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 In March of 2020, mere hours after the fi rst cases of COVID-19 were discovered in the state 
of Michigan, the University of Michigan announced it was canceling all in-person classes 
for the remainder of the academic year. Th e next week, on-campus students were asked to 
leave their residences, causing thousands of students to go back home. Many college students 
reported feelings of frustration and guilt — they wanted to help, but their hands were tied 
by the choices of university administration. Despite being required to watch from afar, stu-
dents around the nation stepped up and played a crucial role in serving their classmates and 
communities. 

  MASCUP! Initiative 

 At the University of Michigan (U-M) and 59 other universities nationwide, students fought 
against COVID-19 by serving as leaders and volunteer observers for the US Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) Mask Adherence Surveillance at Colleges and Universities 
Project (MASCUP!).  1   Th e goal of the initiative was to collect real-time mask usage data that 
institutions of higher education (IHEs) could use to adjust training and messaging to improve 
student mask usage on campus. 
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At U-M, after merely 3 days of recruitment through the School of Public Health, Medical 
School, and undergraduate population, all student observer positions were filled. Over 30 stu-
dents indicated interest, with more than 20 students selected to participate based on experience 
and timing of interest. Due to high demand, a waitlist was established, and students continued 
to ask to participate well after data collection began. Students were trained via an online CDC 
training video and Zoom meeting hosted by the U-M student leaders. Observers selected times 
and locations to observe mask usage with the goal of at least 400 weekly observations over 10 
weeks.

MASCUP!, along with countless other student-led initiatives, also highlights how IHEs 
would benefit from harnessing students’ passion and experience in future public health cri-
ses. The results of this initiative indicated that students were eager to positively contribute to 
the evolving public health crisis. For example, during the first meeting hosted by the student 
leaders, student volunteers were asked why they decided to participate in MASCUP! Student 
volunteers noted that their interest stemmed from several factors, including limited opportuni-
ties for students to engage in hands-on learning during campus closures, a desire to participate 
in pandemic-related efforts, and interest in understanding and improving mask usage in their 
communities. This suggests students could have benefited from and bolstered opportunities to 
address the pandemic and critically important risk mitigation efforts.

Lessons Learned

The willingness of students to participate in the MASCUP! study supports a deeper desire 
among students to engage with the pandemic response. However, these results were not just iso-
lated to U-M. At the University of Southern California (USC), undergraduate students worked 
with the City of Los Angeles and the Los Angeles Fire Department to better understand how 
the virus impacted local communities.2 Additionally, microbiology students at California State 
University, Long Beach held Zoom meetings to educate their peers about the virus and com-
bat misinformation shared on social media.3 These student-involving efforts, along with high 
rates of mask usage among college students (92% said they “always” or “very often” mask up in  
public),4 likely improved countless lives and suggests a missed opportunity for IHEs to deliber-
ately engage students in more opportunities to learn and contribute to this global crisis.

There were occurrences of off-campus gatherings of students leading to spikes of COVID-19 
cases, and, as a result, it is understandable why some may perceive college students as part of the 
problem and less of the solution.5 However, data, including our own, demonstrate that those 
in and around campuses wear masks.4,6 A few small groups of poor actors do not represent the 
larger community of conscientious and public health–aware students. In fact, as of Septem-
ber 2021, data indicate that high numbers of students (85%-90% or more) have received the 
vaccine, especially at IHEs with mandates. Even universities lacking a mandate are reporting 
high vaccination rates.7 In addition, the U-M MASCUP! data collected from February 8, 2021, 
to April 17, 2021, indicate that 95% of the 2956 observed individuals wore masks and 93% wore 
their masks correctly.1 These data support that students are making health conscientious choices 
by properly wearing masks and getting vaccinated.

Future Steps

The safety of students was clearly a priority for most universities, which likely led to the deci-
sion to send students away from campus. However, IHEs could have approached the situation 
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differently to both maintain students’ health and allow them to contribute to the pandemic 
response. Initially, university administration could have allowed student leaders to have a seat 
at the table when making these decisions and solicit input from students. This may have led to 
less frustration from students, who felt sidelined from the decision-making process. At Harvard 
Medical School, students created their own task force in March 2020 to work with university 
administration on the COVID-19 response.8 Although we would have preferred to see the 
university invite the students to join the discussion, this is a seemingly well-received example of 
students working with IHE administrators to augment the response. Further underscoring the 
importance of collaborating with students, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) crafted a policy brief indicating the importance of youth and student 
partnerships in governments’ responses to COVID-19.9 We realize that governments are not 
the same as IHEs, but many of the same principles that focus on youth activism and involve-
ment can be applied.

In addition, university administration could have recruited students to serve as virtual 
ambassadors regarding COVID-19 safety and policies. However, efforts to use students to 
enforce COVID-19 rules and regulations on campus often received mixed reviews by the stu-
dent body.10,11 These ambassadors were tasked with the tough responsibility of ensuring their 
friends were following public health regulations — an unenviable role that could easily lead 
to resentment and bitterness within the student body. Ensuring that students could promote 
COVID-19 safety without being tasked with enforcing regulations could have been a more 
appropriate way to engage students in the effort. This could include students sharing informa-
tion about COVID-19 safety and handing out masks12 or creating educational videos about safe 
practices and the latest COVID-19 information.13

Conclusion

Throughout the pandemic, IHEs have taken various approaches to engaging their students in 
mitigating the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.14 Our experiences with MASCUP! demon-
strate that college students overwhelmingly followed masking guidelines. Rather than increas-
ing the disease burden, students have taken the necessary steps to protect the health of their 
community and have played an important role in helping combat the COVID-19 pandemic.2 
This is a consequential moment for IHEs to support student involvement in campus policy and 
event response. During crises, IHEs have the responsibility to protect their students but also 
have the opportunity to further their missions to prepare students for the future. Students and 
campus leadership alike stand to benefit from greater engagement of their students in address-
ing crises through safe and appropriate opportunities. As students, we are studying at IHEs to 
be prepared to deal with difficult challenges, and our training does not have to be put on pause 
when such a challenge arises. Rather, we are eager, willing, and ready to do our part.
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