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After a year of Zoom classes, virtual 
coffee dates and socially distanced 

get-togethers, Penn State is tired. In 
the Collegian’s 2021 mental health 

edition, we explore how students are 
coping with a global pandemic — 
on top of relationships, classes and 

extracurriculars.
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For five days, Braden Ward sat 
alone in his dorm room. With no 
roommate and virtual learning, 
he said he saw no reason to leave.

Ward (freshman-public rela-
tions) is just one Penn State stu-
dent facing the effects of social 
exclusion due to the coronavirus 
pandemic.

“If I had forced myself to go out 
during that time, I would’ve felt 
so much better,” Ward said.

According to psychology pro-
fessor Michael Bernstein, Ward 
is right. 

As a psychology professional, 
Bernstein conducted research 
regarding social exclusion and 
said when humans feel exclud-
ed, they derive a sense of fear 
and feel threatened to fix their  
current situation.

“When we feel excluded, we be-
come really attuned to reading fa-
cial expressions. You become re-
ally good at telling when someone 
is lying,” Bernstein said. “Those 
are positive adaptive respons-
es, but they serve the goal of  
reaffiliation.”

Bernstein mentioned the idea 
that other species have their own 
set of capabilities to help them 
survive — birds can fly, squir-
rels can run and hide, and tigers 
have claws. Humans have none of 
those to survive, so they rely on 
group living.

“We are social creatures,” Ber-
nstein said. “From an evolution-
ary perspective, humans are not 
equipped to live by [themselves].”

This semester, all of Ward’s 
high school friends enrolled at 
Penn State stayed home. Ward 
said his experience meeting new 
people hasn’t been difficult, al-
though there were times when he 
was uncomfortable.

“I don’t think it’s harder to 
express yourself to others, but 
I think it’s hard to find the right 
people to express yourself to,” 
Ward said. “Right now, I’m just 
very content with my own life.”

Bernstein said it’s normal to 
feel like the pandemic has made 
it more difficult to interact with 
others. He emphasized the need 
for students to reach out to their 
peers. 

“Even though we are supposed 
to be physically distant from each 
other, so much of our social lives 

rely on being physically close to 
other people,” Bernstein said. 
“So much of success in college, 
work and life is feeling that you 
belong and that there are people 
you can count on.”

As a professor of communica-
tions arts and sciences at Penn 
State, Timothy Worley focuses 
his research on the interaction 
within relationships. Regarding 
the coronavirus pandemic, Wor-
ley and Madison Mucci-Ferris, 
a student affairs professional 
at Southern Methodist Univer-
sity,  conducted research on so-
cial support within families and  
romantic relationships.

Worley and Mucci-Ferris 
studied Relational Turbulence  
Theory, which focuses on how 
transitions in close relationships 
can create turbulence. Worley 
said the changes may “spark new 
questions or doubts about what 
the new normal is like.”

Worley said “chaos” in rela-
tionships is not something to fret 
about because issues created 
during the pandemic aren’t a di-
rect indicator that “something is 
wrong with the relationship.”

“This isn’t so much of a reflec-
tion on [you] and [your] parents, 
perhaps, as much as it is a reflec-
tion on the pandemic,” Worley 
said.

Ward said it’s been hard to find 
the motivation to go out and meet 
new people because of the coro-
navirus protocols the university 
needs to follow — especially with 

on-campus housing.
“I go through phases of want-

ing to talk to people and never 
wanting to talk to anyone ever 
again,” Ward said. “Obviously, I 
always want to meet new people, 
but with the limitations to my 
building, it’s just not easy.”

Ward lives in Stuart Hall in 
East, and he said the coronavi-
rus mitigation protocol caused 
him to “struggle when it [came]  
to sharing basic human  
connection.”

Even though Ward had in-
person classes during his first 
semester in the 
fall, he said he 
stopped going 
when some of 
them switched to 
hybrid learning.

“Since the 
room was so 
spaced out, I don’t 
think I spoke to 
a single person 
in my one class,” 
Ward said. “It 
was once a week, 
a mile away and 
posted on Zoom. 
It didn’t make sense for me to go 
in person.”

Ward said he didn’t join any 
clubs this year either, because he 
didn’t think they would be “worth 
it.”

“I just didn’t want to sit on 
Zoom calls, because I knew I 
wouldn’t get anything out of it,” 
Ward said.

As a junior, Alyssa Bielinski 
said she didn’t have much trouble 
this semester socializing because 
of her prior involvement in other 
activities.

“The way THON had adapted 
to still include everyone was the 
best,” Bielinski (junior-rehabilita-
tion and human services) said. “I 
always tell freshmen that if they 
want to participate in something 
for the greater good and have a 
purpose here, join THON.”

Bielinski said she noticed that 
all clubs were changing the way 
they did things. However, she 

said for anyone 
struggling to find 
meaningful social 
interactions, stu-
dents need to try 
to make the most 
out of the virtual 
experience.

“Even when 
things are nor-
mal, it’s so hard 
to be yourself 
around hun-
dreds of new 
people,” Bielin-
ski said. “I know 

it sucks with everything be-
ing virtual, but at the end of the 
day if you reach out, then you 
are still going to make those  
connections.”

Bernstein said he wants people 
to acknowledge that this is a dif-
ficult time, but they shouldn’t give 
up all hope.

“I think we’re coming to a point 

where the proverbial daylight is 
ahead of us,” Bernstein said.

If a student were to struggle 
with a sense of belonging, Worley 
said they should be aware of what 
kind of support they need.

“When people feel more tur-
bulence in a relationship, they 
[are] less likely to seek support,” 
Worley said. “It becomes a cycle, 
though, because the ones who 
need the support the most are the 
ones that are not seeking it.”

Worley said although there 
are many different types of sup-
port, he noticed esteem support 
seemed the most relevant to to-
day’s students. According to Wor-
ley, esteem support comes from a 
“hit” to a person’s overall sense of 
competence because they’re in a 
stressful situation.

“You can start to doubt your-
self,” Worley said. “These stu-
dents might really benefit from 
just letting their parents know 
they need a pep talk.”

Bernstein said students should 
continue reaching out and getting 
involved — whether it is talking to 
other students, attending virtual 
events set up by student affairs 
or just reaching out to professors.

“Part of what we all think about 
going to college is having fun 
with new people,” Bernstein said. 
“While these are potentially risky 
behaviors, there’s a risk in not  
engaging in them as well.”

Since this is his first year at 
Penn State, Ward said he picked 
up on cues when meeting new 
people, learning to “ignore all 
fear and anxiety.”

“It takes a lot of energy to ig-
nore what your brain is telling 
you to do,” Ward said. “If you don’t 
make the move to meet new peo-
ple, nothing is going to change. 
You have to take the initiative for 
yourself.”

Worley said he would encour-
age students to seek support 
in order to subside feelings of  
anxiety, depression and stress.

“Some of the things that can 
seem particularly challenging 
like asking for support, might be 
the things that you need to do,” 
Worley said. “Be willing to push 
through the discomfort or the 
challenge in order to realize that 
there can be good things on the 
other side.”

To email reporter: oxe108@psu.edu.
Follow her on Twitter at @OliviaEstright.

Effects of  COVID-19 on social interaction

By Phoebe Cykosky
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

Every isolation experience is 
different — though some stu-
dents believe their mental health 
wasn’t a priority throughout their 
sickness.

After contracting coronavirus, 
some students found their peers 
checked in more on their physi-
cal well-being instead of their  
mental health while they were 
isolating.

Karlie Daschbach spent her 
time in isolation in Eastview Ter-
race during her first semester at 
Penn State in the fall and found 
that she struggled the most with 
feeling a range of emotions and 
lack of focus in general.

Daschbach (freshman-commu-
nication sciences and disorders) 
said a lot of mental strain she 
felt was caused by making others 
have to go into isolation when she 
tested positive.

“There was a lot of guilt that 
came to me when I tested positive 
because then my roommate and 
two other friends had to go into 
isolation even though they stayed 
negative,” she said. “They kept 
saying that it wasn’t my fault, but 
I knew that it really was.”

Daschbach also felt “mentally 
foggy” throughout her time in iso-
lation, which made it hard for her 
to stay motivated for exams she 
took while having coronavirus. 
She said her mental health and 
focus didn’t get better until about 
two weeks after she was out of 
isolation.

Daschbach said she wished 
she was able to have time to walk 
outside isolated when she was in 
Eastview Terrace because it “felt 
like a prison.”

Another student, Ali Bhallo, 
said he was “lucky” to have his 
three roommates in isolation with 
him in his apartment at the Me-
ridian on College Avenue to give 
more mental stability.

Bhallo (sophomore-supply 
chain management) said they 
were able to come up with games 
to help them pass the time and 
keep their minds preoccupied.

“We invented our new sport 
of balloon ball,” Bhallo said. 
“Basically, we just had to keep 
the ball up as long as possible, 
which should be the next fastest  
growing sport in America.”

However, he also felt “a lack 
of focus and lack of energy” 
throughout isolation, which made 
school work more difficult. 

“We didn’t know the mental 
symptoms or if that was some-
thing that a lot of people went 
through, because no one really 
talks about it,” Bhallo said. “We 
just thought that we were all  
being unproductive, so mentally 
it wasn’t great.”

Katelynn Powell  agreed that 
having the coronavirus while iso-
lated in her downtown apartment 
during the fall semester for 20 
days impacted her mental health.

Powell (senior-corporate in-
novation and entrepreneurship) 
said she felt conflicting feelings of 
worrying about herself, spread-
ing the virus and general anxiety 

from the whole experience.
“My biggest concern was 

worrying about how I can make 
sure I don’t give this to anyone 
else while I was also concerned 
about my own health,” she said. 
“I had to make sure I was tell-
ing everyone that I was okay — 
like my parents — even though 
I was scared about what was  
going on.”

However, she said distrac-
tions helped her avoid thinking 
about mental health concerns. 
She spent time painting, doing 
school work and applying for 
jobs.

“The motivation was to get 
my mind off the fact that I had 
coronavirus, but my isolation 
was during the career fair, so I 
actually ended up getting a job 
during the time,” Powell said. 

Powell said she found that 
mental health issues were 
something many people were 
“not comfortable” talking about 
when it comes to coronavirus 
and isolation.

“It’s easy to just say to be 
positive, but when you’re going 
through mental health issues, 
sometimes it can feel like you 
can’t get out,” she said. “The 
best thing that you can do is to 
just feel through your emotions 
and reach out to people that 
you love when you’re feeling  
mentally and physically  
isolated.”

To email reporter: pkc5181@psu.edu.
Follow her on Twitter at  @pcykosky.

PSU students reflect on mental 
health while COVID-positive
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“Even though we 
are supposed to be 
physically distant 
from each other, so 
much of our social 
lives rely on being 
physically close to 
other people.”

Michael Bernstein
Psychology professor

Lily LaRegina/Collegian

Students have seen limited social interaction since the start of the pandemic, deterioriating their mental health.



By Violet Zung
The Daily Collegian

Amid the coronavirus pandem-
ic, some Penn State students are 
turning to yoga to help alleviate 
stress, anxiety and depression. 

Erin Raupers, the assistant di-
rector of Penn State Health Pro-
motion and Wellness department, 
said yoga and mental health have 
a correlation.

“It is important to know that 
there is not necessarily a causa-
tion, which [would mean] that 
action A, which would be yoga, 
causes outcome B, which is to 
improve mental health,” Rau-
pers said. “There is no guaran-
tee that yoga will change mental 
health, but there are a lot of stud-
ies out there that show a positive  
impact.”

Student Nina Nudell, who uses 
yoga as a coping mechanism, said 
yoga has completely changed 
her life — but she wasn’t always  
willing to try it.

“My mom does yoga, and she 
has done it her entire life,” Nudell 
(senior-biological engineering) 
said. “She always wanted me to 
do it and ground myself, and I 
never listened.”

Nudell said she “fell in love with 
it” after she started a daily yoga 
routine. She said she now makes 
sure she doesn’t miss a day.

Dream Vo, president of the 
Yoga Club at Penn State, said 
yoga is also a good way to re-
lease yourself and to get into  
meditation.

“I think there is a really good 
sense of freedom when it comes 
to mental health, and I would say 
a lot of people use yoga as a re-
ally good outlook — something 
they could use to release them-
selves,” Vo (senior-aerospace  
engineering) said.

For Vo, the most important part 
of the yoga experience is the ac-
tivity’s ability to help participants 
focus on mindfulness. When prac-
ticing yoga, the body releases 
serotonin, which not only helps 
the body feel good, but also helps 
the individual focus and relax,  
according to Vo.

Raupers referenced several 
other physical benefits of yoga, 
including a reduction of anxiety 
and stress, the modulation of 
stress response systems in the 
body — systems that can make 
those who do yoga more alert — 
and decreases in heart rate, blood 
pressure and breathing rates.

She also said yoga can increase 
heart rate variability, or the speed 
at which heart 
rate can adapt 
to new environ-
ments, which she 
said can help re-
duce stress.

“There are way 
more positives 
than negatives 
[to practicing 
yoga],” Raupers 
said, “but it is  
important to 
keep in mind that  
everyone is  
different.”

As an avid 
yogi, Victor Oliveira has also re-
searched the benefits of practic-
ing yoga. 

“I have read and looked up 
scientific research experiments 
where they found that [the] prac-
tice of yoga can actually improve 
some structures of the brain 
and the mind,” Oliveira (junior-
marketing) said, “and apparently, 
that is because yoga combines  
physical exercise with breathing 
and mindfulness.”

Nudell said a common  

contributing factor in many indi-
viduals’ struggles with anxiety 
and depression is a tendency to 
focus on the past and the future 
instead of the present. 

“We think and we are in our 
minds all day long, and that 
is where anxiety and sadness 
comes from,” Nudell said. “Yoga 
is basically a moving medita-
tion. You are connecting your 
breath and your body, and it is a 
way to pause for a second and be  
present in that moment.” 

Nudell said she thinks yoga 
makes focusing on mindful-
ness easier than meditation be-
cause “you can focus on your  
movements as well.”

“It is definitely 
an outlet for me 
personally and 
[for] a lot of peo-
ple,” Nudell said.

M o r e o v e r , 
Oliveira said 
yoga can help 
people fo-
cus on the  
present. 

 “We only re-
ally have now 
— the here 
and the now 
and the pres-
ent — and yoga 

is a practice and a journey that 
enables us to become more 
skilled at centering [ourselves],”  
Oliveira said. 

Vo also said yoga is easily  
accessible. 

“Honestly, I practice yoga with 
or without a mat, and you can do 
it in any environment,” Vo said. 
“It is a very beautiful practice.”

For some like Vo, yoga is also 
a way to avoid the negative im-
pact of the coronavirus on mental 
health.

“I feel like I am in a coffin at 
times inside my apartment, but 
yoga is an outlet — it is a vehicle 
that helps you escape,” Vo said. “I 
would say it is the best practice to 
maintain your body.”

Generally, Raupers said yoga 
is a practice that can help with  
overall well-being. 

“For people who are dealing 
with depression, anxiety and 
stress, yoga is appealing,” Rau-
pers said. “It is an appealing way 
to better manage those symp-
toms, and evidence is growing 
that yoga is low risk and [that] 
there is a high yield approach in 
improving overall health.”

To email reporter yjz5286@psu.edu.
Follow her on Twitter at @Violetaz06.
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Wellness days: For 
work or mental health?

By Ella Castronuovo
The Daily Collegian

Spring break is a staple of the 
college experience, providing a 
getaway for Penn State students 
in the middle of the spring se-
mester. The week typically allows 
time for decompressing from 
schoolwork and classes. 

In an attempt to limit student 
travel amid the coronavirus pan-
demic, Penn State announced 
on Oct. 4, 2020 there would be no 
spring break this academic year.

Instead, the university delayed 
the start of the spring semester 
by one week to allow for students 
to complete their pre-arrival 
coronavirus testing. In addition, 
the university implemented three 
wellness days on Feb. 9, March 11 
and April 7 in lieu of spring break. 

While wellness days are 
meant to provide a day of relax-
ation, many Penn State students 
have differing opinions on their  
effectiveness. 

Son Nguyen said the university 
should have kept spring break. 

“It’s not like the spring break 
is stopping anything,” Nguyen 
(junior-computer science) said.  
“If people want to go home, they 
are still going to go home with  
everything mostly being virtual.” 

Nguyen said wellness days 
aren’t effective for him, because 
they’re only one day off in the 
middle of the week as opposed to 
a week long break.

“Spring break gives you seven 
days to take it easy and not really 
do work, but — these wellness 
days — you are given one day off, 
and you still have assignments 
due within the next couple of 
days,” Nguyen said. 

Leah Bodinger said she would 
have preferred a full week of 
spring break as well but under-
stands the importance of not 
traveling.

“I haven’t really had a real 
[wellness day],” Bodinger  
(sophomore-food science) said.

Bodinger said she has a chem-
istry lab during the next wellness 
day on March 11 and had to work 
on the previous one on Feb. 9. 

Ethan Smith and Katherine 
Balay said they thought the well-
ness days were just another day 
to catch up on schoolwork instead 
of a day to focus on mental health.

Smith (sophomore-political 
science and Italian) said he is 
normally doing schoolwork since 
the wellness days are during the 
middle of the week and in place of 
class time.

“I think they are a Band-Aid 
on bigger wounds,” Smith said. 
“Only one off day [a month] for 
losing five to seven off days is 
a big deal and leaves a lot to be 
desired, especially for students’ 
mental health and homework.”

Balay (freshman-division of 
undergraduate studies) said her 
professors post asynchronous 
lectures for her to watch, and 
she’ll end up doing homework 
most of the day.

“I’m not sure that us going 
back a week later was the best op-
tion [for mental health]. I’m sure 
a spring break would have been 
better,” Balay said. 

Sophie Rodriguez said she un-
derstands why the university can-
celed spring break, but she thinks 

wellness days are not effective  
by themselves. 

“Because of the way distance 
learning is set up… it is not the 
most effective way to give people 
the break they need,” Rodriguez 
(senior-biomedical engineering) 
said.

Kaylee Wilson said she wishes 
there were more wellness days 
implemented into the spring  
semester.

“I think it can be helpful if you 
use it the right way and try to 
detach from school and relax,” 
Wilson (senior-psychology) said. 
“But I think giving more in a row 
instead of random days through-
out the week would have been 
more of a break.”

For Danielle Lane, the well-
ness day was nice for sitting in 
bed all day.

“Just [taking] the day… to lay 
and sit in bed is effective for any-
one,” Lane (freshman-political 
science) said, “especially when 
we are used to waking up early 
for classes anyway.” 

To email reporter ebc5361@psu.edu.
Follow her on Twitter at @ellacastronuovo.
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Wellness days are meant to support mental health, though many  
students have found themselves using it for work instead.

Yoga’s positive impact on mental health

James Leavy/Collgian file photo

Some Penn State students see yoga as an “outlet” for their mental 
health, especially when it’s a part of their daily routine.

“I think there is a 
really good sense 
of freedom when 
it comes to mental 
health, and I would 
say a lot of people 
use yoga as a really 
good outlook.” 

Dream Vo
senior-aerospance engineering
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How reaching out to Penn 
State’s CAPS has helped me 

2020 was a rough year for 
many reasons, and 2021 has 
been rough for many of the 

same reasons.
In the past, I 

have written 
about my mental 
health —  
especially  
during the  
coronavirus  
pandemic — and 
about how I am 
taking initiative 

to finally getting help after 
realizing I did not want to suf-
fer in silence anymore. 

For those who do know me 
personally, I do not like talking 
about my own feelings and I 
can come off “standoffish,” but 
ultimately friendly when you 
first meet me. It has gotten to 
the point where I hold so much 
in that I feel on the verge of 
exploding. I still feel this way 
often. 

That is why I decided to 
finally seek help, and escape 
this period of helplessness — 
to get some things off my chest 
and creep out of the suffering. 
However, I did not know where 
to begin.

After asking others for 
advice and trying to find an 
easy approach to some sort of 

help, I went to Penn State’s 
Counseling and Psychological 
Services to see what I could 
do. I wanted to explore and 
take advantage of the universi-
ty’s opportunities while I was 
able to.

Exploring the website just to 
find specific help for what I 
needed was daunting. I have 
never done anything like this 
and there was so much  
information.

I knew I wanted to seek 
counseling, so I found a  
number to call to get an “on 
the phone” screening.

Counseling in my high 
school almost seemed frowned 
upon, and counselors were 
mostly used for academics and 
not for student’s personal  
lives. 

I was embarrassed to be 
seen anywhere near the coun-
selor’s office because I came 
off as “the happy kid” and not 
one to be asking for help.

In contrast, Penn State’s 
services are actually very  
helpful and not intimidating at 
all, which surprised me. 

Maybe it is the fact that I 
have been in college for awhile 
now or that I have a new found 
confidence in myself compared 
to high school, but CAPS 

seemed different (in a good 
way).

The phone screening was 
actually really helpful. Since it 
was over the phone, I did not 
have the pressure of talking to 
someone in person or on a 
Zoom call. It is way more 
nerve-wracking to actually see 
a person when you are just  
trying to get help.

I was asked basic questions 
and why I was reaching out. 
For the first time, I opened up 
right away to the person on the 
phone about my struggles and 
why I was there.

Right after, I was told I had 
another appointment later that 
week for someone to schedule 
and send me a list of thera-
pists. It was like I finally was 
taking a big step in the right 

direction and a weight was off 
my chest.

I have not scheduled an 
appointment with anyone yet, 
but I am excited to do so.

Overall, I have had a good 
experience with CAPS and I 
would recommend students 
check it out as well. It is  
important that you get the help 
you deserve, and this is a quick 
and easy option to do so.

I am done with the stigma of 
mental health. It is a sadex-
cuse to escape reality and I 
was one of those people who 
sought such escape. 

Do not be afraid to go past 
your boundaries if it helps you 
in the long run. I always 
thought that keeping things to 
myself and not expressing my 
problems was how I was going 
to live my life. That is not,  
however, how we were meant 
to live. 

Now, I am glad I reached out 
and I am excited to see where 
this simple phone call takes 
me. 

Sarah Pellis is a sophomore majoring 
in digital and print jouralism and is a 
columnist for The Daily Collegian. Email 
her at sxp5781@psu.edu or follow her 
on Twitter at @__sarahp.

MY VIEW | Sarah Pellis

Pellis

“I am done with the 
stigma of mental 
health. It is a sad 
excuse to escape 
reality and I was 
one of those people 
who sought such 
escape.”

Sarah Pellis

Tuesday marked the first 
(of three in total) well-
ness days of the  

semester, sanctioned by Penn 
State so as to provide a 
“pause in teaching and learn-
ing and to focus on wellness, 
self-care and the health of our 
community.” 

The day felt well-earned, 
but the implementation still 
needs improvement if the uni-
versity is sincerely interested 
in achieving these goals. 

Penn State originally 
announced the slate of days 
to soften the impact of having 
a spring semester with no 
spring break. Wisely discern-
ing that students and faculty 
need respite from their stud-
ies — especially at the height 
of the pandemic — and recog-
nizing also that a traditional 
spring break might make this 
same pandemic worse, the 
university roped off three 
separate days of the required 
rest.

All this is noble enough, 
and the university should 
receive credit for having 
enough foresight in this area. 
However, limited dates and 
disturbing reports of students 

having assignments due on 
these so-called wellness days 
should cause reflection and 
rethinking on the university’s 
part. 

Are three days nearly 
enough time off in the best of 
situations? How about in an 
aforementioned plague? Can 
true relaxation and rest be 
found while Canvas’s menu 
still demands homework due 
at midnight? 

In terms of simple arithme-
tic, the university’s plan to 
compensate students for the 
loss of spring break does not 
add up. Spring break normal-
ly lasts for an entire week, 
from Monday to Friday (plus 
the obligatory Saturday and 
Sunday). The addition of the 
weekend should not be dis-
counted, since the consecu-
tive effect of the break makes 
it that much more effective. 

Compare this duration to 
the meager offering of mental 
wellness days, where only a 
single day in each full month 
breaks up the otherwise-end-
less grind of collegiate life. 

Three days, instead of five. 
If one prefers to think consec-
utively, it’s three days con-
trasted with seven. 

Of course, the university’s 
decision to put each wellness 
day in the middle of the week, 
rather than its beginning or 
end, makes sense as a way to 
decrease the likelihood of stu-
dents returning home or 
sojourning to distant parts.  
When this possibility of travel 
is decreased, the possibility of 
students contracting and 
spreading the coronavirus 
decreases just as much. 

Similarly, the reasoning 
behind spacing each wellness 
day so far apart cannot be 

faulted. Consecutive days fur-
ther increase the risk of stu-
dents traveling and exposing 
both themselves and others 
to the virus.

Fault can be found,  
however, with the shortage of 
days offered and the far too 
vast space between them. 
Week after week of classes, 
with only one day per month 
to break the tide of labs and 
essays, does not bode well for 
the mental health of our com-
munity. In fact, the current 
arrangement seems destined 
to crank up the intensity of 
our collective un-wellness 
several notches. 

Not only should Penn State 
add more wellness days to 
the calendar, at least to make 
up for the lack of spring 
break, but the university 
should also experiment fur-
ther with wellness days even 

once the formal pandemic 
ends.  
Rather than treating wellness 
days as a relic of the corona-
virus era, the university 
should instead make them a 
fixture of every academic 
year moving forward. 

A 2000 study found that 
stressed college students are 
significantly more likely to 
live unhealthy lifestyles and 
exhibit crippled levels of self-
esteem. 

Since this study was con-
ducted in 2000, one can only 
imagine how the advent of 
social media and blue light 
burnout (not to mention  
pandemics) has multiplied 
stressors and their overall 
toxicity. 

If the university is sincere 
in its commitment to the  
well-being of its community, 
then it needs to actively  
pursue policies and  
programs that prove it. 

The inclusion of more well-
ness days both this semester 
and beyond could put to rest 
any suspicions that Penn 
State does not actually care 
about having a healthy and 
restful student body.

We need more wellness days
Are three days nearly enough time off in the 

best of situations?
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We live in an almost fully digi-
tized world in 2021, especially 
considering the implications of 
the coronavirus pandemic. The 
newfound accessibility and ano-
nymity of social media has 
enabled many college-aged stu-
dents to communicate and seek 
responses for the state of their 
personal mental health.

However, with a global push 
toward the online romanticiza-
tion of anxiety, depression, eat-
ing disorders and suicide, it has 
been hard to discern whether 
adolescents are sharing a mere 
cry for attention from their 
peers or a serious call for help. 

The phrases “I feel 
depressed,” “I feel anxious” and 
“I’m gonna kill 
myself (kms)” 
have become sick 
rites of teenage 
passage — trendy 
badges of honor 
to display with 
pride. When I 
reflect on my per-
sonal battles with 
anxiety, panic 
attacks and my 
subsequent 
search for help, 
the experiences 
were not  
glamorous.

A surface-level example of 
this is Jeremy Zucker’s song 
“all the kids are depressed.” 
Even though the tune came out 
in 2018, it still holds a spot in his 
Top 5 on Spotify, indicating that 

Zucker’s quickly growing fan-
base covets the deeper  
meaning. 

“How long have you been 
smiling?” Zucker wrote in the 
opening line of the song. “It 
seems like it’s been too long.”

Though it can be presumed 
Zucker admirably uses music as 
an outlet to siphon off plaguing 
thoughts, after close analysis of 
these and other lyrics, it’s clear 
he perpetuates the dehumaniza-
tion of the word “depression.” 
As a prominent figure in pop 
culture, this influences young 
people to believe depression is 
normal.

It’s OK to struggle with your 
mental health, but illnesses lack 

normalcy when 
they are a mat-
ter of more 
grave concern. 
According to 
Mayo Clinic, 
“experiencing 
anxiety is a nor-
mal part of life,” 
but when symp-
toms begin to 
interfere with 
daily activities 
is when one 
should consider 
seeking  

treatment.
At this time, it’s important to 

pause and acknowledge one fact 
— I firmly believe everyone’s 
mental health struggles matter, 
whether they are big or small. It 
is also important to concede 

that discussing them online may 
be the only outlet for some, 
which is perfectly fine.

But it becomes an issue when 
words like “depression” and 
“anxiety,” or even “suicide” are 
thrown around in casual 
conversation as com-
monplaces with no 
weight.

These terms 
need to be spo-
ken more rever-
ently and used 
less often. What could 
mean the difference 
between life and death for some 
shouldn’t be reduced to a joke 
by others trying to fit in.

By dramatizing somewhat 
average experiences, those who 
are actually having similar 
thoughts are less inclined to 
seek treatment because the 
words carry less influence. 
They’re left feeling invalidated, 
unwarranted and ashamed.

Another example of the esca-
lated unimportance of trigger 
words can be found on the ever 
popular app TikTok.

Throughout quarantine in 
summer 2020, one of the main 
TikTok trends was hiding in 
your room or “depression cave” 
all day. Users made videos to 
the song “Flight of the Bumble-
bee” by Nikolai Rimsky-Korsa-
kov, donning large blankets as 
capes while running to retrieve 
food.

Users were able to come 
together and have a laugh at the 

shared experience of turning 
bedrooms into “depression 
caves,” but in the process, 
depression was normalized as a 
common experience. 

What happens when mental 
illnesses become 

more than just a 
joke?

According to 
the North Caro-
lina Medical 
Journal, expo-

sure to suicide 
and self-injury 

content online can 
increase the likeli-

ness of an inclination 
toward those thoughts.

“In a recent study of over 400 
youth who were psychiatrically 
hospitalized due to risk of harm 
to self or others, a small but 
meaningful proportion of youth 
reported viewing online content 
that promoted suicide (14.8%) or 
self-injury (16.6%) during the 
two weeks prior to their admis-
sion,” NCMJ said in an article 
titled “The Impact of Social 
Media on Youth Mental Health.”

It’s hard to articulate the 
truthfulness of posts and com-
ments made about mental 
health online and in person. 
Which are posted only to draw 
sympathy or clout? This blurry 
line further exacerbates the 
already-present stigma sur-
rounding those seeking needed 
treatment.

Amid the coronavirus pan-
demic, the already great need 

for mental health treatment in 
the United States skyrocketed.

In an American Psychological 
Association poll published in 
November 2020, most of the 
1,800 psychologists surveyed 
reported a 74% increase in 
patients seeking treatment for 
anxiety disorders and a 60% 
increase in patients seeking 
treatment for depressive disor-
ders compared to before the 
start of the pandemic.

“Mental health matters” is a 
phrase I see reposted almost 
daily on social media platforms 
— but does it really?

The increased online romanti-
cization of mental illnesses prior 
to and throughout the coronavi-
rus pandemic undermines the 
honest struggles and credibility 
of those trying to understand 
their own minds.

Former stigmas of having a 
mental illness and seeking help 
have transitioned to a stigma 
around outwardly expressing 
happiness and success. There is 
now a feeling of guilt surround-
ing people who aren’t able to 
show any evidence of hardship. 

I should not have to become a 
martyr on social media for my 
personal struggles to gain valid-
ity, and I should not only be able 
to fit in by conceding that I’ve 
felt anxious or sad. We need to 
encourage those who are strug-
gling with mental illness and 
stop stealing the merit of words 
that carry so much meaning.
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Research shows less students seeking help
By Olivia Estright 

The Daily Collegian 

The coronavirus has taken a 
significant toll on many people’s 
mental health over the past year 
— specifically college-aged stu-
dents — though universities are 
seeing less students seeking  
psychological services.

Penn State’s Center for Col-
legiate Mental Health released 
a five-part blog series spanning 
from February to March com-
paring the mental health of col-
lege students across the country  
before and during the pandemic.

One study found that with al-
most 50,000 students seeking 
services during the pandemic, 
only 33% of the students said 
their reason was related to the  
coronavirus.

In addition, CCMH found that 
there were 32% less students 
seeking treatment in fall 2020 
compared to fall 2019.

Senior Director of Penn State 
Counseling & Psychological Ser-
vices Ben Locke said the decline 
was caused by a variety of situ-
ations, but less students being 
on campus was most likely the 
greatest factor.

“The biggest reason for the de-
cline is that people tend to seek 
help where they live,” Locke said. 
“Residential living is down by 
about 30% at the university. The 
biggest driver is really that fewer 
people are living on campus.”

Although CCMH doesn’t  

provide data specific to Penn 
State, Locke said the university 
is still “in line with national av-
erages,” and Penn State CAPS 
did notice a drop-off in students  
requesting services.

For students who said their 
mental health was negatively im-
pacted by the coronavirus, CCMH 
found higher levels of mental 
health distress in the form of 
depression, generalized anxiety, 
social anxiety, eating concerns, 
hostility, alcohol use and general 
distress.

Although psychology professor 
Sarah Myruski was teaching re-
motely at Hunter College in New 
York at the start of the pandemic, 
she said she still noticed a gener-
al “increase in anxiety, stress and 
worries about the uncertainties 
of the future.”

“When the pandemic initial-
ly started, there was a panic,” 
Myruski said. “My students were 
so stressed and didn’t know what 
to expect with the online format.”

Since she started teaching at 
Penn State in the fall, Myruski 
said she noticed these feelings 
“leveling off.” 

“All of these challenges are new 
to everybody,” Myruski said. “A 
lot of people are still adjusting to 
online learning.”

The blog from CCMH also 
found the self-reported distress 
of students was almost the same 
in fall 2019 compared to fall 2020. 
The greatest differences were in-
creases in eating concerns and 

family distress. 
In the studies, first-year stu-

dents said they felt the high-
est levels of negative impact on 
mental health from the corona-
virus, loneliness or isolation, and 
missed experiences or oppor-
tunities. Seniors were rated the 
highest in areas of career and  
financial distress.

In terms of differentiation be-
tween races, CCMH found that 
Black students reported lower 
rates of negative impacts in men-
tal health, isolation, motivation 
and academics compared to all 
other races and ethnicities.  Stu-
dents who identify as American 
Indian and Alaskan Native re-
ported the highest levels of nega-
tive impact in finances, personal 
health concerns, grief/loss and 
food/housing insecurity.

Sexuality also played a role in 
determining some student’s neg-
ative mental health impacts. Stu-
dents who identified as bisexual, 
questioning, pansexual, lesbian 
and queer reported high rates 
of negative impacts on mental 
health, motivation or focus, iso-
lation, academics and missed  
opportunities.

Although there was an over-
all decrease in students seek-
ing treatment, CCMH found that 
the average number of all at-
tended appointments per client 
increased by approximately 20% 
after the onset of the coronavirus 
pandemic.

“It reflects the idea of how 
caseloads of counselors impact 
the amount of services they are 
able to provide,” Locke said.

With the pandemic creating 

advancements in technology, 
telehealth services are now be-
ing used to avoid face-to-face 
interactions. 

“In telehealth, it’s with a real 
person just over video chat,” 
Myruski said. “I would say for 
some people that can still be a 
barrier, because they would still 
be talking to a stranger and that 
could be intimidating. For some, 
a nonhuman source of informa-
tion might be at least a good entry 
point.”

Penn State offers services 
through You@PSU, a telehealth 
service to help students evalu-
ate their current mental health. 
CAPS Chat — virtual consul-
tations with counselors — is  
available for free.

For students seeking sup-
port who have access to student 
health insurance plans, Healthi-
est You is a telehealth option that 
allows 24/7 access to a doctor, 
medical opinions and the ability 
to search for an online healthcare 
worker.

“If people are looking for in-
dividual counseling, therapy or 
psychotherapy, most places are 
not doing in-person services right 
now,” Locke said. “Whether a stu-
dent were to seek services with us 
or through a different platform, I 
think those are great ideas for the 
pandemic.”

To email reporter: oxe108@psu.edu. 
Follow her on Twitter at @OliviaEstright.

School of  Theatre students experience inequality

Courtney Taylor/Collegian file photo

Penn State’s CCMH released a blog series comparing the mental health 
of college students before and during the pandemic.

By Ava Leone
The Daily Collegian

On a typical school day, Jillian 
Aebli packs dancing, acting, sing-
ing, accent and dialect training 
into seven and a half hours of 
back-to-back classes — it’s rare 
that she ever gets a break.

“A packed day last year was 
kind of fun, being in person… but 
since being on Zoom has been a 
thing, it’s much more exhaust-
ing,” Aebli (sophomore-acting) 
said. 

Once her classes finish, she is 
off to rehearsal from 6:30-10:30 
p.m. until her day is finally over — 
after over 12 hours of staring at a 
glowing blue laptop screen, she at 
last gets to look away.

Combined with the emotion-
ally grueling nature of perform-
ing and the isolation the coro-
navirus brought to the table this 
past year, mental health has been 

a struggle for some students 
in the School of Theatre and  
exacerbated the inequalities 
within.

According to Jalen Martin, 
even though people in the School 
of Theatre may talk about self 
care a lot, there just isn’t enough 
time in their schedules to actually 
implement it into their lives.

“When we do have [free] time 
to do self-care, what ends up hap-
pening is we have to do home-
work or something — there’s just 
always something to do,” Martin 
(senior-acting) said. “If you don’t 
invest all your time into your ma-
jor, people look down on you. It’s 
a little toxic and unfortunate, but 
that’s the culture and environ-
ment. I think that’s how it is with 
a lot of performing arts programs 
around the nation.”

Martin said many people 
dropped from his class by their 
sophomore year due to the in-

tense physical, emotional, men-
tal and time commitments the  
acting major calls for. Even 
though Martin remains passion-
ate about acting, his experience in 
the School of Theatre has taught 
him the importance of advocating 
for himself when he begins to feel  
overwhelmed. 

Aebli said taking her classes 
entirely on Zoom this year has 
made her feel far less motivated 
and separated from the artistic 
community, which would nor-
mally help her overcome her  
strenuous schedule.

“Even though I get to see my 
classmates every day on Zoom — 
and that’s such a great part of my 
day, seeing their faces — but not 
being with them in person is very 
difficult. Everyone knows that a 
FaceTime call is not the same as 
having lunch with someone,” Ae-
bli said. “So it’s that huge in-per-
son element that has been taken 
away that has kind of changed 
how we look at our class and how 
we almost took it for granted last 
year.”

The School of Theatre added 
graduate student Antoinette 
Cambria to its faculty as a mental 
health liaison in August 2020. It’s 
uncertain whether her position 
will be permanent just yet. 

Although Cambria (graduate-
counselor education and supervi-
sion) has had “great experiences” 
with students seeking help dur-
ing her one-on-one office hours, 
she said the coronavirus created 
barriers to her accessibility.

“I was hoping to have an office 
in the theatre building where stu-
dents, staff and faculty could have 
easy and consistent access to my 
support and services,” Cambria 

said via email. “Unfortunately, 
COVID-19 and its impacts have 
prevented me from doing so in 
the way I envisioned.”

Aebli said she receives Cam-
bria’s weekly 
“wellness news-
letters” over 
email — which 
include support-
ive psychoedu-
cation resourc-
es — but since 
Cambria’s posi-
tion started vir-
tually during the 
pandemic, Ae-
bli said she still 
does not know 
a lot about the 
details of Cam-
bria’s job. 

While Cambria is a resource 
available to all students in the 
School of Theatre, the musical 
theatre majors specifically have 
access to a Musical Theatre Well-
ness Center within the college.

In October 2019, the School of 
Theatre launched the new initia-
tive to create the Musical Theatre 
Wellness Center to support its 
students — but musical theatre 
students only.

Even though the Wellness Cen-
ter is not a physical building yet, 
musical theatre majors have ac-
cess to psychologists, nutrition-
ists, laryngologists and doctors 
for free or at reduced rates. Head 
of musical theatre John Simp-
kins oversees the center and its  
employees.

Darron Hayes Jr. said the 
initiative started because get-
ting into CAPS can be difficult 
for students, especially if they 
have demanding schedules like  

performing arts majors do. 
According to Hayes (senior-

musical theatre), the Wellness 
Center has been beneficial for 
him during his time with the 

School of The-
atre.

“It’s been ab-
solutely incred-
ible. I love that 
I have basically 
so many things 
at my finger-
tips. If my back 
is hurting from 
dance class or 
from a show that 
I’m in, I know 
where to go, and 
I know who can 
help me,” Hayes 
said. “ I know 

that they know about the musical 
theatre lifestyle… If I need help 
[with] meal planning or I need 
to get more greens in my diet, 
I know who I can talk to. And if 
my mental health is struggling, 
I know exactly where I can go so 
it’s great — it’s wonderful.”

According to Jimin Moon, most 
of his friends in his major use 
the therapists provided to them 
through the Wellness Center. The 
mental health resources avail-
able to musical theatre students 
are “above and beyond” what he 
imagines a typical Penn State  
student has access to. 

Despite how lucky Moon (soph-
omore-musical theatre) said he 
feels to have the Wellness Center, 
he does not know how he would 
feel about the School of Theatre’s 
resources if he was not in the  
musical theatre program. 

Visit collegian.psu.edu for the 
rest of the story. 

Online romanticization of  mental health must end

“By dramatizing 
somewhat average 
experiences, those 
who are actually  
having similar 
thoughts are less 
inclined to seek 
treatment because 
the words carry less 
influence.”

Jonah Rosen/Collegian file photo

Penn State’s School of Theatre hired a new mental health liason.
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“If you don’t invest 
all your time into 
your major, people 
look down on you. 
It’s a little toxic and 
unfortunate, but 
that’s the culture 
and environment.”

Jalen Martin
senior-acting
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Men’s hockey keeps positive mindset
By Zech Lambert

The Daily Collegian

In Canada, professional and 
collegiate hockey players alike 
are quick to open up about mental 
health for at least one day every 
year.

Among other sports, hockey 
has been at the forefront of  
mental health awareness due to 
Canada’s Bell Let’s Talk Day. 

The day, which was  
recognized on Jan. 
28 this year, raises  
awareness and combats stigmas 
surrounding mental health.

For every interaction on social 
media — whether it be a view of 
a video the company puts out, a 
tweet with #BellLetsTalk or a 
retweet of a tweet containing that 
hashtag, among other things — 
five cents is donated to Canadian 
mental health initiatives. This 
year, nearly $8 million dollars 
have been raised for the cause. 

Many Penn State players  
participated in the  
movement, including Americans  
Paul DeNaples and Christian 
Sarlo.

But little did they know their 
own mental health would soon be 
put to the test, when the Nittany 
Lions were shut down because of 

a positive coronavirus test within 
the program in early February. 

It would be nearly a month  
until the Nittany Lions  
reemerged from their hiatus to 
once again take the ice and return 
to some semblance of current-day  
normalcy. 

However, a month of being 
isolated from the outside world 
made Penn State more conscious 
than ever of the team’s mental 
well-being.

Players leaned on and rallied 
around their teammates, coaches 
checked in and the team tried to 
find some kind of positive light in 
an otherwise dark, bleak time for 
the squad.

The importance of  
camaraderie shone 
through during the blue 
and white’s layoff, as Guy  
Gadowsky said teammates 
turned to one another when they 
needed their help most.

“I think they were very  
supportive of each other,”  
Gadowsky said. “It wasn’t one guy 
going through anything alone. 
They had plenty of emotional  
support.”

Some of that emotional support 
came from Gadowsky himself. He 
checked in on his team multiple 
times throughout the break to 

make sure they were doing their 
best to stay positive during a  
difficult time.

Even with resources like 
teammates to receive help 
from, sometimes an unexpected 
shred of positivity can go a long 
way. Despite all the chaos that 
was swirling around the team, 
there was a beam of light and  
energy cast onto the Nittany Lions  
during their shutdown.

Senior Adam Pilewicz was 
able to participate in the entirety 
of THON this year, something 
the school’s men’s and women’s 
hockey players don’t typically 
get a chance to do since the  
46-hour dance marathon occurs  
midseason.

A senior like Pilewicz, Penn 
State captain and forward Alex 
Limoges could hardly contain his 
admiration for his teammate. 

“[THON] has been something 
hockey players have wanted to 
be a part of for a while,” Limoges 
said. “It inspired me, it motivated 
me to be better. I know everybody 
in the locker room is so proud of 
him.”

Some of the team was even able 

to gather with Pilewicz in person 
to support him as he danced to 
battle childhood cancer.

Gadowsky raved about how 
great an event THON is, but 
also how it helped his team push 
through the admittedly difficult 
time it was going through.

“It’s so special,” Gadowsky 
said. “I think it’s a great thing at 
any time, especially during the 
pause we had.”

Aside from the obvious toll a 
month of isolation can take, the 
daily grind of a hockey season 
is not easy for any player both  
physically or mentally.

To gain an edge, the players 
believe cerebral fortitude is of 
the utmost importance. Mental 
sharpness is one of the biggest 
tools in the game, and junior  
netminder Oskar Autio puts a  
priority on how he approaches 
the game between his ears.

“I talk a lot with our sports  
psychologist,” Autio said. “The 
stuff I focus on are relaxation and 
mental preparation before the 
game.”

Autio said he is fortunate to 
have people in his corner he can 

lean on when he needs to.
He credited a lot of the goalie 

coaches he’s been able to work 
with throughout his career,  
including those from his home 
of Espoo, Finland, and Chicago, 
where he played juniors for the 
Chicago Steel.

“I definitely feel like I have a lot 
of people that support me, and it’s 
definitely helped me a lot,” Autio 
said.

Now with the break over, the 
Nittany Lions can once again 
focus more of their attention to 
hockey and, in particular, the  
upcoming Big Ten Tournament.

The prospect of getting 
back onto the ice is a shot of  
positivity into the arms of Nittany 
Lions who surely could use one 
after being cooped up for such a 
long period of time.

“Mentally, it’s long overdue,” 
Limoges said. “Everybody just 
wants to play, and so there was 
a lot of excitement getting back 
last weekend and still a lot of  
excitement right now.”

To email reporter: zbl5146@psu.edu.
Follow him on Twitter at @Zech_Lambert.

Ken Minamoto/Collegian 

Oskar Autio (junior-psychology) makes a glove save during a men’s 
hockey game against Notre Dame.  

james Leavy/Collegian file photo

Team captain and forward Alex Limoges (senior-supply chain management) controls the puck during a game 
against Wisconsin at the Pegula Ice Arena.
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