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"How the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted my college and career aspirations."

Flashback with me to March 13, 2020, when Atlanta Public Schools announced we would be going into lock down for two weeks until APS officials got a better handle on the next step in dealing with the spread of COVID-19. At the time, I did not think much of it, but I quickly began to see the effects of COVID seep into and plague every aspect of my life. I ended up giving up football because of I was afraid of contracting the virus during practice and exposing my mother, who was battling breast cancer and undergoing daily radiation, and my septuagenarian grandmother who was and is residing with us.  It cancelled school dances, sporting events, and in-person learning.  However, I began to really understand how problematic this would be for my future when the interview I had procured for an internship at Georgia Tech was cancelled.

To understand the weight of this highly anticipated program, I must share with you how I had come to build up this program in my mind over the years. In middle school, my mother had told me about this program where high school students would leave campus, conduct graduate- level research at Georgia Tech under the mentorship of Ph.D. students., and present their research competitively.  I immediately saw it as the perfect way to put my foot through the door of scientific research. I toured the facilities, spoke with students on campus who were in their second year of ENGAGES, and saw a clear picture of the experiences I would have while figuring out what field of engineering I would love best.  I was ecstatic. I was hyped.

On March 12,2020, I received the email inviting me to an interview to take place on that Saturday, March 14, 2020. However, in-person school was cancelled on March 13, 2020, and shortly thereafter on the same day, my interview was postponed, throwing me into what seemed an endless purgatory of waiting.  

For me, getting this internship would be the first step in exploring what I wanted to do with my future. The program was intended to be a two-year program, 11th and 12th grade years, and was reduced to a one-year option, taking any possibility of trial and error off the table, giving me no opportunity to learn and recover from any mistakes I might make, and casting me in a next-level academic environment forcing what seemed like perfection from the beginning. There was no walking start, only a sprinting marathon.

Now, at the end of my year-one in the program, having still found some level of success, I still find myself wondering, where would I be if COVID had not happened. What opportunities did I miss? What people would I never meet, and what lessons would be deferred for later? My experiences with the pandemic left me feeling powerless but forced me to keep pushing forward toward a better tomorrow.

