due to the extensive and 
expensive paperwork that needs to be 
filed. With these barriers, the possibility 
for international students to stay in the 
U.S. is whittled down even more. 

It is a journey that, if international 
students choose to pursue, can prove to 
be hair-raisingly stressful. Ray, who is a 
fourth-year, is planning to stay in Chi-

cago, but said that once the OPT period 
runs out, whether she will be able to stay 
or have to head back to Bangkok is en-
tirely a guessing game. 

“Students at the University of Chi-
cago operate on a basis of reason. They 
think things through; they argue things 
through. If-Then. And we’re dealing with 
an immigration system where reason 
does not necessarily apply, it’s not log-
ical, and If-Then is a very complicated 
proposition,” Felden said about the pro-
cess of applying for an H1B visa. 

The immigration situation is one that 
has prompted most international stu-
dents to cast wider nets when it comes 
to post-graduation plans, creating global 
options alongside their stateside job 
search, which increasingly, are proving 
to be more than mere back-up plans for 
students. Chris, who graduates in the 
spring, is set to work at an international 
law firm in Paris after graduation and 
said that this option was far more attrac-
tive to him than staying in the U.S. 

Indeed, many international students 
feel that with their college-honed skills 
and knowledge, as well as their back-
grounds, pursuing global opportunities 
makes far more sense. Going back to 
their home countries is one option, but 
even then, international students often 
face yet another uneasy transition as 
they find that the places and faces that 
they once counted as familiar seem to 
have changed ever so slightly, as they 
themselves have. Eduardo, when asked 
about the prospect of returning to Brazil, 
admitted that there will definitely be a 
period of readjusting to Brazilian culture 
for him, since even the littlest things like 
how he dresses have changed since com-
ing to the U.S. 

Going back home for international 
students, then, also involves leaving the 
home that they have spent the last four 
years building for themselves. The bit-
tersweet departure will mean throwing 
themselves into yet another process of 
transitioning. 

And it will mean having to find their 
feet, adjusting and readjusting, all over 
again. 

“A lot of people talk about 
going to India to find them-

selves. But for me, I feel 
like I’ve found myself here.”
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Student Spaces
Made and Remade

By Meera Mody



16 | Vol. XXII

O n the first-day of 
O-Week, students 
lug enormous bags 

up to their respective dorm 
rooms, decorating the bare 
walls with posters and pho-
tos, unpacking brightly col-
ored bedspreads, and pack-
ing the once-empty drawers 
full of clothes and knick-
knacks. Each previously 
identical room is trans-
formed into a unique stu-
dent space, stamped with 
the personalities and quirks 
of each inhabitant. As the 
years go on, we stretch out 
across campus, co-opting 
cafés, libraries, and other 
nooks as extensions of 

home. Who doesn’t have a 
favorite floor in the Reg or 
hasn’t “claimed” a special 
spot in Hallowed Grounds? 
The structure of these 
buildings is owned and 
built by the University ad-
ministration, but the hours 
we spend in them leave 
an indelible mark on the 
spaces themselves, molding 
and shaping what they be-
come. This photo essay is an 
exploration of these types of 
spaces, how generation af-
ter generation of students 
claim this ever-changing 
campus as their own. 

–Natalie Friedberg
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Navigating Uncertainty
Coming to Terms with the Unknown

by Tamar Honig
Illustrations by Jen Xue

It’s 10 p.m. You’re in the Reg, 
cramming for that O-Chem 
test.

Do you even want to be a doctor?
It’s 11 p.m. You peruse summer 

internship listings, wondering 
which will look most impressive on 
your resume.

What do these titles mean? 
“Wealth management production 
intern”?

It’s midnight. You wrangle with 
your paper, frantically attempting 
to contribute something worth-

while to centuries of scholarship on 
Marx or Machiavelli.

How will you ever succeed in life 
if you flunk this class?

And also, why has that guy you 
like not texted back?

College students find themselves 
in a most peculiar time in life. 
They’ve got just enough knowledge 
of and experience in the world to 
know a few things about what they 
like and don’t like, but uncertainty 
about the future looms as a nearly 
permanent fixture in the backdrop 

of their daily doings.
A pervasive source of distress 

amongst college students is the big 
question mark occupying the space 
on the calendar that starts around 
tomorrow and extends indefinitely.

So many students’ idea of a 
dream job changes every few 
months. Others have yet to light 
upon even one such idea. There 
have been many a freshman crying 
in the library bathroom in terror of 
a midterm that might destroy her 
chances of getting into law school, 

Students studying in the Regenstein Library.  jamie manley | the chicago maroon
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and there is of course the senior 
wondering if he’s just signed away 
those valuable first post-college 
years to an industry that will make 
him rich but not happy. Pan to my 
roommate, plunking herself on the 
couch late at night with her head in 
her hands and uttering the words 
so many of us have thought at one 
point or another: “I don’t know what 
I want to do with my life.”

This is an effort to present those 
stories, to explore these anguishes 
and others associated with what 
happens once students depart cam-
pus. This is an investigation into 
how uncertainties about the future 
affect the college years, and how 
various university resources re-
spond to student concerns about the 
unknowable time beyond them.

One True Calling?

In a Ted Talk last year, writer, 
artist, and career coach Emilie 
Wapnick discussed the case of “mul-
tipotentialites”—those who have 
a range of interests and jobs over 
their lifetime. She described the 
challenge they face in a society that 
asks its members to pick a lane and 
stay in it.

“We are first asked the question 
‘What do you want to be when you 
grow up?’ when we’re about five 
years old. And the truth is that no 
one really cares what you say when 
you’re that age. It’s considered an 
innocuous question, posed to little 
kids to elicit cute replies, like, ‘I 
want to be an astronaut,’ or ‘I want 
to be a ballerina,’ or ‘I want to be 
a pirate.’ Insert Halloween costume 
here.”

“But this question gets asked of 
us again and again as we get older 
in various forms,” Wapnick contin-
ued. “And at some point, ‘What do 
you want to be when you grow up?’ 
goes from being the cute exercise it 
once was to the thing that keeps us 
up at night. Why?”

Wapnick attributed this change 
to a culture that romanticizes the 
notion of the narrowly focused life 
that subscribes to destiny and en-
courages the discovery of a one true 
calling. In many ways a college 
campus embodies this culture. Stu-
dents are advised to think carefully 
about their major, their classes, 
and their summer plans, keeping in 
mind how these choices will directly 
impact their future trajectory.

But the reality is that aspirations 
can change radically and many 
times over the course of a lifetime, 
and even within the span of a col-
lege education.

“When I started college, I 
wouldn’t ever have pictured doing 
anything that had to do with data 
analytics or research or econ—all 
that was capitalist, evil, or what-
ever, but now I’m liking that stuff,” 
said Mary Vansuch, a third-year 
double majoring in economics and 
statistics.

David Livingstone has had a sim-
ilarly non-linear route. A fourth-
year environmental science major, 
he hopes to be accepted into the 
Maritime Academy post-gradua-
tion, and eventually, to dedicate his 
future to sailing tall ships. 

“I wanted to be a Unitarian min-
ister before I came here, which is 
weird because I’m a lifelong atheist, 
but, I don’t know, I liked the idea 
of leading a congregation, which I 
don’t think is too dissimilar to lead-
ing a ship and a crew. Then I wanted 
to do pre-med because I wanted to 
help people […] but decided I didn’t 
want to be in school for that long 
and what I liked about the field was 

the idea of helping people and not 
necessarily the science […] So I de-
cided to become an environmental 
science major so I could trick people 
into letting me go on adventures, 
and it worked. It worked: I got to go 
on a ship.”

Rita Jefferson, a third-year an-
thropology major, discussed her 
recent revelation that she does not 
want to go into academia, as she 
thought earlier in her college expe-
rience. She now plans on attending 
law school after graduation.

“I’ve been in a bunch of theoreti-
cal anthropology classes where you 
learn about how hard people have 

it, and I was just like, ‘Okay, so this 
is interesting to me in a way where 
I want to help people, but that’s not 
necessarily what the job is of an-
thropologists,’ so I thought, ‘Well, 
maybe if I do something quote-un-
quote practical with my career, I 
can actually try to help people.’”

Thoughts on the Future

That college is a stressful time 
for many is no groundbreaking 
revelation. In a survey conducted to 
gather information for this article, 
students cited causes of stress in-
cluding schoolwork, family, friends, 
romantic interests, clubs and or-
ganizations, money, work, health 
related issues, and Ted Cruz’s 
popularity, among other things. 
On a scale from 1 to 10—1 being 
not stressed at all and 10 being 
the most stressed—the median re-
sponse to how stressed one feels on 
a consistent basis was a 6.8.

As for how much participants 

“And at some point, ‘What do you want to be when 
you grow up?’ goes from being the cute exercise it 
once was to the thing that keeps us up at night. 

Why?”
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worry about the future, on a scale 
from 1 to 10—1 being not at all and 
10 being very much—the average 
response was a 7.2

Results from this survey indi-
cated that for many, thinking about 
the future has significant conse-
quences on their state of mind in 
the present. Having plans and 
concrete prospects seems linked to 
happiness.

“I got into the law school I wanted 
to go to, was able to defer for a year, 
and have a cool job in a city I really 
wanted to live in. I’m very happy 
when I think about the future,” said 
one fourth-year respondent about to 
graduate with a degree in Law, Let-
ters, and Society.

On the other hand, not knowing 
what the future holds often begets 
feelings of stress, sadness, and in-
adequacy.

“Being around so many people 
who are clearly going to be success-
ful is frustrating because the field 
I am going into is completely un-
certain and you very rarely break 
in before you’re around thirty. You 
kind of have to trust in yourself and 
your abilities, which can be difficult 
as it comes and goes in waves. Some 
days you feel very confident about 
yourself, the next you’re sure that 
you’re a failure,” said a third-year 
double majoring in philosophy and 

cinema and media studies.
A considerable portion of respon-

dents expressed similar sentiments 
in response to how thoughts of the 
future influence the mindset of the 
present.

“It is a driving force for me, but 
causes most of my stress. I feel the 
need to accomplish a lot and failure 
is terrifying.”

“It really makes me anxious and 
depressed.”

“Oh I’m a wreck.”
Other respondents recognized 

their uncertainty towards the fu-
ture as a source of excitement and 
motivation.

“I think that thinking about the 
future is what keeps me happy in 
the present. It’s what makes what 
I’m doing worth it, and it always 
will be; at no point will I have ar-
rived. I will always be working to-
wards the next thing, and that’s 
the way I want it to be,” a first-year 
participant wrote.

This rosy outlook could be attrib-
uted to the participant’s status as 
a first-year, blissfully unaware of 
the trials and tribulations awaiting 
them in the upperclassmen years. 
But positivity need not erode as life 
experience is accrued. Though it 
may feel like additional years only 
bring additional questions, time 
spent collecting knowledge is time 
spent becoming enriched, even if 
the practical application is not yet 
clear.

“Not knowing is the beginning of 
wisdom,” wrote third-year MeeSoh 
Bossard, a comparative human de-
velopment major and creative writ-
ing minor. “I think the question 
should be what do you want to do 

during your life, not with your life, 
as if life were a weapon or a tool. 
Your moments are both the fabric 
and instruments with which you 
craft your impact, but I don’t think 
it’s your life itself that is being wo-
ven into some grand plan. Pursue 
what you find interesting, ask ques-
tions, identify problems and try to 
solve them, wrestle with puzzles—

or do none of that. You’re a being, 
just be as authentically you as pos-
sible in each moment.”

Naturally, for most students re-
gardless of their year in the college, 
contemplating the future produces 
a mixed bag of emotions.

“The distant future is a wonder-
ful place where I’m accomplishing 
my goals, and I’m a happy person. 
The middle future is hazy and un-
certain, and probably involves a lot 
of work. The immediate future is a 
bearable struggle. Typically, think-
ing about these things brings me 
some anxiety,” a first-year said.

Passions Versus Practicality

Questions about what to pursue 
are tough to tackle in an environ-
ment inundated with so many pow-
erfully competing pressures. Our 
hearts tell us to explore our pas-
sions and our heads tell us to find a 
lucrative career. We’re encouraged 
to seize these years as the best of 
our lives – to form friendships and 
fall in love and make lifelong mem-
ories of wild nights. In the same 
breath we’re warned not to squan-
der away our education, to study 
hard, and earn top marks. And lead 
a club. And publish a novel. And 
found a philanthropy.

“I think that thinking about the future is what keeps 
me happy in the present. It’s what makes what I’m 

doing worth it [...]”
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Students strive to make choices 
that will have made their tuition 
dollars worth it. But a positive re-
turn on investment for the years 
spent at university requires more 
than just securement of a stable 
salary. How prominent of a role are 
factors like happiness and fulfill-
ment allowed to play?

This question brings many stu-
dents to a crossroads. In the survey, 
students were asked if they foresee 
a potential conflict between what 
they would like to do and what they 
feel they should do in their futures.

“I feel like the phrase ‘what I 
should do’ is a particularly compli-
cated one, and I’m not sure I know 
entirely what that means to me yet,” 
second-year Brian Tsuru wrote. 
“For example, if I have the poten-
tial to be really good at, say, sur-
gery [...] but I would really rather 
be a zookeeper, am I doing the right 
thing by making myself happy or by 
doing something I’m good at that 
also helps people?” 

Jefferson also noted the pressure 
on students to make good on their 
UChicago education.

“We have become the privileged 

class. We have become the people 
who can make change in the world, 
so we feel like we should,” she said.

Many responses echoed this per-
ceived dichotomy of passions versus 
practicality.

“I have a drive for helping people 
[.…] It’s consulting for now—as the 
‘should’ do—with the hope that I can 
move to what I want to do later,” 
said a fourth-year double majoring 
in mathematics and economics.

“I have always loved art, but I’m 
not sure if that’s what I want to 

do…or even can do. Majoring in Vi-
sual Art is basically a joke around 
here, which is hard to justify to my-
self when you have Bio majors on 
their way to curing cancer,” said a 
second-year double majoring in po-
litical science and visual arts.

For many, the difficulty lies not 
only in choosing whether to pursue 
one’s passion, but also in identify-
ing what that passion is in the first 
place.

“Not just have my interests 
changed, but I have come to ques-
tion my abilities in certain areas. I 
am struggling to figure out what my 
‘passion’ is and whether that pur-
suit will even do justice to a UChi-
cago education,” a second-year said.

Bossard touched on why it’s not 
always so simple to pursue one’s 
passions. “While doing what you 
love is very important and benefi-
cial health-wise, at the same time 
[…] it’s assuming that these people 
that you’re talking to come from a 
place of privilege [...] where they 
will be able to support themselves 
in some way, shape, or form— like 
monetarily, socially, emotionally—
by doing what they love.” 

Keeping Up With Classmates

The largest percentage of re-
spondents perceived themselves as 
less certain than their friends and 
classmates about what they will 
do in their futures (38.55 percent). 
27.71 percent felt more certain than 
their friends and classmates on this 
point, and 33.73 percent felt they 
had about the same level of cer-
tainty as their peers. 

“Everyone has enough friends 
that they have a friend who will 

always be doing better than them 
[….] I definitely have friends who 
are getting job offers now and it’s 
hard not to compare yourself to 
them,” fourth-year Daniel Hughes 
said.

“I trust the opinions and values 
of my friends and often look to them 
for advice. I will often talk myself 
out of pursuing something if my 
friends deem it stupid or impracti-
cal, which I know I shouldn’t do. I 
tend to think that they are all much 
smarter than I am, so if they hold 
that opinion, then there must be a 
legitimate reason,” said a second-
year double majoring in political 
science and visual arts.

Other responses reflect the possi-
bility of drawing feelings of inspira-
tion more than inadequacy from the 
success and ambition of others.

“I think that coming to UChicago 
was really eye-opening for many 
people, including myself. There are 
so many amazing, talented people 
here who tacitly encourage me to be 
my best self. It can be a lot of pres-
sure,” said a second-year political 
science major.

Amid reactions to the talents and 
success of others ranging from envy 
to admiration, a number of respon-
dents also emphasized the impor-
tance of staying true to their own 
direction without being deterred by 
anyone else’s thoughts and actions.

“Other people’s opinions haven’t 
had much effect because, well, they 
shouldn’t. It’s my life, so my deci-

“Art is basically a joke around here, which is hard to 
justify to myself when you have Bio major on their 

way to curing cancer.”
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sion to make,” said a third-year 
studying math and computer sci-
ence.

A fourth-year on the brink of 
completing the economics major 
responded, “I’ll end up where I end 
up; they’ll end up where they end 
up. Life’s not a measuring contest.”

Comparison is a natural habit and 
a healthy one in certain amounts. 
But on a non-linear route with lim-
ited visibility of upcoming ascents 
and descents, one’s own progress 
can be difficult to monitor. Often-
times it is simply easier to observe 
the apparent triumphs of others, 
without seeing the pitfalls they 
have also encountered.

Career Advancement

One starting point in the search 
for future clarity is Career Ad-
vancement. I recall scheduling ad-
vising appointments with this uni-
versity service my first year. My 
expectation was something along 
the lines of handing the career-ad-
vancing genies my resume, watch-

ing them consult their crystal ball, 
and walking out with my wishes 
granted for a summer internship 
and career trajectory. Surely after 
enough time languishing in indeci-
sion, some fairy godmother figure 
materializes or a divine interven-
tion transpires that clues unsure 
students in to their destined path.

Though the Career Advancement 
office clearly cannot fulfill this vi-
sion, it does take steps to address 
students’ uncertainty in its own 
way. Dan Moore, assistant director 
of Experiential Education at Career 
Advancement, explained the steps 
that they can take to help clarify 
the future.

“[...] If a student is empowered to 
make an informed, confident deci-
sion about their career path, find 
and secure relevant opportunities, 
and develop a skill set that they 
can use throughout their profes-
sional life, then planning for the fu-
ture becomes much less terrifying,” 
Moore wrote in a statement.

There are talent assessment tools 
and pre-professional programs, in-
ternship and externship opportu-
nities, research positions, and on-
campus jobs. Advisers, programs, 
and workshops help guide students 
on all manner of subjects from re-
sume writing to job hunting to net-
working. The abundance of opportu-
nities for professional development 
is almost dizzying.

Third-year Andrew Mao, a Career 
Peer Advisor trained by Career Ad-
vancement to provide career advice 
to students, weighed in on the occa-
sionally inundating array of coun-
seling voices.

“Having been counseled by almost 
every single career counselor in this 
office and then a bunch of different 
academic advisors and then a bunch 
of different life guru advisors, I 
would say every single person is go-
ing to tell you a different opinion, 
often directly antithetical opinions. 
I think the most important thing is 

each of these opinions doesn’t have 
to have a hold on your life, but that 
doesn’t mean you can’t find use for 
them,” Mao said.

“People who give you advice want 
to see you succeed. Take that advice 
as a directional wind instead of a 
nudging hand.”

Student Counseling Services

Another potential source of guid-
ance is Student Counseling Services 
(SCS). Though both services handle 
concerns regarding anxiety over fu-
ture prospects, their approaches di-
verge considerably. Whereas Career 
Advancement offers a multitude of 
strategies and resources aimed at 
making professional development 
more manageable, SCS shies away 
from dispensing concrete advice, ac-
cording to Dr. David Albert, clinical 
psychologist and director of SCS. 
Instead, the counselors seek to 

provide a space for students where 
they can think about what they 
might want to do with their lives, 
or simply become more comfortable 
with the understanding that they 
don’t quite know.

Emily Carter, another clinical 
psychologist at SCS, echoed this 
sentiment.

“I don’t usually offer advice per se, 
but rather I encourage students to 
explore what they need to increase 
functioning and decrease distress 
[….] We often encourage students to 
take care of themselves by engaging 
in self-care, self-compassion, and to 
do more of what they find pleasur-

Students often think 
that there is something 
wrong with them, that 
they are alone in their 

bewilderment
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able,” Carter wrote in a statement.
“One could postulate that [...] 

there is a social pressure, perceived 
or actual, that after college or grad-
uate school one ‘should’ have more 
certainty for their future. Or stu-
dents assume other people know 
what to do and they are the only 
ones in this place of not knowing,” 
Carter added.

Validating and normalizing stu-
dents’ experiences is key, Albert 
explained. Students often think 
that there is something wrong with 
them, that they are alone in their 
bewilderment regarding the future, 
when in fact much of this struggle 
comes with the territory of being on 
the cusp of adulthood.

“It makes me think of social me-
dia,” Albert said. “It makes me 
think of the fact that everybody 
seems so happy on Facebook, 
but in fact most everybody 
struggles [....] We see lots 
of students, and we see 
lots of students because 
these are common con-
cerns, common chal-
lenges, and I think 
students often feel 
very alone with 
these, or ashamed 
to admit that 
they’re struggling. 
There’s a lot of 
stigma still asso-
ciated with emo-
tional struggles 
and an interest-
ing thing about 
stigma is that 
the primary type 
that prevents 
students from 
coming to a ser-
vice like ours is 
something called 
perceived public 
stigma.”

Perceived public 
stigma, Albert ex-
plained, is what stu-

dents think others would think of 
them if they knew they were get-
ting help. Most students are much 
more likely to assume that others 
will think less of them for seeing 
a counselor than they would be to 
think negatively of others for doing 
the same.

“There’s just a lot of shame that 
goes along with the notion of strug-
gling emotionally, and I think one of 
the ways to combat that is to educate 
students about the fact that these are 
quite normative worries,” Albert said.

“I think it’s important for people 
who are under a lot of stress about 
the future to realize that they’re not 
alone. A lot of that can be really 
isolating [....] Just knowing that 
other people feel the same way 
makes it a lot easier to man-

age,” said third-
year Leah 

Ansel.

Invisible Challenges

How can the invisibility of these 
challenges be dispelled? Survey 
participants shared their thoughts 
on fostering more openness about 
their uncertainties. The question: 
what advice would you give to a 
friend who approached you with the 
concern of not knowing what to do 
with their future?

“I would talk to them about my 
favorite Steve Jobs quote—the one 
where he emphasizes trusting that 
the dots will connect,” a second-
year. “He mentions that during 
the time in his life when he had no 

idea what he was 
doing, he hap-

pened to take 
a calligraphy 
course. The 
course later 
i n f l u e n c e d 
major parts 

of the 
A p p l e 
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code and format, even though he 
didn’t initially plan on it. I think 
there’s something really beautiful 
about two serendipitous moments 
intertwining like that.”

Another second-year commented 
on the oft-unconsidered flip side of 
having a one true calling.

“If you know already what you 
want to do with your life… doesn’t 
that sound like a really boring next 
twenty years? I think being open-
minded about what you can do is 
not necessarily a bad thing.”

“Most people have this weird, 
twisty, windy path they took to get 
to wherever they are and you’ll fig-
ure it out and you’ll be fine,” Van-
such said.

Winters are cold, classes are 
hard, and romantic intrigues are 
as tricky to navigate as the cryptic 
clues on the annual Scav Hunt list. 
Nobody will question the right to be 
distressed over a lackluster grade, 
an overloaded schedule, or an unan-
swered text. But these complaints 
only begin to scratch the surface 
of what’s really weighing on the 
mind. College students doubt their 
desirability to everyone from poten-
tial employers to potential dates. 
Failure and rejection are terrifying 
prospects.

In her 2008 commencement 
speech at Harvard, J.K. Rowling 
discussed the inevitability of fail-
ure as well as its benefits.

“It is impossible to live without 
failing at something, unless you 
live so cautiously that you might as 
well not have lived at all—in which 
case, you fail by default,” Rowling 
said.

“So given a Time Turner, I would 
tell my 21-year-old self that per-
sonal happiness lies in knowing 
that life is not a check-list of ac-
quisition or achievement,” she later 
went on. “Your qualifications, your 
CV, are not your life, though you 
will meet many people of my age 
and older who confuse the two. Life 

is difficult, and complicated, and 
beyond anyone’s total control, and 
the humility to know that will en-
able you to survive its vicissitudes.”

College students may have yet to 
master the Time Turner, but they 
still manage to pick up a few impor-
tant lessons over the course of their 
university years.  A certain degree 
of drifting and doubting may occur, 
but if it is true that not all those 
who wander are lost, perhaps one 
could add that not all who are lost 

are hopeless.
“They don’t teach tall ships; they 

don’t teach nautical science; they 
don’t teach navigation or chart-
ing in school. I still found out that 
that’s what I like—that’s what I 
want to learn,” said Livingstone.

Being that we cannot know for 
sure the twists and turns of the way, 
and being that we’ll be en route for 
quite a while, it may benefit us to 
get comfortable with our enduring 
companion: uncertainty.
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Lowlands
Across

Places of commotion1
Plant whose name means 
"red"

5

Visitors after a break-up, of 
yore

10

Real life cosmetics company 
in "Mad Men", 

16

Pretend to be shorter17
English king who had three 
illegitimate daughters name 
"Matilda FitzRoy"

18

Put one's cards on the 
table?

19

Brighten20
Gets the bill, say21
Item in a busy janitor's 
closet?

22

Serve ribs?25
BowWow-ex Mena26
Symbol of friendship, in "To 
Kill a Mockingbird"

27

Oscar, for one30
Moves in a ballet studio with 
old floorboards?

32

OKs34
Item broken by impatient 
toddlers

35

Injured baseball players go 
on them: abbr.

37

90's TV Lawless role38
Rare dollar bill39
End of a fable40

Absent actress in "Fuller 
House"

42

What mice do at night?43
Site of the largest Rodin 
collection

47

Acts50
Dangerous ending, for 
researchers

51

MacGyver can find lots of 
them in anything

54

What a Dodger might face55
Lou Gehrig's Disease58
Last word on set59
Role of many a volunteer on 
the beach?

60

Kissable, according to many 
shirts

63

Adipocytes64
Be in the cast of65
What a dodger might face66
UChicago complaint, or how 
to get 22, 32, 43, and 60-
across?

68

Take in72
Of Hindu scripture75
Love of Narcissus76
Tech support often asks you 
to check it 

77

High tidal wave78
Cats and dogs, figuratively79
Subject of an obituary called 
"End of an Evil Dream"

80

Half of a laundry set81
Gin flavorer82

Down
Animal in a 1930 Hale poem1
Done, like a relationship2
State Ted Kaczynski resides 
in

3

Where people speak quietly4
Uses data like an adman5
Like a haunted house6
It's avoided by Lisa Simpson 
and Bob Barker

7

Move of Ike's8
Used a scythe9
Abbott and Costello routines10
Sign in a classroom11
Fresh12
Journalist Glass13
Bartlett gift at 9 A.M.14
Bro's bud15
"___ Max: Fury Road23
Lab glass24
They bring change?27
Clearasil target28
University in New Jersey29
Character in a 1998 
Dreamworks film

30

"Gosh howdy!"31
Pull an all nighter studying32
Half of a simple machine33
Morning energizer35
First name in Fighting Irish 
history

36

Title for some teachers40
___ Soundsystem41
Spy group under FDR42
Cable provider43
Use your ossicles44
Undersea wriggler45
Helms and Harris46
SpongeBob instructor47
Where half people live48
Remainder49
Of the utmost importance51
Western treaty grp.52
Dashboard fig.53
Gruesome55
Abbr. on a company lobby56
Pulled a Robin Hood57
Many successful comedians59
Massachusetts Senator 
Elizabeth

61

Woo62
Wife of La Verne Noyes63
Like a person calling 91166
Stomach trouble67
First phone call in an 
emergency 

68

Like Dane Cook69
River crossed by many 
runaway slaves

70

Number of survivors in a 
Christie mystery

71

Title for a French landmark72
Flamboyant scarf73
"How you doing?"74
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