New Caltech alumni discuss
how their lives have changed due
to the COVID-19 pandemic,
and what was on their
minds as they approached
Caltech'’s first in-person

commencement in three years.

In the best of times, a Caltech education requires

an enormous amount of hard work, dedication, and
resilience. But you would be hard pressed to find
anyone who would describe the last two and a half
years as the best of times. The COVID-19 pandemic
brought new challenges to the lives and work of the
Caltech community, and students at the Institute have
handled these stressors in different ways. Here, some
of Caltech’s newest alumni reveal how they turned neg-
ative situations into opportunities for positive growth.
They also talk about what it meant to endure a
pandemic during their time at the Institute.

From left: Diego Olaya, Ayooluwa Odemuyiwa, and Ella Watkins-Dulaney
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Katherine Rinaldi ® PhD, chemistry

Rinaldi defended her PhD thesis in 2021, but is participating in this
year’s in-person commencement. She works at renewable-energy
company H2U Technologies.

How has the pandemic impacted you?

It was hard, but I was lucky. I had done all my experimental work,
and I was doing system-modeling work on my computer. As far as a
direct impact on my work, it was pretty minimal. But doing a Zoom
defense online was weird. From a personal-interaction standpoint,
dealing with the pandemic was hard. And with so much going on in
the world, it was hard to concentrate on my work. It was also hard
to be separated from my family, who live on the East Coast. Trying
to navigate how to maintain relationships and keep connections
with people was a challenge. I think the pandemic laid bare how
important connections with other people are, and how important
communities are. I got involved with the Graduate Student Coun-
cil’s effort to get affordable health care for graduate students from
Caltech. I learned how important it is to get organized. My experi-
ence at Caltech was made much brighter because of the other grad
students and the people trying to make Caltech a better and more
welcoming place for everyone.

What does it mean to you to have an in-person commencement?
That will be exciting because I didn’t get the big celebration last
year. My parents are coming, and my friends who have graduated
over the last year are walking. It’s going to be like a big party.

| “I'think the pandemic laid bare
. how important connections with
. other people are, and how
important communities are. . .”
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Diego Olaya e BS, physics

Olaya will pursue a graduate degree in physics
at the University of Colorado at Boulder.

What effect has the pandemic had on you?

It feels like a lot of the seniors are making up for lost time this year.
I'm trying to strengthen a few friendships that I'm hoping might
last after I graduate. Many of my social interactions this year are
partly colored by the fact that seniors are all going to graduate in
relatively short order. To some degree, that means if 'm given the
choice between taking an extra class that is somewhat interesting
or leaving that space in my schedule for unstructured flexible time,
I'm going to take the latter. Whereas, perhaps in more normal
times, I would’ve taken the former.

What does it mean to you to have an in-person commencement?
Were we to graduate virtually, all of the traditions celebrating the
achievements of the senior class and how each house sends off its
seniors would have been gone. Things like Ditch Day, Interhouse,
rotation, and even how the houses interact with prospective students
when they come visit, are passed down from class to class by expe-
rience and repetition. For example, some houses have not had an
Interhouse that anyone younger than us remembers. Our class is
the only class currently on campus that has ever had an in-person
Ditch Day. Those are extremely valuable parts of the Caltech expe-

rience that we came very close to losing. Thankfully, we didn’t.

Isabell Yang e BS, biology
Yang will work as an EMT before applying to medical school.

What effect has the pandemic had on you?

Having more free time at home forced me to confront some men-

tal health challenges that I had put off due to the rigor of Caltech
studies. I am much better at understanding what I need to live a
healthy and balanced lifestyle. I am kinder to myself and give my-
self the time to take a break without feeling guilty, and that helps
me to be so much more productive. I already knew I wanted to go
into health care, and I wished I could already be helping people out,
especially when so many people were struggling.

Did you ever talk to anyone about what you were going through?
After my freshman year (in 2018), when I was going through those
struggles, I was pretty transparent with my volleyball coach, Tom
Gardner, because that was when I decided I was going to take a gap
year. I said, “I really enjoy playing for Caltech, but I don’t know if I
can continue.” He was really supportive. He wanted what was best
for me, and it didn’t seem like he only cared about the team. Since
then, when I got back, we’ve been really close, and I was chosen to
be a team captain. The other captains and I talk with him often
about how the team is doing and what their energy and attitude is
like. All of that made us really close.

What does it mean to you to have an in-person commencement?
In my freshman and sophomore years, I couldn’t imagine finishing
at Caltech. My focus wasn’t on graduating, it was just on taking it
one day at a time, one assignment at a time. I think I won’t realize
how big of a deal it is until I'm actually at the ceremony and receive
my diploma.

Spencer Schneider ® BS, computer science;
business, economics, and management (double major)

Schneider will work at Meta as a software engineer.

What effect has the pandemic had on you?

It’s made me a lot more reflective. I took a year off. I got to live on
my own, work with the Washington Wizards as a software engineer,
and get a taste of the adult world. It made me more appreciative of
the unique things in college, like getting to wake up whenever you
want and deciding to do your work whenever you want. In general,
I'm trying to live in the moment and appreciate the situation I am
in now because it can change at any moment. 'm OK doing my own
thing a lot more, especially since the majority of my friends have
graduated. I had a lot of time to figure out what I wanted to focus
on when I came back to school. This past year, I took a lot of project
courses because I feel they're relevant to the skills that I want to

develop. I was more focused.

“I'm trying to live in the
moment and appreciate the
situation [ am in now. . .”

Did you miss being around your basketball teammates?

A hundred percent. I tried to get virtual events going, to play
Among Us, hop on Discord or Zoom, or watch a movie. But it’s hard.
Everyone has different schedules. People are in different time
zones. I was the captain [of the basketball team], and I feel like

I didn’t do a great job of that. It’s still something I think about.
The coaches also reached out and tried to keep in touch. This past
season, making the program better, getting to a point where we were
a contender in our conference was really rewarding. I enjoyed going
to practice every day—even the bad parts were a little more fun.
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Ayooluwa Odemuyiwa
® BS, computer science
Odemuyiwa will work at Meta as a software engineer.

As ASCIT president in 2021-22, how did you help other students
adjust not only to life at Caltech, but to life at Caltech during a
pandemict?

There were a lot of first years enrolling without knowing anything
about the school, and it was really hard to reach a lot of them. I
was an FCC [frosh camp counselor] during orientation. I saw a lot
of them burning out and not really feeling connected to the school.
A big thing for me was trying to find ways to engage them, to make
them feel connected, and make them feel like actual students. Some
things we did were to make a first-year support committee, and
we also connected them directly with upperclassmen by setting up
lunches with them over Zoom.

What were your biggest challenges during your time at Caltech?
My first year at Caltech, I really struggled. First, because of my
high school, my academic background wasn’t as strong as some
other students’. Second, I'm a Black student, and I struggled
moving from an area where there were a lot more Black students
and more Black people in the community. I struggled mentally with
stress and depression, imposter syndrome, and also just navigating
Caltech. I wouldn’t ask for help, and I would try to prove to people
that I knew everything when everyone else would be asking for

help and working with others.

Shrikeshav Deshmukh

® BS, mechanical engineering
(minor in environmental science and engineering)

Deshmukh will work at SpaceX as a Starlink engineer.

Was there a moment that crystallized the gravity of the
pandemic for you?

At the beginning of the pandemic, I was sitting in Browne Dining
Hall having lunch. The TVs were flashing with all this information
on COVID. I was one of the last people to leave campus, so it felt like
a ghost town. That’s when I realized, wow, this is the real deal. Later
on, Caltech said we were not going to have fall term in person. I then
realized this could go on much longer than we had originally thought.

What effect has the pandemic had on you?
I used to be on the track and field team, but COVID gave me time
to consider if I really wanted to continue the sport that I had been
doing for nearly a decade. It was a very difficult decision to leave,
but it allowed me to pursue other opportunities that I'll only find
at Caltech and allowed me to get more involved in project class-

es, robotics, and dance. Dance was just a hobby before, but since

“Once you acknowledge
you don’t know everything,
you can do anything.”

Were you able to find help on campus?

Yes, as part of the Freshman Summer Research Institute at Caltech,
I connected with Monique Thomas and Taso Dimitriadis in the
Caltech Center for Inclusion and Diversity (CCID) office. I reached
out to Monique, who’s a Black woman, and talked about my expe-
riences and was very honest with her about how I was feeling. Lee
Coleman [from the counseling center in Student Wellness Services]
was also very helpful. He visited me and talked to my mom. Also,
the deans, Kristin Weyman and Lesley Nye. They were very sup-
portive when I had to take some time off for a couple weeks. The
TAs and professors were accommodating during that time and
helped me get on my feet. Understanding that school is hard and
that I was going to struggle was my biggest realization that came
from the first year. The
support I received from
faculty, staff, and others
really taught me the
importance of giving back
to my community through
leadership service, and I
went on to serve as ASCIT president, in Ricketts House leadership,
and with the Black Scientists and Engineers at Caltech.

Did you find a home here at Caltech?

Absolutely. Caltech has definitely trained me to be someone who’s
acutely aware of the importance of representation in STEM and
also just the importance of understanding that you don’t know
everything. And once you acknowledge you don’t know everything,
you can do anything.

returning to campus, I've spent much more time on it and now lead
the Dance Team. I've learned a lot of different styles and am even
teaching my own classes, which I would not have imagined I'd do
four years ago. After being off campus for so long, I really try to
make the most of every moment I have left before I graduate.

What does it mean to you to have an in-person commencement?
In-person commencement drives home a feeling of accomplishment,
marking the end of my chapter here at Caltech. It means a lot to
me, as it cements the feeling that I'm transitioning from one era of
my life to another.

“After being off campus for
so long, | really try to make
the most of every moment |
have left before | graduate.”

Did the pandemic change the way you go about your research?
The nature of my research allowed me to make progress without
having to go to the lab. Data collection using crowdsourcing plat-
forms is a new trend in my field. It’s much easier to reach a diverse
sample of participants, and to get the data quicker. It comes with
challenges as well. I had to monitor the studies and answer ques-
tions all day long, and to act fast and solve problems as they arose.
For example, the site we used for recruitment became completely
unusable at one point, and we had to manually provide study links
to every single participant.

Was there a particular moment over the last two years that crys-
tallized the gravity of the pandemic for you?

I come from China, so I was aware of the coronavirus earlier. I had
planned to go back home and visit family for the Spring Festival in
January 2020, which I always do. But I canceled the flight, know-
ing what was going on in Wuhan. At the time, I wasn’t seriously
concerned that it would become a global pandemic. But by March,
I remember it was difficult to get masks. When we did get masks,
it felt uncomfortable to wear them in public even though it was
obviously the correct thing to do. [®

Yanting Han e PhD, neurobiology

Han will work as a postdoc in the lab of Ralph Adolphs (PhD "93), Bren
Professor of Psychology, Neuroscience, and Biology at Caltech.

Did the pandemic alter the focus of your research?

The pandemic probably had a positive influence on my research
rather than negative. I study human emotion experiences by evoking
emotions using stories and videos, and collecting self-report ratings
from participants. During the pandemic, I co-led the COVID-Dynamic
Longitudinal Study, which tracks people’s psychological changes
during the pandemic in multiple domains, including emotion and
mental health, decision-making, attitudes and beliefs, and so on. We
realized that it would be nice to take advantage of the opportunity and
sample naturally occurring emotions in people’s daily lives in addition
to the evoked ones. This allows us to study those emotions in compari-
son to the evoked ones and in the specific context of real-world events.
Although this is still early stage exploration, we've already seen many
interesting things. For instance, collectively, moral disgust went up for
George Floyd’s death, and surprise went up around Election Day.

To hear from more new alumni about their experiences,
visit: magazine.caltech.edu/post/new-alumni-2022
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