
[image: Cover: A Year Like No Other, by Ryan Underwood]


A Year Like No Other

How a Global Pandemic Led to Vanderbilt University’s Proudest Moment

Ryan Underwood

Foreword by Chancellor Daniel Diermeier






[image: A Year Like No Other, by Ryan Underwood, Forefront Books]







FOREWORD

In July 2020, when I officially began my role as Vanderbilt’s ninth chancellor, we were in the eye of a perfect storm.

Three crises had been stirring in unison: that of public health, as the COVID-19 virus unrelentingly took lives and upended livelihoods around the world; the resulting financial downturn, which over the year would lead to the loss of more than 650,000 jobs in higher education alone; and the moral crisis in our nation, evident in the bitter polarization of American politics and the renewed urgency to fight for racial justice. Each crisis alone would have required all our efforts. Daunting, important, and urgent, we needed to address them all at once.

Between February and April 2020, Vanderbilt’s endowment dropped nearly 20 percent, a significant loss at any time, but felt more acutely due to the growing expenses for technology and personal protective equipment, accompanied by lost revenue across the board.

Concurrently, students had left our campus in a rush. Graduate students had to immediately adapt to remote strategies to complete their studies and dissertation projects. Postdoctoral fellows swiftly reenvisioned their approaches where possible. Student-athletes lived with uncertainty about when and how their next competition would occur—and about what a prolonged break could mean for their success on and off the field.

Life-changing decisions had to be made, and in rapid succession, but little clarity existed—even in regard to the disease itself. The CDC’s initial hypothesis that masks did not stop the spread of COVID-19 was revised as evidence evolved, and masks were deemed a critical, often mandatory, precaution. The members of Vanderbilt’s Plant Operations team, as well as faculty and academic leaders, were losing sleep over the possibility that the virus could travel through heating and air conditioning systems, which would then make classrooms irrepressible hotbeds for infection. Thankfully, this particular nightmare did not come to pass.

Underlying the profound uncertainty was yet another loss: the gradual disintegration of the rhythm of university life. From the moment Vanderbilt’s in-person commencement was rescheduled for the class of 2020, the familiar pacing of milestones was gone—the excitement of move-in day in August, fall football games with packed stadiums, the final academic push before the holidays, the buildup to spring break, and graduation in May.

The operational and financial challenges were daunting. Our budgets, the result of months-long processes, had to be redone in mere weeks. The logistics around storing thousands of students’ personal belongings—from clothing to bicycles—became an uncharted priority. The admissions process was suddenly subject to new calendars and considerations, including the cancellation of all in-person campus visits and the rapid-fire development of a personalized virtual tour. As buildings were locked up, communications increased to relay new expectations and timelines. The summer months, when faculty would usually be able to focus on their research, were suddenly crammed full of virtual town halls about hybrid teaching, online resources, and classroom protocols.

This disrupted pattern—and an overall landscape of immense uncertainty—was what I stepped into on July 1, 2020. It was an unusual first day for many reasons, but the work had started earlier.

Under normal circumstances, the late spring and early summer would have included a gradual wind-down from my previous role as provost at University of Chicago, paired with information-gathering phases and meetings with key Vanderbilt stakeholders. Instead, the transitional period was marked with prolonged meetings in the university’s virtual war room, where I witnessed the incredible work being done by Interim Chancellor and Provost Susan R. Wente, Vice Chancellor Eric Kopstain, and other leaders to address some of the most monumental questions that Vanderbilt had ever faced.

It was not lost on my friends and former colleagues that I had taken the helm at Vanderbilt at an alarmingly unprecedented time. Indeed, I received messages of concern—they wondered how I was faring, if I missed Chicago, if I wished the timing had been different.

My answer to them was, and remains the same to this day: if one is privileged enough to lead such a distinguished institution as Vanderbilt, it’s even better to do so when the stakes are high. Better to be prime minister of Britain from 1940 to 1945 than from 1950 to 1955.

Crises can bring out the best in us, and they leave lasting memories. It is during these moments that humans often reach their full potential and transform the most profound challenges into their proudest moment.

In that season at Vanderbilt, little was known and little was certain. So we looked to our mission to guide us. We knew we would do whatever we could to advance the interdisciplinary, pathbreaking research that was now more important than ever. And we would find a way to foster the residential education that brought students together and enabled them to learn from peers with different perspectives, to challenge their points of view, and to experience firsthand what it means to do what is needed—even if that path defies simplicity or easy answers.

This very mission was at the forefront of Founders Walk, a rite of passage for first-year students at the start of the fall semester. In August 2020, for the first time in Vanderbilt’s history, students engaged in the event virtually—whether from their dorm rooms or their homes away from campus. Speaking to a video camera, I told them that our decision to keep the doors to our campus open and to invite students and faculty back for in-person learning was difficult. The path ahead would not be easy.

In fact, throughout the lead-up to the fall semester, I was often reminded of John F. Kennedy’s iconic speech from 1962, made just after his visit to NASA’s newly opened space center in Houston. To a crowd of more than thirty thousand people at Rice University, including many students, he said, “we choose to go to the moon… not because [it is] easy, but because [it is] hard. Because the goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing to accept, one that we are unwilling to postpone, and one which we intend to win.”1

Vanderbilt, too, chose the hard path. We were tested—as individuals and as a university community. We faced obstacles and temporary setbacks, clusters of positive test results, and moments of reckoning. No matter how history ultimately judges our actions, it is important that we capture this period for posterity.

Committed to a common purpose, we pushed ourselves more expansively than ever before. Staff members often worked seven days a week, sacrificing their personal lives for our shared mission and well-being. Faculty adapted to new platforms, while their impact—as teachers and mentors—became more important than ever before. Students showed resilience despite new, unknown limitations on student life that threatened to derail a pivotal and precious time of personal and intellectual growth.

Without all of these people—our people—we would not be where we are, ready and eager to share this story. I will be forever grateful for what we accomplished together.

—DANIEL DIERMEIER,

VANDERBILT CHANCELLOR
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Susan R. Wente first learned of the virus in December 2019—not in her role as the head of Vanderbilt University, but as a scientist.

Online reports of a “novel coronavirus” causing dozens of cases of pneumonia in Wuhan, a city of eleven million in central China, were circulating among cell biologists like Wente, who, after shifting from a distinguished career in science to join the upper ranks of Vanderbilt’s leadership, continued to run an internationally respected research program on campus. Her lab had made important discoveries regarding how RNA molecules travel within cells and how different viruses alter those pathways during infection. The pathogen that had emerged in Wuhan was the kind of RNA virus Wente’s lab studied, so she read about it with interest.

Assessing the scant data coming out of China as best they could, Wente and most of her peers viewed the virus as something to watch closely but that, with luck, would be contained quickly, like the coronavirus that had caused the global SARS outbreak in the early 2000s.

As a scientist, Wente could observe with curiosity from half a world away as facts about the new virus came to light. But as someone serving double duty as Vanderbilt’s longtime provost and its current interim chancellor, she was compelled to consider taking action—even if as just a precaution against what seemed like the remote possibility that the virus could become a danger to Vanderbilt’s people and assets.

“The issue,” she recalls, “[was] that there just wasn’t a lot of information coming out to enable us to determine [the threat], scientifically or institutionally.”

Wente continued to track online discussions of the virus as 2020 arrived and, with it, some thirteen thousand students returning to Vanderbilt’s campus for the spring semester. Before long, what had begun as a handful of reports from a city many Americans had never heard of built slowly into a steady drumbeat of increasingly concerning news. On January 11, Chinese state media reported that a sixty-one-year-old man had died of an illness caused by the novel coronavirus—the first such death to be reported. Fewer than ten days later, coronavirus cases were reported in Japan, South Korea, and Thailand. The first US case was confirmed near Seattle on January 21.2 And on January 23, the Chinese government locked down the residents of Wuhan in a belated attempt to keep the coronavirus from spreading.3

It was about this time that the team in Vanderbilt’s Office of Emergency Preparedness, which had also been monitoring reports of the virus, decided it was time to brief their boss, Vice Chancellor for Administration Eric Kopstain.

“They gave me a deck of slides, and we had a very interesting conversation,” Kopstain recalls. “We concluded with two decisions: One, let’s keep a close eye on this and hope we don’t have to talk a lot more about it because it will be contained. But let’s also establish a coronavirus commission with people from across the university.”

The commission’s nearly forty members would represent virtually the entire university administration—from public safety, finance, and academic affairs to communications, IT, legal, and dining services. The plan was for the panel to convene at the end of the month to begin developing a playbook that university leadership could draw from in the event that the coronavirus came to campus. The team wouldn’t be starting from scratch—the broad, earlier planning for an outbreak of any dangerous contagion gave it a running start.

Across West End Avenue from Kopstain’s office, at the Loews Vanderbilt office plaza, Vanderbilt Director of Strategic Communications Princine Lewis was also tracking news of the virus. With outbreaks now prominent in the headlines—including possible cases at Tennessee Tech and Texas A&M—parents and others were bound to have questions about Vanderbilt’s strategy for protecting students. Already a local television reporter was asking about the implications for the university’s study abroad program. The university needed a communications plan, Lewis thought, and fast.

On January 28, the same day Kopstain got his briefing, Lewis went to Associate Vice Chancellor for Strategic Communications Ian Morrison with two recommendations: Vanderbilt should increase its communication about the virus beyond occasional bits of news on the Office of Emergency Preparedness web page. And it should start right away, posting a message to the university’s official news site. Lewis and Morrison agreed that the matter of the virus was growing serious enough that its daily handling ought to be escalated to the highest level of Vanderbilt’s administration—the ten vice chancellors who oversaw all aspects of the university’s operations. Morrison planned to call their boss, Vice Chancellor for Communications Steve Ertel, that night.

When he reached Ertel, it was a difficult conversation—not only because of the subject matter, but because Ertel was at a noisy roller rink with his son’s grade-school class and had a hard time hearing. But he heard enough to understand Morrison’s concerns and agreed to take them to Kopstain right away. Searching for the quietest place in the rink, Ertel wedged himself into a nook housing an ATM. After speaking with Kopstain, he next dialed Lewis, who had to dash out from the salon, her hair still wet, to take the urgent call from the privacy of her car. Ertel then connected both Lewis and Morrison with Kopstain, who listened as they described their concerns and the near-term communications plan Lewis outlined. He agreed to run with their recommendations and to raise the issue among the other vice chancellors.

“That was the beginning of a more concerted focus among the leadership of the university,” Ertel says.

The next day, the first item about the coronavirus appeared on the Vanderbilt news site beneath the headline “University monitoring coronavirus outbreak.” “At this time, there are no reports of coronavirus cases on the Vanderbilt campus, and there are no confirmed cases in Tennessee,” the report noted. It went on to say that student requests for travel to China for university-sponsored activities would be subject to additional review and that faculty and staff should reconsider nonessential travel to the country.4

Despite the growing concern behind the scenes, the new semester was getting off to a normal start. During the week of January 26, in addition to the daily hum and shuffle of classes, lab activity, and office work, there was a screening of a documentary called A Free Trip to Egypt. Several PhD candidates defended their dissertations. The Wond’ry, Vanderbilt’s Innovation Center, hosted an evening of live music and original poetry. The women’s swim team traveled to a meet at the University of Arkansas–Little Rock, men’s tennis faced Indiana, the women’s basketball team took on Alabama and Tennessee, and the men’s hoops squad traveled to Lexington to square off against the University of Kentucky. The Blair School of Music offered several master classes, and the university’s InclusAbility organization sponsored a presentation called “Deaf and Awareness Culture 101.”5 Tickets were moving briskly for upcoming talks with former national security advisers Susan Rice and John Bolton and broadcast journalist and Vanderbilt family scion Anderson Cooper, among others.6 For most people, as Assistant Vice Chancellor for Plant Operations Mark Petty remembers, the coronavirus was “this thing over there. It was not here.”

On January 30, the World Health Organization declared the novel coronavirus to be a global emergency.7 Three days later, the Philippines reported that a man had died of the virus—the first death reported outside China. The Diamond Princess, a cruise ship, was anchored off the coast of Japan, its 3,700 passengers quarantined after an outbreak onboard. More than 700 eventually tested positive, and 14 of them would later die.8

On February 11, the virus got its official name: severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus-2, or SARS-CoV-2 for short. The illness it caused was named too: COVID-19.9 France, on Valentine’s Day, reported Europe’s first COVID-19 death.10

For an early February meeting of the Vanderbilt Board of Trust, Wente invited Dr. William Schaffner, a professor of preventive medicine and infectious disease at the Vanderbilt University School of Medicine, to brief trustees on what was known about the virus. That same month, Dawn Turton, an associate provost in Wente’s office, called Vanderbilt professor Dr. Mark Denison after Vanderbilt University Medical Center CEO Dr. Jeffrey Balser suggested she invite Denison to speak to the university’s coronavirus commission. Denison had studied coronaviruses for more than three decades and was one of the world’s foremost experts on the pathogens. When Turton reached him, he was waiting to catch a flight back to Nashville from Washington, DC, where he’d met with infectious disease experts at the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the National Institutes of Health. The next day, Denison stood in front of the commission and told them what he knew. His assessment was sobering, Turton remembers. Denison dispelled any hopes that the outbreak might be seasonal. More distressingly, he explained that the virus could apparently be spread by people who had no symptoms. A person could have the virus and never know it, appearing perfectly healthy. Others could contract it simply by being near enough to that person.

“How would you deal with that in a student population?” Turton recalls wondering. “I didn’t see the way forward.” Hopes that this virus would go the way of SARS were fading rapidly.

As administrators learned more, Wente stayed in close contact with Bruce Evans, the chair of Vanderbilt’s Board of Trust, to keep him informed about the commission’s thinking. She also made regular calls to incoming chancellor Daniel Diermeier. In early December, the board had appointed Diermeier, the University of Chicago provost, as the permanent replacement for longtime Vanderbilt chancellor Nicholas Zeppos, who had retired the previous August. Diermeier was not scheduled to assume the chancellor’s role until July 1, but Wente kept him apprised of Vanderbilt’s decision-making.

Meanwhile, the virus spread around the world, with hotspots emerging in Italy and Iran. By February 27, more than 82,000 SARS-CoV-2 infections had been reported in forty-seven countries, with more than 2,800 reported deaths.11 In the US, the CDC warned Americans to begin preparing for the virus to spread.12

As the strict lockdown in Wuhan continued, and as Italian authorities issued stay-at-home orders for several of that country’s hard-hit provinces, the prospect of similar shutdowns in American cities began to look possible. For the nation’s colleges and universities, such an unprecedented move could have enormous, even existential consequences. How, in a worst-case scenario, could students be locked down or quickly evacuated from campus? How could professors pivot to online learning? How could research laboratories, America’s mighty innovation engine, simply idle? How might a shutdown, and the resulting loss of revenue, affect a university’s finances? These were questions no administrator wanted to think about, but in February 2020, they were questions that demanded answers.

At the Forefront of Research

As university leadership began dealing with the realities of the coronavirus heading toward their campus, faculty researchers and their colleagues at Vanderbilt University Medical Center were contributing to the fight against the pandemic at the local, national, and global levels, joining their colleagues worldwide to lend a hand as soon as news of the virus broke. Researchers from all of the university’s schools and colleges were involved,13 in fields ranging from microbiology, engineering, and psychology to anthropology, history, public health, and education.

At the center of some of the most important efforts was Denison. His lab had been funded for more than thirty years by the National Institutes of Health to investigate the replication, pathogenesis, and evolution of coronaviruses—including SARS, MERS, and now SARS-CoV-2. Since he began studying coronaviruses in 1984, Denison’s lab had made several seminal discoveries in their biology and in the development of antivirals and vaccines.14

Early on, the Denison Lab was a key player in several vital efforts that the entire world was watching with hope. One was the development of a COVID-19 vaccine. Denison and his team were preparing to lead Phase 1 of human testing of mRNA-1273, a vaccine candidate developed by Cambridge, Massachusetts-based biotech company Moderna. This particular vaccine candidate was built on work going back to the 1990s by Dr. Barney Graham, a Vanderbilt PhD alumnus who had been a professor of microbiology and immunology at the university, and who was now deputy director of the National Institutes of Health Vaccine Research Center. Based on a concept devised by Graham, mRNA-1273 was thought to work by triggering the production of antibodies that attack the “spike” protein that enables SARS-CoV-2 to infect cells in the body. By blocking the spike protein, researchers believed, the antibodies “neutralized” the virus.15

Vanderbilt’s central role in COVID-19 vaccine development was no accident. Researchers like Graham and Denison had built on a century of foundational work, including pathology professor Dr. Ernest Goodpasture’s propagation of viruses in chicken eggs in the early 1930s. When COVID-19 emerged, Vanderbilt researchers were ready with knowledge and innovations amassed over decades. “People say, ‘How could they make vaccines for corona so fast?’ ” says Vanderbilt professor and researcher Dr. James Crowe. “Well, they did it based on more than thirty years of research on RSV, HIV, and MERS.”16

Denison and his colleagues were also involved in investigating the antiviral drug remdesivir, a potential COVID-19 treatment that was in clinical trials in the United States and China. The Denison Lab had researched remdesivir since 2014; Andrea Pruijssers, an assistant professor of pediatrics and the lead antiviral scientist in Denison’s lab, had been the first to demonstrate that the drug was effective against SARS-CoV-2.17 The pharmaceutical company Gilead Sciences would begin testing remdesivir in Phase 3 clinical trials in March 2020.18

And the previous November, Pruijssers had reported the first evidence that EIDD-1931, an antiviral developed at Emory University, blocked replication of a broad spectrum of coronaviruses in laboratory tests and prevented the viruses from developing resistance against it. Denison and his colleagues also contributed to a study at the University of North Carolina–Chapel Hill, which showed that a form of EIDD-1931 that could be taken orally prevented severe lung injury in infected mice. Human clinical studies on that therapy were scheduled to begin in the spring.19

Meanwhile, at the Vanderbilt Vaccine Center, not far from Denison’s lab, Crowe and Associate Professor Robert Carnahan had moved sleeping cots into their lab so they could work around the clock with an international team of academic, governmental, and corporate partners to identify and analyze antibodies that could be used against SARS-CoV-2. Crowe was a world leader in the development of monoclonal antibodies, which target specific viruses; he had already developed them for highly contagious viruses like HIV, dengue, influenza, and Ebola. Crowe’s efforts in 2015 and 2016 to rapidly develop a protective antibody treatment for Zika virus had laid the groundwork for his team to move quickly to combat COVID-19.20

In addition to the work by Denison, Crowe, Carnahan, and their colleagues, VUMC was leading two clinical trials to determine the safety and efficacy of hydroxychloroquine in treating COVID-19. The drug was well known as a treatment for malaria and rheumatologic conditions, and lab studies had suggested that it might be useful against COVID-19. Some physicians had already turned to hydroxychloroquine in the absence of other therapies. Their doing so sparked some controversy, because the US Food and Drug Administration hadn’t approved the drug for treatment of COVID-19. Confusion would increase—and become surprisingly political—when President Donald Trump repeatedly touted hydroxychloroquine’s use despite warnings from his own health experts. The two trials VUMC was preparing to conduct in the winter of 2020 were intended to provide sorely needed data on the use in humans of hydroxychloroquine for COVID-19.21 By the fall, scientists at Vanderbilt and elsewhere had concluded that the treatment was not effective.

Vanderbilt and VUMC faculty were making a difference beyond the pharmacological response to COVID-19. An interdisciplinary team was devising a solution to help increase the supply of scarce ventilators needed for the sickest patients: a fabricated, open-source ventilator design. Led on the university side by the School of Engineering’s Assistant Research Professor Kevin Galloway and Mechanical Engineering Professor Robert Webster, the team would test two prototypes by spring, aiming for its ultimate goal of making a design publicly available for anyone to replicate.22

At about the same time, Natalie Robbins, a staff researcher with the Vanderbilt Initiative for Interdisciplinary Geospatial Research, was developing an online map of coronavirus infections in Tennessee that was considerably more detailed than others available at the time. In addition, the map provided metrics for each county that were relevant to public health efforts, like the number of families with children, the number of elderly residents, the percentage of uninsured, and more. Inspired by Robbins’s map, anthropology doctoral student Gabriela Oré Menéndez built a similar one for her native Peru. Both maps were shared widely on social media and made available for any public health agency to use.23

Meanwhile, Vanderbilt infectious disease experts like William Schaffner and his colleague, Professor of Medicine Dr. David Aronoff, were among several Vanderbilt faculty members who were becoming familiar faces in national media. They provided expert opinions on everything from public health policy to personal hygiene. By mid-spring, VUMC experts would appear in nearly 29,000 media placements related to COVID-19 and reach a cumulative audience of nearly 77 billion. They also provided answers to common questions about the pandemic through the university’s “Ask an Expert” video series.24 Schaffner would go on to become the most-cited COVID-19 expert in the United States. In all, Vanderbilt and VUMC researchers had begun making what would be among the world’s most important contributions in the fight against the virus.

First Actions

In February, Vanderbilt’s coronavirus commission began assembling some of the answers to the unexpected, complex problem of how to handle campus operations amid a coronavirus. They did so based on an evolving response plan laid out in a multi-page matrix. The matrix listed four threat levels—Insignificant, Emerging, Definite, and Severe—that would trigger four broad responses that ranged from “pre-planning” to “suspend selected university operations.” The matrix described the critical actions necessary in each level and laid out responsibilities for every administrative corner of the university: All colleges, schools, and academic departments. Housing and dining. Greek life. Childcare centers. Human resources. Student and occupational health. Physical plant operations. Athletics. Communications. Finance. IT. Government relations. And much more. The color-coded matrix made it plain that Vanderbilt was a small city within a city, and the university was planning for how COVID-19 might affect every square inch of it.

Communication, internal and external, was proving crucial—and exceptionally challenging—in the university’s efforts. A university serves many audiences, including students, parents, faculty, staff, alumni, government officials, and sports fans, to name just a few. The amount of information Vanderbilt needed to convey was growing exponentially as the virus spread, and there were few occasions when a single message could be crafted for all of Vanderbilt’s stakeholders. Compounding the challenge was the fact that each of the university’s ten colleges and schools had its own audience and its own communications team. With so many moving parts and such a fast-moving situation, the danger of unintentionally creating confusion was considerable.

“Every decision had a cascade effect, and a million other decisions needed to flow from it,” recalls Catherine Kozak, the communication division’s director of strategic projects and planning.

To make sure the university spoke with one voice, Vanderbilt centralized all communications. Everything now came through Steve Ertel’s department, and the main channel for all COVID-19-related information was the university’s coronavirus website, which communications staff transformed from a single catch-all page to a comprehensive standalone site in one intense, eighteen-hour push. Vanderbilt.edu/coronavirus was now the single source for information about the virus’s impact on campus life; every email, intranet story, and departmental website having to do with the outbreak pointed back to the site.

“What formed our communications plan at the core were values like trust and transparency,” Kozak says. “It was important to us to be clear about what we didn’t know.”

It was about that time, in mid- to late February, Ertel says, that the experience of responding to COVID-19 became, for his team and for personnel in departments throughout the university, an around-the-clock, seven-day-a-week “blur”—one that would stretch for months.

At the end of February, as Vanderbilt’s coronavirus commission continued to lay out plans and consider the what-ifs, university leaders were most concerned about nearly five hundred Vanderbilt students studying at universities and other programs in dozens of countries around the world. Administrators compiled a list of where students were and then went country by country, attending first to students in nations where there were serious outbreaks. Eight students who had started programs in Shanghai and Beijing had been relocated to other programs in January. Nearly fifty more were studying in Italy. Vice Provost for Academic Affairs and Dean of Residential Faculty Vanessa Beasley, along with members of the Global Education Office, worked with international host organizations, as well as schools and colleges across the university, to ensure that these students were able to sustain their academic progress despite the sudden changes. Three days after the university offered guidance on the students’ potential return to the US, many of the host programs in Italy started to ramp down.

Andrea Bordeau, Vanderbilt’s global safety and security manager, began a string of sixteen-hour days that would stretch for more than a month without a single day off as she helped each student abroad weigh their options, and, if they chose to, return home. Every country’s situation and travel regulations were different and were changing by the hour, making every student’s flight home a puzzle to be solved. When Morocco suddenly closed its airspace, potentially stranding students in that country, Bordeau and Vanderbilt’s travel agents monitored airlines’ reservations pages around the clock so they could grab seats that became available on the last flights out of the country. Students on the Polynesian island of Samoa had to be routed home through New Zealand, more than 1,800 miles away—until New Zealand abruptly prohibited travel through the country, nullifying students’ tickets. And students unable to get flights out of Paris were phoned in the middle of the night and told to sprint for a bus to another city, where flights were, at least at that moment, available.

Not all students were eager to abandon life abroad. One group of graduate students waited too long to try to return home and ended up stranded for weeks. Several other students opted to ride out the pandemic in New Zealand.
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