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JB: Okay, so my name is Jenna Bednarz and I am part of the “History Outside of the Classroom”
course that we're doing the public history project on COVID at Merrimack College, and this is
my interview subject Sarah Ward.  She is an on-campus student as well as a student athlete, so
I'll be asking her all these questions about COVID. And I guess I can just get going, what was
going on in your life prior to the pandemic?

SW: Like as far as–

JB: Anything.

SW: Okay, so I was living at school, I was on the dance team or I'm still on the dance team here
and that's pretty much it. I mean I was basically, I'm a human development major so I was really
busy with that and I also have a minor in education so definitely just a lot of school work like
basic, you know, day to day life.

JB: Okay, do you remember the first time that you heard about COVID and can you describe
kind of what it was?

SW: So I was in my dorm room here at school, and I remember, I'm not sure about the specific
first time, but I remember kind of when the school sent out the email about it and I think it was
kind of weird because everyone just thought it would be like over in a week kind of thing like
when they sent us home for spring break like I didn't even pack anything. So I kind of ended up
at home with no clothes and nothing. I just assumed it would be just a two week break rather
than a one week spring break. So yeah definitely it was hard to wrap your mind around like
obviously nobody knew what it would turn into. Just yeah and nothing to compare it to either so-

JB: Yeah, was there a particular moment where it became real to you or any specific thing that
kind of like-

SW: Um, I think when, at the end of the two weeks, they told us that we weren't coming back at
all, kind of transitioned from just that one week, probably nobody really knew when the end



would be. And then, when all of our classes went online and everything. Just yeah I guess it
made it seem like a lot more of an issue than we originally first saw it as.

JB: Okay, what was a lockdown like for you and were there any hard parts or were there any
things that you came out with as positives?

SW: It was better than I thought it would be, definitely tough but I'd say it was hard to keep
motivation for my classes just taking them in my house every single day, and not being able to
get out of the house. I think I rely a lot on being able to go see my friends and have outlets like
that so that definitely became very stressful. But I'd say it was positive because it kind of helped
me have almost like a break, even though I guess it wasn't really a break, but our teachers kind
of lightened the load of work and everything, so I was able to kind of just spend time with my
family. I guess I looked at it like more of a break from school and the normal life so kind of like a
reset.

JB: Okay, do you remember the first time that you wore a mask?

SW: Um, I actually didn't have to for the majority of quarantine. I think I got three months in
without wearing one because I really didn’t go anywhere–

JB: Yeah maybe coming here to move out, having to wear one-

SW: Probably, I think it was when they finally said we could come get our stuff, which I'm not
sure when that was but we were like unsure–we were like, “Do we have to wear a mask?”
because it was still kind of confusing, but I guess that would be the first time.

JB: Was there anything that used to be routine for you or normal before the pandemic, but now
feels weird or strange to do?

SW: Used to be routine? Um, I don't know if this counts as that but, I guess large social
gatherings with my friends. I got really used to being by myself and I kind of guess that's a
positive, because I kind of learned how to be okay with being by myself. But now I mean there's
times where I prefer to just hang out with a couple friends when, in the past, I would have
wanted to hang out with a lot more.

JB: Was there anything you were particularly excited about reopening in the summer of 2020
when the lockdown was lifted like stores or restaurants?

SW:  We were at home, right?

JB: Yes.



SW:  I'm not really sure. I guess just not anything particular, or any particular stores, but I think
just being able to see people and go out, I mean go to a store, not for a particular reason but
just be somewhere, not in my car or my house.

JB: Okay, so now I'm going to talk about some questions about you being like an on campus
student at the time, so you already kind of did, but could you describe a little bit of the mid
semester transition in March 2020 when we had to change to Zoom?

SW: Um, yeah, so I feel like in a lot of my classes, the teachers at first didn't realize that they
should probably lighten the load a little bit because it was kind of confusing what they were
asking of us when we only had Zoom to figure everything out, so I think that was difficult. I think
after a couple weeks of it once you got into the gist of how things would work in a routine, I think
it got a lot easier.

JB: What factored into your decision to be on campus in the fall of 2020?

SW: That was last fall?

JB: Yes, right after lockdown.

SW:  I think I thought about commuting for that semester from my house, but I think in the long
run, I realized like I would still be able to be with my roommates and my friends, even if it was in
small groups, and I think being on campus helped me, at least for my freshman year, helped me
to stay organized and stay on track with my schoolwork whereas if I was at home, I think I would
get distracted a lot more, and all of the driving and even if I had chosen just the Zoom option, I
think I would have fallen a little bit behind because it's hard to make a schedule when
everything's on your computer for the whole entire day.

JB: And how did it initially feel being back on campus and were there any points where it started
to feel normal during that semester?

SW: Very weird, I don't think it ever felt really normal that semester, because we still weren’t
allowed to really hang out with anyone or have meetings and gatherings of more than–what was
it–10 people. So that part was definitely not normal at all, a lot of time spent in our room, which
made it kind of, I guess, very stressful because you just want to go out and see your friends and
can't so that part was definitely difficult.

JB: Do you think you can think of any specific differences between school pre-pandemic and
also school during it like any major differences in classes, or just like social life, or even like
dining policies or anything like that?



SW: Before and during?

JB: Yes.

SW: I think just everything being online, so I worked for the school and I started that fall of my
sophomore year, so I never really knew what it was like to kind of have an actual job on campus
but I would say how I mentioned before, all of the rules about where you can be at a certain time
and who you can and can't hang out with because they did it by like cohorts which was kind of
confusing about like who you're usually with versus who you're not usually with which it was kind
of a blurry line. But yeah definitely pretty big differences, which was super hard, especially only
having the first semester of our college experience be normal. And yet we still haven't had a
normal technical spring semester.

JB: What was it like day to day in places like in the dorms, in class and just around campus
including testing processes and stuff like that?

SW: Testing was definitely very weird. It kind of took the first couple weeks to wrap your head
around going, I think we had to go every day.

JB: At one point yeah.

SW: Yeah, just seeing like I don't know everyone in masks all the time was definitely difficult. I
think my schedule kind of got very messed up during that time, which made it more stressful for
me because I very much rely on my daily routine and schedule and there was a lot of downtime
whereas I like to be very busy, so that made it hard to stay on track with my work because I
usually stay better on track with it when I am more busy, because then I can better allot my time
for each assignment and stuff so that was definitely difficult.

JB: Okay, and then how were your classes during COVID in general, when you're back on
campus, were they mostly online or like in person, how were they different?

SW: I had one in person and two hybrid and one completely online, and it was weird because
the hybrid classes ended up being mostly online like they said it was supposed to be half and
half but they would end up kind of like emailing us by the day and making it online. The online
ones were hard, because I think the teachers weren't really sure of when to ramp up the work
back to normal again so they were still kind of running on like quarantine style Zoom, but it was
like a weird line of how much work they should be giving, but I think at that point once we were
back on the semester it started to get a little bit back to normal and the classes were more so
looking like fall of my freshman year, so it started to get a little bit easier, I would say.



JB: And if you had the option to go online, on Zoom, or to go in person, would you choose to go
in person or would you go online?

SW: Probably in person, at that point. It was very difficult to keep up with the Zooms and not feel
like I wanted to just lay in bed all day.

JB: Were you affected by any of the outbreaks and did you ever have to quarantine?

SW: I didn't. I got through the whole sophomore year, none of my roommate's either had to
quarantine. This past month, my roommate had COVID but other than that, no. But that didn't
affect us, which was weird because they don't do the contact tracing anymore, where you have
to quarantine for it. They just had you get tested and everything so that was a weird transition,
whereas if that had happened last year we all would have been home for 10 or 14 days or
whatever it was.

JB: During the initial coming back onto campus when they told us to have a “COVID bag”
packed in case you had to go into quarantine did you ever have one of those packed?

SW: No, I mean I always have a couple backpacks in my room between my dance backpack
and my school backpack, so I figured if I needed to I would be able to make it work. I also only
live half an hour away so if my parents needed to drop off a bag, or they were going to come
pick me up, it would have been easy enough.

JB: Now the last section of questions I have is about your student athlete experience during
COVID, so the first question is how did the initial outbreak affect your season or training at the
time?

SW: So I was on the competition team for the dance team at Merrimack that spring of freshman
year, and so we were training to go to Daytona for nationals, which was in, I think it was the end
of March or early April, around like Easter time, that we were supposed to go to Daytona. So we
had our whole routine all perfected and everything, and then we weren't able to go, so that was
definitely hard, because you look forward, the whole season, to go on this trip and we weren't
able to perform the dance that we'd been practicing for almost a year at that point. So that was
tough. And then that whole summer, we usually practiced over the summer and we weren't able
to have any practices, obviously, which made it hard to kind of keep up with my exercise routine,
because I usually use dance and practice with the team as my workout.

JB: Yeah, how was the season different the following year, sophomore year I guess, in the
difference with COVID, did it still affect the season?



SW: So, trying to think, there were no athletic games I don't think, sophomore year. So we
perform at the football and basketball games and we weren't able to. Yeah I’m trying to think, I'm
getting confused with this year. We weren't able to perform at any of them and we had less
practice times because the gym hours were so specific that we couldn't get any time in the gym
for our team, so we were only able to practice I think it was twice a week for an hour really late
at night, which was hard when we usually have like four days for two hours each or probably
more than that, once it got close to game days. It was hard because we didn't really have
anything to look forward to, I guess, or to choreograph for, because we obviously weren't doing
the games, so the practices, I guess kind of weren't as fun as they usually are.

JB: I guess you kind of already talked about this, but the question is: was it difficult to stay in
shape with everything being shut down?

SW: Yeah so, I usually, like I said, I only use dance as my exercise because I dance so often
and it's just what I enjoy doing, and because we didn't have that as much last year I definitely
tried different things and I found out I don't like them. I made myself go to the gym like pretty
much six days a week, found out I don't really enjoy lifting and doing the just basic things at the
gym it's just not my form of working out so that was kind of tough like kind of trying to find a way
to stay in shape during that when my whole life I had been dancing as my workout almost every
day.

JB: How did practice and training change during the pandemic, other than what you already said
about the time slots being all different, and only having less time.

SW: So, our coaches didn't come to them. It was kind of led by our “game day leads” I guess
they are captains kind of, for most of the practices. They did come to some, but they were very
low key and I think majority of them were optional, which was also difficult because, once you
kind of get into a habit of not working out for a little bit and getting downtime it's just hard to get
back into it. So I almost wish they were mandatory because there were definitely a couple nights
where I was like “oh I don't need to go” but they weren't as intense, which was kind of good and
bad. Like I said we didn't really have a routine we were trying to perfect so it was more like
stretching and just staying in shape for those very few hours, which was good, because we
usually aren't able to stretch much during our main season.

JB: Okay, and then I was going to ask: how did competition change? but were there really any
opportunities for that during COVID?

SW: So I stopped competition team sophomore year, just because it was becoming like a lot of
hours and I was having a hard time balancing my school, job, and all my homework and



everything because we practiced almost five days a week for like three hours. So it was hard to
keep up with so I dropped down to just our game day team sophomore year. But I know that the
competition team wasn't able to go to nationals last year either, but they did a video submission
for the competition, so they were able to still place and I think they got like second or third, and
they were able to still place but they just had to do a video submission, so I feel like that was
definitely more difficult for them that they weren't able to go and have the excitement of going to
Florida, but that's kind of how they did it.

JB: And this is my last question, can you describe how the pandemic affected questions of
eligibility for your team and did you ever give thought to opting out completely?

SW: Um...What do you mean?

JB: Someone in my class had mentioned how the eligibility got extended one year because
their team didn’t have anything for that whole year of COVID.

SW: Oh okay, so they're able to take another year. So, the dance team here is on a weird line
between team and club because of the funding that we get. So, I don't know if that applies to us.
I'm kind of thinking it doesn’t,  just because technically we're not recognized by the NCAA which
is like how they do sports here so, I don't think that the eligibility applies to us but as far as
stopping over all, I think I definitely thought about it because it was really hard to kind of have
the motivation to go to practices when it wasn't really anything we're looking forward to. But I
think in the long run, I knew that it would get better and I knew that my junior year would be
better with it. So I think that's kind of what kept me on the team, and I also have a lot of close
friends on the team, and that was kind of the only time I got to see them so that was my
motivation to go to practice and to hang out with them.

JB: Is the season basically back to normal now, like this semester?

SW: Yeah I would say so, we have had a lot of games so far and I think that, as far as the
competition team, they're planning on going to Daytona in the spring. So yeah I would say it's
the same.

JB: That's good. Okay, so that was all the questions I have, if there's not anything else you want
to add then that's it, Thank you.

SW: Thank you.




