
Shrey Majmudar  0:02
So, Amy, thank you for sitting down. If you could first start out with a little bit about bio, what's
your name?

Amy Powell  0:09
Amy Powell.

Majmudar  0:11
Where were you born, if you don't mind?

Powell  0:12
Yep. I was born in Fairfax County – I was born in Reston, Virginia, Northern Virginia.

Majmudar  0:17
Fantastic. You don't have to say how old you are, but just would be good for [...]

Powell  0:20
I'm 46. [Laughs.]

Majmudar  0:22
What are your pronouns, if you don't mind?

Powell  0:24
He/she/hers.

Majmudar  0:25
Perfect.

Powell  0:25
Oh, sorry, she/her/hers. [Laughs at faux pas.]

Majmudar  0:28
And where are you at the time of this interview?

Powell  0:31
I'm at my office in the Student Wellness Center.

Majmudar  0:33
Great. So to start out, if you don't mind sharing: what's your connection to the Duke Community,
both right now, but also back over the 2019-2020 academic year? This could include any roles
or connections you had to Duke.

Powell  0:47



Yep. So my current role, I'm the Vice Dean of Students, and I've been in this role for the past
two years. So this role started March, really, April 2020, became Interim Dean of Students, prior
to that I was the Director of DukeReach, and one of the case managers for the Dean of
Students Office.

Majmudar  1:08
Fantastic. Thank you. Would you be able to describe what your role was back in Spring of 2020,
as Director of DukeReach, and what DukeReach is overall?

Powell  1:17
Yep. So DukeReach is our non clinical case management office, within the Dean of Students
Office. We support students who are kind of facing barriers to their either academic performance
or any challenges that they might be experiencing, really related to any reason. So medical,
mental health, financial, any difficulties and connect them with resources provide support. And
yeah, so my role as kind of the Director is overseeing an office of case managers and students
support coordinators.

Majmudar  1:50
Thank you. So if you could take us back to spring 2020 – the infamous spring...

Powell  1:56
Mhm.

Majmudar  1:56
When did you realize that your approach to work needed to change? What was that moment
like for you, given your role? And was there anyone that you went to for guidance as this all
played out?

Powell  2:08
Yeah, I mean, it was a very surreal experience, you know, for me, as it was for everybody in the
world. The very first thing I remember about kind of March 2020 was, you know, when we
informed students that they needed to go home. And so my role at the time, and many of us and
Student Affairs quickly got together to figure out what that meant for the Duke community, you
know, thinking that it was originally going to be short term, and then as the weeks kind of went
on, realizing the students were gonna need to stay home. And we had many students who are
very concerned about traveling home or going home when they weren't expecting to. So the
first, you know, kind of period was an all night, all nighters really trying to figure out like, what
that looked like, who to send home, who to approve to stay, you know, coming up with a system
of approving students and, and then you know, figuring out really even over that summer, you're
working to figure out what the campus looked like, who could be on campus [and] who couldn't
be, and really kind of coming together with many different partners across the campus to figure
out [kind of a new] kind of new processes and procedures and kind of understanding what, you
know, having a pandemic on a college campus look like. Yeah, and so many different ways.



Majmudar  3:29
So talking about the rest of spring 2020, your role changes drastically in terms of "other duties
as assigned."

Powell  3:36
Mhm.

Majmudar  3:37
Could you share a bit about the different ways that you and your team had to step up and help
to do community in the weeks after Duke had shut down? You started hinting at it – we'd love to
hear some more.

Powell  3:48
So, you know, again, it was kind of all hands on deck and trying to figure out, you know, like,
who, who we could allow to stay on campus and supporting those students who either couldn't
stay on campus or figuring out how to support the students who could stay on campus, and
what that meant for students who couldn't go home. You know, there are a lot of international
students who would have liked to go home but couldn't and so, y'know, I was really trying to
think about supporting students in a way that we had never really had to think about it before.
And you know, all of the kind of pieces and logistics that kind of came into play with coordinating
students and you know, when we send students home, we sent them home without their things.
And so, you know, really first kind of [...] the next two months, were all about figuring out how to
get items to students and, you know, navigating stressors that students were experiencing from
afar and all the things associated with that.

Majmudar  4:46
Yeah. So talking about student mental health during this time, our students were obviously torn
away from the Duke Campus and community... Some were even thrust into unhealthy home
environments and whatnot. And unfortunately, we had to back to back student suicides in spring
2020. So I'm curious what your reflections were navigating that period, as one of our foremost
mental health and wellness leaders on campus. What were some of the strategies that your
team also took in response to these losses?

Powell  5:14
Yeah, yeah, one of the major challenges at that time was not being able to pull students
together, you know, and being in an environment where we were moving fully remote, and
everything was becoming kind of, you know, through a Zoom/computer, the normal things that
you do at a time of loss, you know, is, is connect and reach out and touch and hug. And, you
know, so we had many conversations around how to do that, and how to do it in a safe way, and
being able to offer communities to students, both, you know, that were here in person, and also
those students who are, you know, all over the world, really, an opportunity to come together, to
connect and to grieve. You know, having two back to back suicides was very difficult, you know,
for the campus community and for the administration, you know, trying to come to an
understanding of, you know, why and, [you know, under, you know,] trying to figure out was that,



you know, part of the pandemic, and what role did that play in it? And then obviously, concern
about how that might impact other students in a period where we start to isolate students, and
having real concern about what kind of what might become of that. Yeah, so yeah, so you know,
I think, again, strategies, were thinking about how could we do things safely, navigating that –
[and] advocating, you know, from kind of a Student Affairs lens, you know, to the other
administrators, you know, that were more concerned about, you know, physical safety in terms
of COVID, spread? Parent concerns, you know, kind of, but understanding from a student
perspective, like what students needed. And then I think there was a question about lessons
learned in there. What was the last part of the question?

Majmudar  7:12
Yeah, so strategies that your team took, and then what reflections you may have had navigating
that period as a prominent leader?

Powell  7:19
Yeah. Yeah. Again, so you know, strategies, I think, you know, we tried to kind of meet students
wherever they were, and whatever opportunities we had to help them connect. Again, there
were some face to face opportunities, but they're very limited. So most of it was over Zoom,
even helping students who wanted to attend some of the sort of services for both the students,
you know, trying to can help them think about opportunities and ways to do that. And, yeah, I
mean, it certainly kind of shone a light on really that need to connect. And, you know, kind of
working individually with students in a deeper way than we had maybe before. Just given the
challenges that the time presented.

Majmudar  8:12
Last question about spring 2020, this must have been an incredibly tolling time for you,
personally, you're working long hours, dealing with extraordinarily difficult matters. And so how
did you find your own personal community that helped you stay afloat during that time? And
what were some strategies that you use to just take care of yourself?

Powell  8:31
Yeah, I think that, you know, so much of that time was really just crisis response, you know, and
that it was we, I think so many of us were just running on adrenaline for a very long time. I'm not
convinced that we're not still running on adrenaline, I think that we're starting to get out of that
fog. But it was a, you know, quite frankly, like a two year fog, right, of just having to go and solve
problems. You know, having said that, I am someone that – I'm kind of very aware of being able
to, or kind of recognizing, when I need to step back and using my supports. And so, you know,
for me, that's family. And so, you know, and getting together with friends when I could and, you
know, connecting in ways, but being able to help people is also what fuels me. So that that is
kind of inherently taking care of myself, to me, is being able to kind of help to be a part of the
problem solving was what I needed from me at the time as well.

Majmudar  9:35



As always, very sweet of you. Fast forwarding to the summer of 2020, one of your main roles
was helping Duke and the Division of Student Affairs pivot as we look towards a fall return. And
one of the major efforts that you led during this time was bringing online mental health services
to our students, helping students take care of themselves remotely. Could you share a bit more
about that process, what it was like and some learnings as you navigated this online space?

Powell  10:00
Yeah, so actually, I mean, it was, it was something that was in the works prior to the pandemic,
and that had really been spearheaded by our former Dean of Students. And, you know, was
something that would have been – had been talked about for probably a year or two years prior
to that. And so we actually had a couple of vendors that we have already been in conversations
with and talking to, and then obviously, COVID hit. And the need for us to have virtual mental
health services was, you know, extremely apparent, right, like, there was just no other option.
So you know, having it already kind of teed up was very helpful. You know, and so we had a
vendor that we were very, you know, it was easy for us to go ahead and say, "Okay, let's do this
on a temporary basis, while we are, you know, step back, and kind of look at some other
options." So that was what we did. You know, and I spent the next year exploring different
vendors and people, but recognizing that once, once we kind of offered this as a service to
students, it wasn't, it was it was becoming very highly utilized. And so it didn't feel like something
we could take away, still doesn't feel like something we can take away. And I hope we don't, you
know, because it was very apparent that students, number one, were needing mental health
support, that wasn't, you know, available, that they could come in and person and get. And so,
you know, being able to kind of figure out what was out there, and it's a new—you know,
telemental health is really kind of a new industry—right? And so, you know [it was] there were
several different companies that were just starting, or had just started the year before, and so
trying to kind of understand the landscape of that, and evaluate who was going to be a good
vendor, and then, you know, working with folks on campus that are concerned about safety and
risk, and you know, IT and you know, there were many hurdles there. And then also making
sure that it was something that students were benefiting from, and you know, and getting
student input is, number one, is crucial, right? If it's not working for students, then it's not what
we want. So. So that was an interesting process of being able to kind of help navigate that
service for students.

Powell  11:42
Sure. Now, besides that, you were obviously doing too many other things to count during the
summer of 2020. And so double clicking on that for a second, everyone was still working insane
hours, trying to rethink campus life. What was that? Like? And could you walk us through a
typical day of yours during that infamous Summer?

Powell  12:37
Summer? Yeah, yeah, no, I don't know that there was a typical day. You know, again, it was it,
there was so much unknown, and it was, you know, every day, I remember thinking, you know,
we were trying to figure out what, what the fall was going to look like, and not being able to
make decisions until we had more information, but there was no more information, you know,



things were changing literally on a daily basis. And so, you know, I think conversations were
being had on a daily basis of "well, you know, we need to set up, [you know, kind of] what does
it look like for fall and who can be on campus, and what is a process for allowing students to
come onto campus, if we can't have a full, you know, university." So again, it was kind of all
hands on deck and whoever was able to help, help. Another kind of thing that I was heavily
involved in that summer was the the funds the [...] what were they called, the assistance funds,
the DSAF {Duke Student Assistance Fund}. And, and helping kind of determine who was
eligible for the funds, the federal funds that were available and reviewing applications, and we
put together a team, kind of very collaborative, but kind of cross functional team of people
across campus that were a part of that committee. And so a lot of time, especially in that July, I
remember, were kind of heavily involved in that. And again, like June, was all about packing up
student rooms, and going through and literally room to room and throwing things out and
helping pack and figuring out, you know, what, what we could ship and what we couldn't ship.
So yeah, it was just a lot of, as we said, other duties as assigned and wherever there was a
need, but it was constantly pivoting.

Powell  12:45
So getting to the 2020-2021 academic year, everything is turned upside down as students return
to campus. And again, one of those duties as assigned for you this time, was leading our
C-Team. So could you describe what the C-Team was, your role in this effort, and the role that
the C-Team in general played for our campus community?

Powell  14:48
Yeah, so you know, the C-Team. There are lots of possible Cs for the C-Team. You know, one it
was Community, right, one was, you know, the dreaded COVID, I think, is probably where it first
started... But, and, we also have an A and a B team, right so C was the next appropriate letter.
But really it was, it was getting a group of people together to help compliance. Right? The other
C. And also to just be adults on campus. So you know, there was a lot of concern when we shut
down the university and sent not only students, but staff home, like who was going to be present
on campus, to be available to students, but also make sure the students were making good
choices. And so the C-Team was, you know, kind of a volunteer, you know, truly all volunteer
staff members who felt comfortable coming onto campus, signing up for shifts to come onto
campus to walk around from all hours of the day and kind of shifts going up until one o'clock in
the morning. And just being around, you know, as [kind of] as students saw that there was some
adult presence on campus. I hate the word adult, but, but, you know, some some presence of
individuals that, you know, if kind of further assistance or support was needed, than those staff
would be available to address it. But also, you know, again, make sure that students were
following the rules that were set forth by the administration. So yeah, it was, you know, we had
C-Team going for a year, during that year, and I served many shifts, some into the wee hours of
the night. But again, for me, a couple of things: like I felt, again, we work on a college campus,
right, and we work with students, and so you know, for me, part of it is if we're going to have
students here, we need to have a presence here, and we need to be willing to support our
students. But it was also kind of knowing that students were not connected, and so kind of being
a part of working to connect them in any possible way. So you know, sometimes we get,



especially in the first few weeks, you know, we would do things like bring hula hoops with us
around, or walking around to kind of, you know, help students realize that they can have fun, but
spaced out, and that we wanted students to engage, we just wanted them to engage in a
socially responsible way.

Majmudar  17:15
Thank you. So amidst all of this, in fall of 2020, you're officially promoted. And so what was that
like to transition roles during the pandemic, and as you mentioned, you're now the Vice Dean of
Students. What was that new role in portfolio that you were asked to take on?

Powell  17:31
So the Vice Dean of Students role was a new role, because, you know, with our new Dean of
Students, kind of recognized the need for, kind of, this additional, kind of, layer of support, which
works with DukeReach, but also sort of working with DuWell: the health promotions office,
wellness promotion, you know, kind of more directly and more directly connecting with other
mental health services and, and thinking through structures and systems like the telemental
health. And so that was the idea of the Vice Dean role, although I will say that, so our former
Director of DukeReach at the time, was kind of redeployed to lead contact tracing. And so you
know, in that, there wasn't a lot of opportunity for me to truly step out of the role of DukeReach,
because there was just the need for that to continue. So, you know, so, so really while Laura
{former Director of DukeReach} was focused on contact tracing, and that was, you know, way
above and beyond a full time job navigating that, you know, I really didn't step far out of the role
of Director of DukeReach for that year, really, but started kind of dabbling in some of the other
things, you know, like the wellness, and just making more connections with wellness, and then
the telemental health and some other kind of processes that are connected to that.

Majmudar  18:56
Sure. So continuing along, one of the other parts of the COVID response that you helped with,
which has been vital for our students, is the Pandemic Support Unit. Can you share a bit about
that cross functional team, which continues to operate: what they do, and you're role in, again,
helping corral the process?

Powell  19:12
Yeah, yeah, so the Pandemic Support Team, I was kind of tangentially connected to until this
past August, when I was kind of officially put, you know, into kind of co-directorship, you know,
of kind of the pandemic support unit, which really is housing our students in isolation. And so,
kind of having specific space for those students, but also, again, thinking through processes and
procedures. It was a little bit haphazard, you know, prior to that time, because kind of when we
started that year, 20—what year are we in?—2021 year, you know, prior to that we weren't really
housing students differently, right, because we had been, they were, students were, in single
rooms, so we didn't need to have students though, so really kind of coming up with a system,
we weren't expecting COVID to be as prominent as it was in August, right? So because we
thought numbers were going down in July, and that's why we decided to resume to kind of
normal, return every student. And then when numbers peaked again, it was chaos. And so



coming up with kind of procedures for isolating students, which involves feeding students,
moving students, finding other lodging opportunities, you know, places that we could send
students to and, and coming in [and] finding staff members that we could kind of bring in to help
with that process and help students, you know, make sure that their needs were being met
when we move students. So that was quite the undertaking for the first couple of months. And
again, kind of another full time role of helping kind of navigate that process and turning rooms
over and just the logistics involved in that work a lot. But again, that was also helping to build
community. And and it was interesting to me, because there were so many students that kind of
went into isolation space really anxious about having to move and go into isolation space, but it
was always fascinating to me that they ended up really rooming with students that they didn't
know before, and kind of making connections through that, and in ways that we wouldn't have
ever thought about or expected. And I'm still waiting for the Chronicle Article to come out from
one of the students to be like, you know, there have been some like, "this was a really cool
experience," but like to really, to me, it's kind of an interesting social experiment where you
throw students into a space together, that's totally unexpected, for a week, for 10 days, right?
And kind of the relationships that have developed because of that has been really interesting to
sample.

Majmudar  21:50
100%. To start slowly, wrapping up, one of the final questions here is another thread during the
pandemic that most people don't know about is these daily COVID calls that began back in the
spring of 2020. And they've continued to varying extents throughout all of 2020, 2021, and even
in 2022. So could you take us behind the scenes into what exactly these calls were? And how
they were, or weren't, helpful in responding to COVID as an entire University? University-wide
response?

Powell  22:21
Yeah, yeah, no, I think they've been really helpful in getting everybody at the table. And again,
you know, being able to kind of virtually connect everybody. That was one of the first ways that
we did it was these daily COVID calls that have now, you know, kind of transitioned to where we
three times a week COVID calls. But yeah, for many, many, many, many, many months, they
were daily COVID calls, and it was just an opportunity to kind of check in on the status, you
know, of the world and the status of Duke and the status of the area for kind of everybody who
had a hand in coordination of students to, you know, faculty and staff to kind of understand
where things were right? So you had folks from Government Affairs, kind of, providing
information about the kind of regulations that were coming down, or folks from the hospital
administration, or research, kind of, you know, sharing information about what what they were
seeing from a research perspective, and so lots of different perspectives, and having so many
people, kind of, on the call, I think has been really helpful. And, you know, informative, and kind
of thinking about okay, now, how do we kind of move forward? And, you know, I've been at Duke
for a long time. And part of, I think one of the amazing things at Duke has just always been, kind
of, on the forefront and kind of, kind of, cutting edge of all things research and medical and so to
be a university.



Powell  23:53
[Siri:] Could you say that again? No, I can't Siri.

Majmudar  23:55
[Laughs.]

Powell  23:56
To be kind of, you know, part of a university that's connected to the medical center that is top
notch, you know, kind of ahead of the game was really cool to be a part of and, you know, in the
process of this. Yeah.

Majmudar  24:13
100%. Reflecting on the 2020-2021 academic year, what were some highlights and lowlights as
you navigated this new role, and trying to make change in the new role, while still dealing with
many of the pandemic related challenges in parallel?

Powell  24:29
Yeah, you know, I think it's one of those things that you kind of look back, right, like you're
asking me to do, you know, I think it's not real clear at the time, you know, what are the
highlights and lowlights other than just the stress of it? You know, definitely think is the concern
of navigating a stressful situation on top of, you know, what is inherently a stressful role. But I
think you know, it, it's just a matter of kind of being a problem solver and just doing what needs
to be done and stepping up to the table when there's just no other option. Yeah, so I don't know,
it's a tough one to answer.

Majmudar  25:20
Looking back, and on a personal level, over the past two and a half years, what were some of
the ways that you have continued to remain sane? And how did you maintain that balance? Not
just in spring of 2020, but this has lasted way longer than we expected...

Powell  25:34
Yeah, again, you know, I [...] fun is very important to me. And so I, I have fun at work, I have fun
at home, I, you know, I try to look to the good, to the fun, to the funny, you know, laughter is
really important to me. So that's how I try to stay sane. I don't know if it's working. But, you
know, but really connecting with with my community. And again, that's there are many
co-workers here at Duke that are [that are] a significant part of that community. And then, you
know, my family at home and my friends have been a big part of that.

Majmudar  26:09
Penultimate question for you: looking towards the future now, what are some lessons from the
pandemic that you believe Duke and Duke's Wellness Units will carry forward, particularly in
terms of helping our students and community, but also what are some pre-pandemic things that
you hope we will slowly return to?



Powell  26:25
Yeah. Yeah, I mean, I think that there are a lot of lessons learned from the pandemic, I don't
know that we're fully at a place where [we've] we've kind of digested that yet. I think that we're
still thinking about what those lessons learned are. You know, I will say that, that thinking about,
you know, specifically like virtual services, I think that that is something that many, many
students have really benefited from, from a wellness perspective and thinking specifically
counseling perspective, I think that that is reduced some barriers for students that, you know,
might not have reached out before, and kind of going forward, I think, will always be, I hope will
always be a service for students, whether or not it's through a contract or not. You know, so I do
think that that's been kind of helpful outcome of the pandemic. I think, also, kind of  realizing, I
think, for students kind of understanding what it means to be isolated, and understanding the
importance of community... I am hoping that we get to kind of a point, I don't think we're there
yet, to really kind of fully come together, I think people are still scared and skittish about fully
reconnecting, and I hope that we get there and kind of get to the point of if people really having
fun again, you know, and coming together in ways that I think are really important for our Duke
community, but for the world. I think we've seen some of that, you know, through sporting, you
know, through basketball games, and, you know, other things that we're putting together, but I
think that we're not, we're not quite there yet.

Majmudar  28:12
Finally, you are leaving Duke. And so what comes next for you, especially as you kind of reflect
on the past few years? And hopefully, you'll be taking a break? Yeah,

Powell  28:23
Yeah, I think you know, kind of going to [to] like the thing, the good things that have come out of
the pandemic for me is really, kind of, understanding that there is other opportunity out there,
and that the world has changed a bit. And so kind of tapping into maybe what some of those
opportunities are, and being able to kind of think bigger, in some ways, you know, and helping
differently. And so, you know, those, those are the things that I'm exploring: kind of taking the
lessons learned from the opportunities that have that [have] come from the pandemic and
hoping to continue to help in some, some fashion. And yeah, I hope to take a little bit of a break.
So I will not be sad, if I have the summer off to kind of do nothing. I suspect it won't last long,
because I don't sit well. And I'm gonna have to do something and I want to, you know, it's, it's
how I find meaning in life is by, kind of, being involved in problem solving and helping. So, so I'll
do something eventually. But if I have a little bit of time to actually breathe, you know, it's, I
always say [at the beg] working in a college setting, right, at the end of the semester, we have
this kind of period of time where we've been going, going going so long and holding the breath...
It's like you're kind of in this PTSD response where it's like you're waiting for something to
happen, and then it doesn't. And then you have a month over the summer to kind of actually
breathe and then it happens again, and you're kind of in the cycle again, so it's just going to be
like that but a lot longer. So it'll be interesting to see how long it takes me to actually like,
disconnect it in my mind.

Majmudar  30:01



Very, very well put. Well thank you so, very much for all of your answers, and just walking us
through your story and everything that you’ve been through over the past two and a half years.
It’s incredible and we appreciate it, so, thanks, Amy.

Powell  30:14
Thanks, Shrey.


