
Shrey Majmudar  0:09
So first thing’s first, do you give us permission to use this recording? As well as perhaps photos
of yourself in marketing this interviews? {Corrects himself:} Interview?

Ysanne Spence  0:20
Yes, I do.

Shrey Majmudar  0:21
Fantastic. So we'll dive right in. Few questions off the bat: first, what is your name?

Ysanne Spence  0:27
My name is Ysanne Spence.

Shrey Majmudar  0:29
Fantastic. Where were you born?

Ysanne Spence  0:30
I was born in Kingston, Jamaica.

Shrey Majmudar  0:32
How old are you?

Ysanne Spence  0:33
I'm 21 years old.

Shrey Majmudar  0:35
What are your pronouns? If you don't mind,

Ysanne Spence  0:37
My pronouns are she/her/hers.

Shrey Majmudar  0:38
Great. And finally, where are you at the time of this interview.

Ysanne Spence  0:41
I am currently in the Duke Student Government office in the Bryan Center of Duke University.

Shrey Majmudar  0:46
Fantastic. Thank you. So to dive in, first question for you. What is your connection to the Duke
community, both right now, but also back over your sophomore year – the 2019 2020 academic
year. This can include any roles or connections to Duke that are important to you.

Ysanne Spence  1:04



Well, first and foremost, I'm a Duke student. I've been a Duke student since fall of 2018. I think
in the spring of 2020, I was the current I was the VPA—Vice President of Administration
of—Duke University Union, which is our student programming board. I was also the treasurer of
Duke Amandala Chorus, which is Duke's premier African chorus. I was in {what was} formerly
known as Duke's and Duchesses, now called the Presidential Ambassadors. I was a BUILD
Crew Leader: BUILD was one of our pre orientation programs that is now being changed with
QuadEx. Yeah, I feel like I was a pretty connected sophomore. I had sat or was sitting currently
on [...] one search committee, my first search committee to bring the new Dean of Students to
Duke. And I think that was like my first instance into behind the scenes higher ed work. And I
had [...] sat on maybe one or two committees before that, but those were my major connections
at that point. Yeah.

Shrey Majmudar  2:05
Perfect. Thank you. You talked a bit about Duke University Union, would you be able to describe
what Duke University Union is?

Ysanne Spence  2:13
Of course, that's been like my life child at Duke, I call her: Duke University Union is Duke's
largest programming and media body. So we put on all of the events, programming, all of the
media that happens on campus usually comes through us; we have 13 committees that do
outside work as y'all call it, and then five that do inside work. The outside work includes putting
on concerts: Last Day of Classes is our biggest kind of like concert day/extravaganza that we
do. We have a recording studio, we have a radio station, we put on movies every month/week,
we make movies, and then we do our inside marketing, our tech, keeping those things up to
date, and keeping abreast with that. So in all, it's about 17 companies that we have that do all of
these things to make us run; we're an umbrella organization is the best way to describe it. I've
been involved since my freshman year, I was formerly a part of the Duke leadership cohort—it's
now called our first year internship program—and then moved on to be the VPA, and then
moved on to be our VP of External Affairs, and I'm currently the President. So that's a bit about
what DUU does, we manage quite a large budget. But all of that goes towards student
programming, which is cool. And it's all student run, student led. We have one advisor currently,
in the past, we've had more, and I can talk about that more and how that is affected, I think,
DUU and my take on DUU. But um, yeah, so it's all student run everything that is done, all the
money is done and controlled by students, which is really cool. So it's for students, by students.
So I like it.

Shrey Majmudar  3:50
Great. Thank you for that. When the pandemic hit you were the Vice President of
Administration, VPA, as you mentioned, and now you're the President, which we'll get back to.
But back in spring 2020, could you take me back to the the moment when you realized that your
approach to all of your work and general student life needed to change: what was that moment
like, especially given your role? Who did you go to for guidance as this was all kind of breaking?

Ysanne Spence  4:16



Yeah. Yeah, spring 2020 was horrible for a lot of reasons. I think, for me, I had always been
even not thinking about like my connection to student life, but as a student, I had never
been—as much as I am a smart student, I know that an intelligent student—I have never been
like a super go getter/motivated student, especially in my latter years. I think after getting to
college, my momentum slowed down a lot. And I was cared a lot by my friends, by the fact that
like we hung out in Perkins at night, so I would get work done and that they were people that I
could go to and be around to do work. So being at home and having to do college work was
really, really difficult for me, because I, I relied a lot on that camaraderie that I had with friends to
get stuff done. So that was really difficult. In terms of like my other commitments that I had:
DUU, being on search committees, doing that work... That was difficult because I was at home
with my three younger sisters, my two parents and our two dogs, in our small house in Florida:
back to sharing a bathroom, back to like doing things in a very, very different way. And back to
being with people that didn't really understand my day to day. So that was super difficult. And
that was the moment that I realized I needed to make a change when I realized I had to be
sharing my living quarters even more than I was used to at this point. And I had other
responsibilities at home, like I was responsible for taking my sisters to and from school because
my parents were like "Oh, now you're home, you can help." I had to cook dinner sometimes,
like, I had to take the dogs out. Like there were just other things that I was expected to do. So it
became very, very difficult to balance everything. And the first person I talked to a lot about this
was Francesca Santos—{who} no longer works at Duke—but was one of my DUU advisors and
is now one of, if not my close, big sister friend, and I love her dearly. We've always had that
relationship to the sense of like when something was going wrong, she's one of the first person I
go to. And I remember I was just losing it. And I was just like, "I can't handle this, like there's too
much going on, I don't know how to navigate this new space." And I remember what she said to
me, her first response was just like, "breathe, like you need to breathe, like you're not giving
yourself grace and like, understand that this is hard for everyone. And everyone is going
through this difficulty. And you just need to figure out how to navigate this space." And I don't
think I ever did. That's the thing. I don't think I ever really did figure out how to navigate working
at home, which is why I went Duke was like, "hey, juniors and seniors, by the way, there's no
housing for you," I scrambled to find an apartment as soon as I could, because I know I couldn't
stay at home and be productive. And so like, I don't think I have like a good way that I handled
it. But when the going got tough and I couldn't it handle anymore, I left my parents house; I
spent the summer down in South Florida with my cousin and their family because there was just
less people and less responsibilities needed of me, because their house fully functioned without
me being there. And then as soon as I got a chance, I came back to Durham. So I think for me,
what I really learned to do was: one, lock my door, which was very, very important because my
sisters just bargain whenever they want; but also I was very vocal about what I needed with my
parents, which I think helped a lot in that time where I was just like "hey, I can take my sister to
school today because I have French at 8am I so like, can you figure it out? Or can she go late?
Or can she go super early, but I cannot take her at that time." And eventually they begin to
understand what my situation was like, when they saw me on Zooms till 11pm at night: they're
like, "oh, like you actually have like a very robust schedule." Like, "yeah, I'm not twiddling my
thumbs here." So I think time really helped us in like understanding what I needed.



Shrey Majmudar  7:48
Yeah, to go off script for one second and dive in a bit more into that point. Particularly when you
were at home, you talked about your familial responsibilities: struggling, frankly, between that
versus getting work done – just classwork, as well as, you know, your extracurriculars. I guess in
that period, what was your guiding light? What gave you hope? And what were your your best
ways of gaining support during that time?

Ysanne Spence  8:20
Guiding Light? That's a good question. Guiding Light was honestly finishing the semester. I felt
very low in the sense of like, I really didn't want to be doing school or doing any of my
commitments, because I was like, "What's the point? Like, we're all at home, like, who is this
for?" I think, especially with DUU, what really helped me want to continue doing DUU work is
that knowing that, like everyone was feeling that way. And if we could be like that small bit of
like, hope or like that small bit of like connection to Duke for students was a big deal for me. So I
use that a lot with DUU to be like, "Okay, well, if we can put on this one little event, students will
come and students will be able to be like, 'Oh, well, I felt really connected to Duke in that
moment.'" And I know I needed that. I think how I handled my day to day, which is I think when I
learned to be much more of a planner is I was glued to that planner like nobody's business, like I
was writing every single thing that I had to accomplish down because I know if I didn't see it, it
wasn't going to get done because I was in such a funk. So I think those were the two things I
think: being able to know that I was that connection to Duke or I was able to create that
connection to Duke for students was a huge deal for me to want to continue my work, and also
just like being really, really on top of being organized because other than that I would not have
gotten anything done.

Shrey Majmudar  9:34
Yeah. Talking about the rest of spring 2020: You discussed how you were torn away from the
Duke campus and community. How did you find your own personal community during that time?
Was it through Zoom, etc. How did you connect with friends in particular?

Ysanne Spence  9:50
Zoom was my best friend. I hate Zoom now, because I've been on it so much, but my current
roommate Kacia and I became really, really close friends during sophomore year. And one like a
marker of our friendship is that we would sit in my dorm room every night listening to Miguel,
who was our favorite artist, and do homework together. And we mimic that. So we would be on
FaceTime all day, just listening to music and just going about our days, just to have that Duke
connection. And I think that was a really big deal for us. Among Us was really, really huge at that
time, I don't know if you remember, the Mafia game online. And so we had DUU mafia nights, or
like a group of friends who just be like, "hey, get on Zoom, we're gonna play Mafia together."
And that was a big connector for me. I spent a lot more time on my phone catching up with
friends, which was not something that I was used to doing. But scheduling FaceTime hangouts,
one of my friends and I had psychology 101 together, and we were used to going to lectures
together. So what we did is we would Zoom at the same time that class was, and watch the
recorded lecture on Zoom together, just to mimic the fact that we would be in class together and



still have those conversations. So like, I think, for me, keeping that friend connection was a big
part of keeping me sane, but also a little bit easier because of Zoom and because of these, like
tech/technological advances, I guess, that we had. But I also had friends that were also very
much like looking for that connection, and wanting to hang out with each other. So it was pretty
easy in terms of like keeping connected.

Shrey Majmudar  11:22
Great, thank you. Now diving into the few months after the pandemic hit: your role in Duke
University Union changes to Vice President of External Affairs, which it was for the entirety of
the 2020-2021 academic year.

Ysanne Spence  11:36
Mhm.

Shrey Majmudar  11:36
Now, before we get to the fall of 2020, can you spend some time outlining the unprecedented
work that you did over the summer of 2020?

Ysanne Spence  11:44
Ah, yes, summer of 2020, I did not expect to be as involved with Duke as I was. My plan for
summer 2020 was to be abroad. I was supposed to be in France taking classes, I was super
excited. And COVID happened. So I was home and my friend Shrey Majmudar reached out to
me and was like, "Hey, I'm working on this committee that's like supposed to be like leading the
COVID response for students, and like, bridging that gap between students and {The Duke
Division of} Student Affairs about like, what the stances should be on, like, how to bring students
back, how to curtail this... Do you want to be on this committee?" And I was just like, "Hmm, do
I? Yes, I do, obviously." When Shrey asks, you do. And I was like, "of course," join the
committee. And it was fun, I will admit, but also, it was a bit disheartening at times, especially
when you were told one thing by administration, and that really wasn't the case, or you weren't
told anything by administration, and then the rug was pulled out from under you. And you're like,
“Wait, I thought we were supposed to be the mediary/the intermediary: I thought we were
supposed to know before them {students} to be able to soften the blow.” But that didn't happen
all the time. And I think that was my first instance in like, kind of realizing how higher ed works,
one, but also kind of realizing how unrewarding work can be sometimes. There were times
when we were on Zoom all day, like you'd be talking to student groups and being like, asking
them like, "what can we do for you like, what is like the best way forward? Like what do you and
your, your affinity group need from Duke at this moment?" And you'd hear all these things about,
"oh, well, we need to know about housing, like we need to know, like, will we be able to live on
campus next year, like, financially like we are burdened by this, like how was Duke going to
support its students," like students who needed to know about, like, their visas and COVID
vaccines, that wasn't even a thing at that time, but like knowing how to get back into the US, and
you'd bring these questions to administration, and to be like, "Hey, we have this, like, I don't
even know how long this document was, of all these questions and notes from all these
students. And they didn't really care." So that was a bit disheartening, because like, you are



spending hours and hours doing all this work, like, dedicated our summer to doing this work,
and go to work and trying to figure out like, how can we support our students and you kind of
were just like, kind of shoved away, even though you didn't kind of come up with this work on
your own, like you were asked to do this. And then like, nothing really comes of it. So that was a
bit frustrating. But it gave me something to do, which I was really, really grateful for, like I wasn't
at home twiddling my thumbs like I was doing stuff that it cared about. And so I was really, really
grateful for that. And it kind of, I would say, like, springboarded my work into External Affairs
because I had already created relationships with these groups over the summer, and they knew
my face and knew who I was. So when I came in, on behalf of DUU, although a different
organization, they're like, "Oh, Ysanne, you do this work. Alright, cool. I don't have any problem
telling you what I need." So that was helpful. But yeah, summer of 2020 was interesting. For a
lot of reasons, mainly for the reason that I felt like I was doing a lot of work that wasn't really
very much appreciated.

Shrey Majmudar  14:46
Thank you. That was, that was incredibly moving and powerful. Getting to the 2020-2021
academic year, everything is turned upside down as students

Ysanne Spence  14:57
Oh yeah!

Shrey Majmudar  14:57
Finally returned to campus. What was it like to come back to Duke after that summer and that
spring of 2020, both in general—as a student—but also given your role in Duke University
Union... What was it like to reconnect with peers and return?

Ysanne Spence  15:15
Yeah, it was weird. It was also weird for the fact that I wasn't on campus. So I was living off
campus, because as a junior, Duke didn't have space for students, who were juniors and
seniors. So I was off campus in an apartment – I didn't have a car, so already there was a
blockage between me and campus. Also, not all of my friends returned, some people did decide
to stay home or stay wherever they were, which I understand, but it was just weird, because like
you were seeing half of your friend group, and then you were hanging out with people that you
didn't necessarily hang out with. But then you also had the arc of COVID, where you're like, "I
still have to be very careful about who I interact with, who I de-mask in front of," because COVID
can spread and we weren't vaccinated at that time. So like, it was very, very unprecedented
times. And so you kind of form your little own pod with like, a few friends. But then those few
friends might see other people. So like you were never ever truly safe, which was very wary.
Because like, I was also interacting with people who are immunocompromised quite frequently.
So like, it was just like a thing of like, "How can I protect myself and the people that I care about,
but also how can I have that connection to Duke, because that's super important. That's the
reason I came back to Durham." So as a student, it was very weird. I was, I think, fortunate
enough to have some in person classes. So I had one in person class during that fall and
another in the spring, albeit very, very socially distanced. It was only six of us in the classroom,



we were like, on opposite ends, the teacher was like, in the front masked, face shielded, as far
away as possible from us as she could get. But it was so good to be able to see people every
week, because being on Zoom is a killer. And it's exhausting and mentally draining. And after
you've been on Zoom, you feel like you've ran a marathon, because you're just like, "wow, that
was a lot." So it was very, very good to have that in person piece. So that was my, I think,
experience as a student is that like I was grateful, but I wanted more. In terms of being a student
leader, difficult in the sense of you didn't really know how to program for students, because
you're in a time when it's not necessarily very safe for everyone to be interacting with each
other. But also, have we really gotten a hold of this whole online thing? Not really. And then
administration is asking you to do more. And they're like, "Okay, well, we're all students trying to
figure out how to be students in this time, but we're also student leaders trying to figure out how
to like lead the student community, needing a little bit of grace and guidance, but that wasn't
really provided." It was also a time where a lot of turnover was happening in the office that
advises my group. And so we were struggling with like trying to figure out okay, well, we're
losing advisors. And this is not a job for one person, like, how can we kind of make that
experience also good for our student leaders, because the whole point of them being here is
because they enjoy it. And they it's something that is a marker of their college experience. So
there's just a lot of different things happening, especially being in like, I would call it like a
leadership leadership role, because you're leading leaders. Like, how can you both provide for
the student community, but also provide for the people providing for the student community? So
it's like a bit of a two fold issue. So it was difficult. I think I definitely leaned on a lot of the
connections that I made with high administration, like I think of Mary Pat {McMahon, the Vice
Provost/Vice President for Student Affairs}, I think Gary Bennett {the Vice Provost for
Undergraduate Education}; those are people that I think during that time, were instrumental for
me to get what I needed, mainly because I think they were people that were checking for me,
because we had that personal relationship. So it was easy for me to text and be like, "hey,
what's the situation on this right now? Like, because we've heard 10 different things. And I need
to know what's the truth." I think eventually, we did get the hang of it. And we were able to do
hybrid programming, drop, drop in and drop outs – people collected kits and stuff, and were able
to go do it in their dorms with their friends, more online things. We had online concerts – very
successful online concerts for the majority of that year. LDOC {the Last Day of Classes} was
able to be done online, which was incredible. So I think, eventually, we got the hang of it. But it
was difficult behind the scenes to manage all the nuances, like my job as External Affairs was to
manage our alumni network, and to also like, manage our relationships with other groups on
campus. And that was a very, very different experience than what I thought it was gonna be,
like, I thought I was going to be able to meet with people and like, find out how DUU could be
better? And how DUU could strengthen their reach on campus and reach more students? And it
kind of didn't [...] wasn't that – it was kind of like more of like, "okay, how as DUU are we
programming? Like, how can we better program for people?" So I think it's good because I was
able to be flexible and like kind of change the role, but I think it was just very different and very
difficult. So...

Shrey Majmudar  19:38



Thank you, again, for that. You talked a bit about some of the different events that you all put on,
including the grab and go, the hybrid model, etc. Could you perhaps dive in a bit more there?
What were some of the considerations that you and your entire Duke University Union team
took with regards to building community, when students had to remain masked and socially
distanced, especially because the fall of 2020, and even the spring of 2021, was at least kind of
in the middle/prior to the vaccine rollout.

Ysanne Spence  20:07
That was the hardest part. I think we understood students' need for community, especially with
the first years – they'd never seen Duke before, they like, I can't imagine how hard that year was
for them, making friends and like not having avenues that Duke usually creates for you to meet
people. And so that was one of our biggest things. Like, we want to be able to create these
moments, whether it be you standing in line to collect your grab and go item, but like creating
moments of like, meetups, right. And so that's when we decided, “Okay, let's try and figure out a
way to do some sort of hybrid Grab and Go event.” And that was our most successful thing that
I did. That we did. Thank God for Duke Groups – Duke Groups was like, piloted the year before.
And I think if DUU especially did not have Duke Groups, during COVID year, it would have been
a mess, because Duke Groups allowed us to kind of siphon and control crowd in a way that we
hadn't done before. Because we were able to do time slots. So how we figured out to do it was
like people would come, but they would sign up for a different time slot, so we could manage
crowd. So yeah, we had 1000 kits, but we were distributing the 1000 kits over different 10
minute slots for two hours. So instead of 1000 people coming at seven, we had maybe 200
people coming in at seven, and so on and so forth. So that was super duper helpful. I think our
process really, first and foremost was how do we keep students safe. So every time you come,
we would do it outside, we'll be outside on the BC Plaza under that tent that's still there. And you
would come, you would check in, you would scan the QR code, you'd get your kit, and you
would leave – there was no lingering, like you had to go. Students didn't really love that, but it
was like we need to keep this moving, so everyone can get what they need, and you can also
like, be safe. And so those are big things. And it was [...] Duke was very, very—administration
was very, very supportive of that—and I appreciate that. They understood the need for it and
tried their best to facilitate it. Our advisors were amazing. It was eight o'clock, 10 o'clock at
night, and they were still here with us making sure that the event went smoothly, making sure
that there was no super spreading, which was good. And I think a big marker of that is for all of
the Grab and Go events—and I think we did maybe 10 or more—we were never super spreader
event, which was huge. It was still very safe, and students were able to get what they needed
safely. And we did like grab and go. stuff a plush, grab and go decorate a mug, album covers...
like different things that I think appeal to different groups of students, which was a big thing for
me. So a lot of things that we thought about was like, "How can we appeal to different groups of
students? But how can we keep students safe?" First and foremost.

Shrey Majmudar  22:38
That's, that's great. Thank you. Now, come spring of 2021, you decided to apply for Duke
University Union president and you received the position. And now,  it is, you know, Thursday,
March 17, you are close to rounding out your presidency. And so could you backtrack a bit and



outline what were your goals within a Duke University Union context prior to the pandemic in
general, since you were a Vice President back then, what about kind of what they were an year
into the pandemic, especially as president? And perhaps how did those goals change overall,
regardless of your position, given the pandemic's impact?

Ysanne Spence  23:20
I think even more than just given the pandemic's impact, my work with Student Affairs really
impacted how I went into my presidency, because I understood how higher education works in
the sense of like, it moves very slowly. And so I was bright eyed and bushy tailed, as a junior
being like, I'm going to get 500 things done as president, all the things that I see wrong with this
organization are going to be changed, I'm going to turn it on its head. And really, you can really
only turn it on its side. [And that is your working.] And that is if you're working in and out, in and
out, in and out everyday to get things done. So I would say like, I don't think I made as big of an
impact as I wanted to, but I still don't want to discount the impact that I made. I've been working
on not doing that – my advisor is on me all the time to be like "you did stuff, understand that and
like, honor that." So it's hard for me, but I'm getting there. But I think as a junior, even as a
sophomore, I noticed a lot of things wrong with DUU. One thing that I really, really wanted to,
and I think I've done a really good job at, is diversifying our organization. As a first year of
joining DUU, I noticed very quickly that of the people in my cohort, I was one of two black
women. And that year was a special an year on DUU because they had four black women on
their exec board, which is huge. And as the years went on, that was not the case. And so I
noticed very quickly that there was a disparity between like who joined DUU and who stayed on
in DUU, and I noticed it was because of the time commitment in DUU. Students that are on
financial aid do not join DUU, because they have to do work study jobs and DUU is not paid –
it's free. You do it because you want to. And it's 40, well for President, 40 hours a week, but for
a chair, being on DUU, you're working upwards of 10 to 20 hours a week, depending on the
commitment, depending on the committee that you're above. And so students don't have that
time if they have to work jobs. And so I was like, "how can we make this more equitable? And
how can we make more students of color want to be interested in this organization?" And I think
a big thing for me was, I joined orgs when I see people like me in this organization, so that was
a big drag for me to continue on in DII. Because I was like, Crystal Black, Adaya, all those girls
that I saw—black women that I saw—being in the organization were reasons that I stayed on,
and I can be that reason for someone else. So that was a big driver for me. Another thing is like
I care so deeply about making community. I think that's, that's what separates I think the DUU or
the DSGers {Duke Student Government students} apart from regular Duke students is that we
have an innate care,to create a create community and create better outcomes for people. That's
just who I am as a person. And so I think, for me joining DUU and like wanting to continue and
like having these goals was a big marker of like, I just care about community. So going in to the
presidency, I was like alright "equity, how are we going to make this more equitable? How are
we going to create community within DUU and outside of DUU," because COVID wrecked
DUU's internal community. We went from like supporting each other at events and like, meeting
every week, and like having like parties together and stuff like that, to only seeing each other on
Zoom, not talking [to] others outside of that. No one was hanging out in the office, there weren't
those random meetups anymore. And so like how can we create community after our



community has practically been decimated by this pandemic? So those are my really, really big
goals going in, and I don't think they [...[ I think they changed very much as I became president,
but going in I was very staunch on those three things—like I need community, equity—like I
need all those things to happen. And equity, I can check off the box. I think this is the most
diverse board that we've had ever. And I think even with our intake, like our first year interns,
there's less BUILDers {students in the Project Build Pre-Orientation} than has ever been, and
that has always been a problem is like the funnel from certain pre orientation programs into
these organizations. And that was something I really wanted to tackle. There's no in group–out
group; there used to be like the people that were in DUU and then the people that were in DUU
but not, that's gone. Everyone I think feels like there's a community and feels welcome. And that
was a really, really important piece for me because I wanted people to enjoy their experiences.
In terms of community, I think that's also something that we've done better: people are hanging
in the office, which I never thought I would be able to see again, in my time at Duke. People are
enjoying being a part of DUU. You see people on the quad: they call out to you, they notice you,
they want to talk to you and have like a conversation. We remember things about each other. So
that was a really big piece for me with COVID. And the pandemic... DUU was not what I
expected – being DUU president was not what I expected, I'll say that. I expected I think a lot
more of my job to kind of be dealing with like the ins and outs of like little issues that made it
made its way to the top, as any president does, like you never ever expect to be in the weeds.
And I was staunch on not wanting to be an in-the-weeds President, because I had seen how
that had destroyed community in the past, and how that had made people not really want to
interface with our president. And so I was really staunch and not wanting to be that kind of
person. I was a person [...] I've always been the type of leader which is like, "I will give you the
tools and I will give you the key to do it, but you got to do it. I'm not going to do it for you. And
I'm not going to be on you to do it. You get three chances you do it, you do it, you do it, or you
don't and you're done. Like I'm not gonna [...] I'm not gonna micromanage you because I hate
being micromanaged." And so that was a big thing for me is like I don't want to be a
micromanaging president. And I didn't think I was, but I think there were just a lot more issues
than I had anticipated, and that's because my chairs have never programmed before. They've
never seen an in person Duke (majority of them), and they were super young. I had majority of
sophomores on my board. And so they had never seen an in-person Duke: they hadn't really
known what programming was like. Our advising team was gone: we had one person who came
like six months before COVID happened, so they still hadn't seen a real Duke. I, and maybe two
other people on my exec board, were the only people that had seen a full year of what Duke
was like. That was scary, because I was just like, "I'm the most qualified person here. Don't
believe it." So I think for me, the goal is changed from like, being so direct on like diversity and
internal community, to like figuring out a way to teach our chairs how to do their jobs. And so
that was like us having – I don't remember what we call them. I think they were like, "how to
DUU sessions and like teaching people how to use Duke Groups, how to order catering, like
how to do things that you would know in a normal year, but you just didn't have a normal year"
to also like teaching them like, what their advising relationship should look like: meaning that it
could look like anything, but like that is a space and a safe space for you. Introducing them to
administration and just trying to like foster these relationships that you would need to continue
on in this organization. Like Mary Pat and Gary Bennett are people you should know; you



should know Chris Rossi {Assistant Vice President of Student Affairs}. You should feel
comfortable enough to email these people when you need something. And so like I think my
goal is just changed, instead of like trying to like continue on, like personal goals that I had set in
my head for the organization, to things that on the ground, I was seeing that the organization
needed in this moment because of the pandemic.

Shrey Majmudar  30:11
That was fantastic. Thank you. Few more questions as we round out. I guess first is: what has it
been like to be the chief programming officer for the student body... Right? In essence, as you
continue to help everyone find community? Could you walk through some of the ups and downs
over the past year of being President? And perhaps what are some of the highlights in terms of
programs that your team has put on over the past year?

Ysanne Spence  30:37
So many ups and downs. That's that's a good question. I think before President, I think I've
always been a very strong willed person, but I've always struggled with trusting my own voice.
And I think being president of DUU especially has taught me so much in trusting my own voice,
and when I believe in something standing up for it. Many different instances of where I've had to
go against what my advisor says or like, even what administration has said, because I know that
it will, one to be beneficial for the Duke student community, because I am a Duke student, but
two also being like, "well, if I don't stand on this, then I'm not going to be able to stand on 10
other things, where then I'm not going to be able to do these 10 other things that I know my
committee needs, because you're not gonna give me this one thing." And so I think that was
like, I think that's been a high and a low in the sense of like, I've had many sleepless nights
where I've been like, up about issues, up about decisions that I've made and wondering if I
made the right decision. But in the end, like it's made me one, trust my own voice a lot more,
which I think is super duper important, and I'm glad it's something that I've learned so early on in
my life, but also being able to, like, do it in a way that my mother would be proud of, like, I think
a lot about like respect. That's something that has been like a thread through my entire life is
like respect of elders like filial piety, like elders know more than you and they do to some
instance, but sometimes they don't. And like finding that balance, I guess, of like, being able to
stand up for yourself, but also being able to be like, "I respect you, like, I respect you, as an
adult, and I respect you as a leader, however, like, this might not be the best reason for XY and
Z." And being able to do it in a way that people kind of digest in a good way, has been like a
really big part of my presidency, but also a really big learning point for myself as a person. Ups
will definitely, definitely have to be having our first in person concert in two years at Duke. I
personally was not able to be present, and then I was so sad about that; I was on trip outside of
the States, however, like just being able to FaceTime and see my chair being so excited about
doing this... Everyone was having such a good time. It was unprecedented numbers, I think we
got maybe like 3,000 plus students out there, which never happens, usually when you're putting
on concerts with students because people aren't interested. But everyone was so excited. It was
one of my favorite artists: Loud Luxury. Their song was like a marker of my freshman year. And I
think that was like one big, big up for me, because like, wow, like we're, I don't want to say
heading back into normal, but we are getting to a time where things can look a little bit like what



Duke used to look like and creating those experiences for students. Something I'm looking
forward to is LDOC {Last Day of Classes}. I've only seen one in person LDOC. I'm so excited for
an LDOC, especially to like round out my Duke years, especially being DUU President at the
point of this LDOC. This is like my LDOC in a way. And so that's something I'm looking forward
to. Other ups have been smaller wins for DUU like being able to like get some headway done
and getting our chairs paid, which is something that I hope can happen in the next semester or
even sooner. That's a big up for me, because that's creating financial opportunities for students
who aren't usually in DUU which is huge. I think diversifying DUU has been another up for me.
Smaller lows, I guess would have to be losing so many advisors: that was super difficult, still is
super difficult. Our current advisor though is amazing. He works in and out, day in, day out for
DUU and DUU would not have functioned at all this year if it wasn't for him. Sometimes chairs
get rowdy, sometimes it's very, very difficult. It's [...] no one talks enough about how difficult is to
lead your peers, especially when you have to deal with like friendships and close relationships
that you may have with people on your board. And so that's something that has been a down for
me is like being able to walk that fine line of being your leader and being your boss basically, but
also being your friend, and how can we navigate this relationship? And I think that's something
that my EVP, who was my best friend at Duke, we've done very well is that we've been able to
take that DUU hat off and put on our friendship hat well, and I'm very grateful for. Even when
we're texting it's a "DUU message incoming, DUU message, and then DUU message done."
And that's how our text messages look because like, we're so staunch and being able to create
boundaries. And so I think those are a lot of ups and downs. And I've had all in all it's been, I
wouldn't trade it for the world, I would say it's been the most amazing, rewarding fulfilling
experience because higher ed is anything but, however I think it's been an experience that has
taught me so much about myself, about what the working world will look for me next year, and
about how to like navigate being a leader just in general and it's something that I know that I
would love to do again, maybe in the future I'll work in event planning or do something with that,
have a little side hustle, however, yeah, it's been an interesting experience.

Shrey Majmudar  35:25
That is very fascinating. Thank you. Now looking towards the future, what are some lessons
from the pandemic that you believe Duke University Union in general will carry forward,
particularly in terms of community building? And what are some pre-pandemic things that you
hope Duke University Union will return to?

Ysanne Spence  35:45
Okay, so pre-pandemic, not, let me start with pandemic lessons that we've learned. This is kind
of like my whole tenet of my presidency is give yourself grace. It's something I tell myself all the
time: "Lead with Grace" is on a sign in my bedroom that my mom gave me, that I look to every
night which is like, remember to lead with grace. Meet people where they are. And I think that's
a big lesson that we've learned from being in a pandemic is just like, not everyone can give you
a 100 every single day, and if 90 is the best you can give me, I'll match you at 90, and we're
going to get it done. And so I think that's something that DUU has learned is that it's really not
that serious, like, we are a student run organization programming for students, as much as
students expect us to be perfect, they'll understand if we're not perfect, because we're human.



And so I think taking that pressure off of our chairs to be like: "you don't have to get everything
right, but you need to learn. So like, if you get it wrong, once [...] you shouldn't necessarily be
getting it wrong again, because you've had that learning experience." So I think that's a big
lesson that I hope that we continue is like understanding that people aren't always going to be
on 10, and you have to respect that. I think another thing that we've learned is community is so,
so important, and I think that's something that that's something that we knew prior to the
pandemic, and I think something we learned post pandemic. And I hope that, I hope sincerely
that, they continue that [which] is supporting each other and hanging out in the office and like
creating those spaces for students to like, be heard and be seen, and when something is
needed, that they know that they can go to their president, their EVP, or literally anyone on the
Board to be like, "hey, my event didn't go how I thought it was gonna go. Do you have any
pointers?" Or like, "I'm really stressed out, because I haven't heard from my vendor in two
weeks on our event is in a week, and how do I navigate this space." And just like, knowing that
there are people that you can reach out to is really, really important. I think also something that,
like, I have learned and I have like tried to stress to them, is that administration is human. I think
oftentimes students, it's really students who aren't in admin facing roles, think that they're like,
Ogres are people who are like "unfeely", and they don't understand. But first and foremost,
they're human: one, they've also been in college, and they were also us in college, so they get
it. And just like knowing that these people are humans that you can reach out to and talk to has
been a big thing for me... Like, I don't want you to ever have to feel uncomfortable talking to
administration/reaching out to administration, because they are regular humans just like us and
they get it. And so I've tried to stress a lot is like, just talk to them, they're not going to eat your
head off. Like they literally want to talk – they want to talk to you. How do I know? Because
they've told me multiple times how much they love when we meet with them, and they can come
to DUU meetings and interface with us. So like, don't be afraid of them. Umm, I'm trying to think
of other things.... But I think those are like the huge things that I think have lessons that I've
learned and lessons that I want them to continue. Prior to the pandemic, I think we are very
good at supporting people. I said that already. But I think we were also very good at keeping a
pulse of what campus needed, and I think that's something that we don't do as well anymore.
But as Vice President of External Affairs, I was really staunch in starting our external
Engagement Committee, which is a group of students who are really on the ground, keeping
their ear and their pulse to the ground, meeting with committee chairs, figuring out how we're
programming. And then kind of we have a survey going out – we had a survey that went out to
the student body that was like, "hey, what do you need from DUU?" So trying to figure out ways
to bridge that gap that we've lost has been something that's really important in my years of DUU
and I think we're getting back to a place where we're understanding and keeping a foot on the
pulse of that's important to me. And that's something that I hope they can get back to that they
had prior to the pandemic.

Shrey Majmudar  39:22
That is fantastic. Last question for you, as you, yourself, personally reflect on the past few years
of tumultuous times... What are some of your personal takeaways or learnings, if at all, and
finally, what comes next for you post DUU—or sorry, Duke University Union—presidency, and
your time at Duke?



Ysanne Spence  39:40
"Learned, lessons learned... Personal lessons learned..." I've learned so much about myself,
especially my leadership style. I've talked about it a little bit already, but I'm not going to
micromanage you and that's something that I've had to learn and sometimes people will get lost
and people will get left along the way but having to be okay with like, leading 20 and not 25, in
that like people have to get to that point where they're okay with leading themselves and like
being able to be that person for them has been a big deal for me. I think the marker is leading
with grace, like I have learned so much about not expecting the best of the best from people
every single day, um, because previously that's how I was, I was just like "you need to output
and you need to give me what I'm asking for." And learning that sometimes people just can't do
that has been a huge, huge lesson for me. And I think that's something that my mom has been
trying to teach me ever since I was a kid. Because I've always been a perfectionist. And I think
being president has taught me to be less of a perfectionist, but more of an understanding leader,
which I'm super duper grateful for. I think I've also learned a lot of what I can't deal with, which is
very helpful, I think, especially as I go out into the working world is learning like, "what is a
marker of like, what is something that's gonna annoy me in the working world," like, "I can't, I
can't do petty I can't do behind the scenes drama, like you have a problem, something is going
wrong, please come and tell me": that's gonna make things much easier for us moving forward
and it's gonna make me be able to understand where you're coming from, and where we can
move forward in our issue, [so] that's a huge thing for me. I don't like being left out of the loop,
I've noticed that and that's something that I think I still need to work on. Because not everything
will be privy to me, especially going in as like an entry level analyst at Deloitte, which is what I'll
be doing following Duke and Duke University Union. They're definitely not going to be telling me
everything that goes on behind the scenes in the company and I think learning to be okay with
not being privy to all information is going to be is a huge thing and I'm still working on that. But
above all, I think I have learned to be a more compassionate leader, to be a more understanding
leader, and I hope I am leaving behind a legacy that is like favorable and that is like a good look
I guess. And I'm hope [...] I hope I have given my chairs, and I think my greater community, a
good year, and things that they can look back on with with good emotion I guess. So yeah.

Shrey Majmudar  42:01
That is all any of us can hope for. With this, thank you so very much for your time today and for
this fantastic interview.

Ysanne Spence  42:07
Of course, of course, no problem.

Shrey Majmudar  42:09
Thank you.


