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Background to our work & outline

NSF RAPID grant: national survey in June +July and focus groups in August

Four areas  of information today

1. How are graduate students doing?  
2. Their experiences with their university and with advisors.
3. Their education and career plans 
4. Pandemic & Black Lives Matter

Clos e with a pos s ible trauma-informed framework for graduate s chools
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Mixed methods study

● Overall:
○ 12 ins titutions ; Varied by: 

■ Res earch activity
■ Geographic location
■ Student populations

○ Students  from all fields
○ Mas ters , Doctoral, 

Profes s ional School
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● Quantitative Methods
○ National s urvey
○ 4000+ res pons es

● Qualitative Methods
○ Focus  groups
○ 56 participants



Results I: How are graduate students doing?  
Survey
● Financial stress

○ About 25% had at leas t s ome food/hous ing ins ecurity
○ 18% had parenting/caregiving res pons ibility, and half of thos e parenting were providing care 

mos tly by thems elves  (8% of all grad s tudents )

● Mental health at ris k

● ~30% in a COVID-19 ris k group or lived with or interact with s omeone who 
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Results I: How are graduate students doing?  
Focus groups

“I was in a really bad place, and I'm worried that 

I'm going to go back to that place in s ome way. 

It's  not neces s arily a COVID thing, but COVID jus t amplifies  everything...

I s truggled with mental health and anxiety all the time, but 

I can manage that during normal circums tances .“

- PhD s tudent
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Results II: Experiences with the university 
and advisors,  survey

● 2-to-1 s tudents  experienced more s upport from faculty than upper-level 
adminis trators

● Only 33% thought ins titutional policy changes  s upported their well-being
○ Graduate s tudents  who did not feel s upported by their univers ities  reported higher 

average s ymptoms  of anxiety

Open res pons e text:

“This experience really highlights how precarious being a graduateis. You get the 
worst case option in the question of ‘is this person a student or an employee’. [snip] 

Short-shrift on both ends, as usual, but exacerbated”
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Results II: Experience with the university 
and faculty Focus groups

“I have amazing faculty that I feel like s o fortunate. All of my profes s ors  in the 
s pring were jus t really compas s ionate about the s ituation...the univers ity has n't 

done much.“ - PhD s tudent

“...it's  always  unclear bas ed on announcements  from the univers ity as  a whole if 
we are the s tudents  in the s ituation or for the employees  in the s ituation and it 

always  changes .” - PhD s tudent
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Results III : Education and career plans, survey

Educational Plans

● 25% expect a delay of 6 months  or longer in degree completion,

Career P lans

● 25% in STEM fields  were pes s imis tic about conditions  for purs uing their 
current career goals , 

● More than 50% in the humanities  were pes s imis tic; 
● Well-being and career optimis m were correlated
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Results III : Education and career plans, 
focus groups

“I can't help but think that for the next, I don't know, how long this pandemic is 
going to be,  that my career jus t is n't a pos s ibility right now. 

So that's  gotten me thinking about a lot of s tuff becaus e I have to pay the bills . 
This  program s ecures  my living for a little while, but after this  program ends , if 

COVID is  s till around, 

I don't think that that career will be a pos s ibility.“

- Mas ters  s tudent

9



Results IV : Pandemic & Black Lives Matter, 
survey

Open response text:

“The Black Lives  Matter movement als o was  very impactful and emotionally intens e -
it was  complicated to cons ider COVID and attending protes ts  for black lives  at the 

s ame time, and als o ups etting to s ee protes ts  about wearing mas ks . However, it has  
als o been very good to get away from the department - les s  microaggres s ions  

experienced on a daily bas is , but it’s  been difficult to be productive, and I am often 
cons idering leaving the program.”
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Students  who have los t s omeone clos e to them due to COVID-19:

9% of Black s tudent res pondents , 9% of American Indian; Others  ~ 3% 



Results IV : Pandemic & Black Lives Matter, 
focus groups

“I've faced some pretty intens e racis m…I'm feeling like a great deal of s upport to 
do a lot of COVID-related res earch, and look at that, then an entirely different 

pers pective with regards  to divers ity and equity in the program...it's  been difficult 
to me dealing with both. I felt like I've been s upported in s ome [ways ] but not 

others .“ – PhD Student

“...Black Lives  Matter movement…it was  a very s tres s ful time, jus t having to deal 
with riots  and everything and worrying…then als o the pandemic, and als o s chool 

on top of all of it.“ – PhD Student
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Results V: International Students, survey

Compared international student responses before the July 6 ICE rule 
announcement, after the announcement, and after it was  res cinded:

● 30% increas e in average anxiety reported after rule announcement
● 28% lower average well-being reported after rule announcement

Res pondent means  did not return to pre-announcement levels  after the rule was  
res cinded
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Results V: International Students, focus 
groups

I faced a lot of challenges . I think mos tly becaus e I'm an international s tudent…

I had to teach, and I had to take grad s eminars …on top of it, I was n't able to go 
back to my home country becaus e there was  a flight ban ins tituted. 

I had to actually s tay longer than us ual that incurred s ome economic bind. 
Unfores een expens es , which I hadn't calculated…

challenging would be a euphemis m and an unders tatement. 

– PhD Student
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Trauma informed practices: possible use?

CDC https ://www.cdc.gov/cpr/infographics /6_principles _trauma_info.htm

Map this  onto graduate s upport
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https://www.cdc.gov/cpr/infographics/6_principles_trauma_info.htm


Trauma-informed practices to consider: 
Safety, Trustworthiness, & Transparency

● Targeted, accessible economic support
○ Food and hous ing
○ Childcare funds
○ Finances  for degree extens ions  

● Communication
○ All mes s ages  convey that you have 

s tudent’s  interes t at heart
○ Encourage and amplify exemplars  of local 

s upport, departments  and advis ors
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Trauma-informed practices to consider: 
Peer support

● Sustaining community
○ Regular contact w/ advis ors , 
○ Zoom community meetings , online s ocials

● Group s es s ions  hos ted by couns eling s ervices
● TA/RA dis cus s ion groups

○ TA to TA; RA to RA
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Trauma-informed practices to consider: 
Empowerment 

● Reminders on the purpose of graduate education
○ Develop expertis e, s kills  and knowledge
○ Making a difference

● Career works hops
○ Alumni panels
○ Networking and informational interviews

● Support of graduate s tudent voice & activis m
○ J oint projects  with s tudents  on food, hous ing, racis m,....
○ Encourage change agents

17



Trauma-informed practices to consider: 
Ongoing and retriggering

● Multiple crises going on at the same time
○ Pandemic
○ Racial injus tices
○ International s tudent s tatus

● The ongoing nature of the pandemic
● Retriggering

○ Safety, connection, agency
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Contact Information

Dr. Craig Ogilvie

Graduate Dean & As s ociate Vice 
Pres ident of Res earch

Montana State Univers ity

craig.ogilvie@ montana.edu

@ DeanCraigMSU 
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Dr. Sarah Rodriguez

As s ociate Profes s or in Higher 
Education & Learning Technologies

Texas  A&M Univers ity - Commerce

Sarah.Rodriguez@ tamuc.edu

@ RRG_TAMUC
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