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smoke-free campus?
tobacco use remains prevalent despite policy

MICHAEL STOUT | MERCURY STAFF

Cigarettes gathered from UTD’s campus overflow an ashtray. The Mercury collected 542 cigarettes on Jan. 21 and 700 cigarettes on Nov. 11, 2017 from different locations on campus.

CINDY FOLEFACK
News Editor

Editor’s Note: Joseph’s identity was kept anonymous so he could speak freely about colleagues who
reguarly violate the tobacco ban.
A UTD policy aimed at ending the use of
tobacco products on campus was met with
mixed reactions from students and faculty. Since
“Breathe Easy” went into effect, tobacco use on
campus remains prevalent, but hidden.
The Mercury collected over 700 cigarette
butts on Nov. 11, 2017 and 542 more on Jan.

21 from the areas around the Administration
building, the Jonsson Academic Center, Parking Structure 3, Residence Hall Northwest and
the Erik Jonsson School of Engineering and
Computer Science.
UTD’s National Collegiate Health Assessment survey found that 15 percent, about 4,000
students, used tobacco products sparingly in
fall 2017. Since the policy was put into place
on June 1, a total of 15 students, faculty and
staff members have sought out cessation services
from university resources.
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Jason Heard, a student from UT Arlington, smokes outside the McDermott Library. Heard said he
studies at the library every weekend and was unaware of the smoking ban.

More than just a video game
Students find balance, mindful gaming during recovery from video game addiction

University Village switches to
semesterly payment policy
Change comes as UTD takes over management

EMAAN BANGASH
Mercury Staff

Major Grant spent hours playing the
popular multiplayer online video game
Overwatch. He played daily during the
summer and into the semester, sometimes
neglecting his homework or assignments.
“All I was doing was waking up, going
to work, coming back from work, playing a bunch of Overwatch and going to
sleep,” he said.
As his love for Overwatch grew and he
got better at the game, he saw his grades
and midterms dropping from straight A’s
to B’s and C’s. After taking a four-month
hiatus from playing to concentrate on his
studies, Grant learned he could balance
his gameplay and still manage his academics and relationships.
This month, the World Health Organization classified video game addiction as a
mental health condition, with symptoms
ranging from increased irritability and increased priority given to gaming.
With millions of players on popular
games such as League of Legends and
Counter-Strike, video game addiction is
causing a debate about the severity of
the issue and whether it is qualified to
classify as a disorder. At UTD, students
are often actively engaged in gaming,
whether in the SU playing different card
and video games, to concentrating on
game design in their major and taking
courses on gaming.
Grant, a biomedical engineering junior,
would play Overwatch for hours daily, especially in the summer when he had more
free time to balance work and gameplay.
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The new housing payment plan will require students to pay a lump sum per
semester through the EZPay system starting fall 2018.
AYOUNG JO
ANTHONY MCNAIR | MERCURY STAFF

“I was hooked on that game. It’s the
only game I ever played for longer than
20 hours,” he said.
Grant is not alone in his past struggle
with addiction to videogames. In a survey
conducted by The Mercury, out of 128 respondents, 32 percent said they felt they
couldn’t seem to stop playing games, and
60 percent played up to five hours on average daily.
Alanna Carrasco, a psychologist who
works at the UTD Counseling Center,
said she’s hesitant to quickly diagnose

video game addiction because of the
subjectivity of the matter. She said video
game addiction may not be the primary
concern, but rather underlying problems
such as depression and social anxiety affecting their social life, schooling, work
or other aspects of their life. Carrasco said
now that the WHO has publicized this
knowledge, people may turn away from
the benefits video games can present, both
socially and cognitively.
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Starting next semester, residential students living in all university housing facilities will be required to pay their housing
expenses by semester instead of monthly.
With the on-campus housing renewal
and sign-up process for next semester beginning on Jan. 23, students can expect a
change if they choose to live on campus.
Instead of bringing a check to the leasing office or paying online through the
American Campus Communities website
every month, they will need to pay their
on-campus housing expenses through the

Bursar’s Office as a part of their overall
university bill.
The change is the result of a shift in
University Housing management. On
Nov. 1, UTD’s current contract with
American Campus Communities, a private management company, will expire,
and the school will take on the management of all operations such as maintenance, daily operations and staffing.
“We’ve had the American Campus
Communities in place because we were
a young university that was smaller and
needed a housing program, but not set up
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with the staff to support it,”
said Ryan White, assistant vice
president of Residential Life.
With the on-campus housing program that has grown
from 2,500 residential students
in 2006 to over 5,500 in 2017,
UTD’s change is similar with
other large colleges across the
nation.
“As we’ve grown as a university, we added more residential
buildings and more staff to
sup-port that,” White said. “So
it’s a natural transition that we
would operate our own housing
sys-tem.”
This new housing payment
plan will not affect Canyon
Creek Heights residents, as
these new buildings are already operated and managed by
UTD, and the residents have

UTDMERCURY.COM
been paying their housing expenses at the start of the semester through the Bursar’s Office.
Because the lump-sum payment process is new, there will
be a population of students who
will be more affected than others, White said. In the email
about the payment change,
University Housing included
information about an installment plan option the Bursar’s
office provides.
“It will be a shift for students
who are used to paying monthly
to look at the semesterly cost of
housing,” White said. “But I do
know that the Bursar’s Office
and the financial aid are really
good at working with students
to help meet their financial
needs.”
Because the information regarding the payment change
was sent out via email, students
might have a hard time catching

up, said Alexander Holcomb,
vice president of Student Government.
“If they didn’t catch these
emails sent out by the ResLife,
I can imagine where the confusion may start, but all in all, I
think this is going to be a better system,” Holcomb said. “I’m
definitely eager to (see) if the
change goes through as smoothly as we expect that it will.”
Ultimately, paying the Bursar’s office using the EZPay
system is going to make things
easier for students, White said.
Students will be able to pay for
their housing fee at the same
time they pay for their classes,
which is when their financial
aid will be available.
“This is an exciting time for
the university,” White said. “I
know it’s definitely a shift in
culture, it’s one that’s done to
serve the students.”
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Joseph, an arts and humanities graduate, lives with asthma
and said the policy hasn’t been
very effective.
“When President Benson announced the smoking ban on
campus, I was so happy,” Joseph
said. “But I noticed that things
didn’t really change. There are a
bunch of smokers who like to use
Jonsson as a place to smoke outside, and really all they did was go
from being right in front of the
doors to around the corner.”
Joseph said he often sees at least
one smoker per day in the campus
parking lots, and has had asthma
attacks as a result of both cigarette
smoke and steam from vape pens.
“If I’m around smoking and
I start breathing it in, I have a
reaction. I have asthma, so it becomes harder to breathe,” Joseph
said. “When they used to have
smoking on campus … I would
have to hold my breath and go
through that crowd of people
into the building.”
The tobacco-free policy relies
on community enforcement, so if
any students or faculty members
see someone smoking or vaping
on campus, it becomes their responsibility to stop the individual.
Policy violations can be reported
to the Office of Administration,
with repeat violations resulting in
disciplinary action. Administration reported that students and
faculty made 10 complaints about
violations of the tobacco policy
since it was put in place. Five of
those complaints were about students, while the other half were
about faculty.
“There might be people that I
come into contact with in my daily routine at UTD, either studentto-employee or employee-to-employee, and I have concerns about
retribution if I complain that
you’re doing something wrong,
or shouldn’t be smoking,” Joseph

said. “There are concerns about
that when you share a building
with other people.”
In contrast, finance senior Jeremiah Smith said he preferred the
school’s old policy, prohibiting the
use of tobacco products within 33
feet of buildings, and the tobaccofree policy disrupts his schedule by
forcing him to leave campus property in order to smoke. In response
to the new policy, Smith filed a
petition with Student Government proposing a more gradual
transition to a tobacco-free campus through the use of designated
smoking areas. UT Austin used
this approach during its transition
to being tobacco-free.
“As I proposed in the petition,
what I would do is have designated areas with posted signs
encouraging people there to seek
medical help and kick the habit,”
Smith said.
His petition hasn’t gained
enough traction to be addressed
by SG, but he isn’t alone in his
sentiment. Information and
technology systems senior Austin Albright began vaping as a
way to quit smoking, and said
while the new policy has decreased smoking on campus, he
continues to see smokers and vapers on a daily basis.
“I don’t think it’s going to reduce people’s usage, I think they’re
just going to do it in low-key places,” Albright said. “In the future,
I see more people trying to evade
the policy than adhere to it.”
UT Arlington is also tobacco
free, and its campus police department conducts “Smoke Patrols”
in areas with a high number of
complaints about smokers. The
UTA police can issue referrals to
students and faculty caught smoking, requiring the offenders to go
through campus administration.
Joseph said he would like to see
more enforcement of the tobaccofree policy at UTD.
“I think the university, when
they made the ban, had some

good ideas,” Joseph said. “But if
you’re going to have a policy, if
you’re going to put up signs, is it
just for show?”
The school currently offers cessation services through the Center
for Students in Recovery, while
the Student Wellness Center offers
tobacco education programming
and resources to students. UTD
also offers the UT SELECT health
plan to employees. The plan costs
$30 per tobacco user per month
and includes counseling, pharmaceutical therapy and nicotine
replacement therapy. In an email
statement to The Mercury, Vice
President for Administration
Calvin Jamison said the policy is
meant to improve the health of
the UTD community.
“Our goal is to create a healthier campus community,” Jamison
said. “We are focused on changing
behaviors by educating the campus about the benefits of being
tobacco-free and providing supportive avenues toward cessation
as an option.”
Assistant Director of Communications Chase York said in
an email to The Mercury that in
the eight months since the policy
took effect, there has been a significant decrease in smoking on
campus. A survey has yet to be
conducted to determine the efficacy of the ban, and no concrete
data has been collected.
“At present, there are no plans
to amend the policy,” York said.
“There are some growing pains
associated with this type of
transition, but it seems to be
going well.”
Joseph said he appreciates not
having to walk through a cloud
of smoke, and the campus is better overall thanks to the policy. He
added that while these improvements have helped, the policy is
still insufficient.
“I think what bothers me is the
disconnect between what UTD as
a school is showing me … versus
the reality,” he said.
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Assistant Vice President for Residential Life Ryan White speaks about the payment policy change coming to University Village next semester, which requires students to pay for housing on a semester basis.
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“I think the key benefit is that
if there are people truly addicted … they can get reimbursed
with their insurance, so maybe
now people are going to more
able to afford treatment now
that there’s a diagnosis,” Carrasco said. “On the other hand, I
have some concerns with the
stigmatization that could come
in the future … Are we going to
label someone who stays in and
plays video games for a while an
addiction?”
Grant said there were times
where he would deliberately
stay away from his apartment
during the day because he knew
he would play games if he went.
He said this was a way for him
to concentrate on his homework
and get things done, which he’s
seen with his improving grades
and performance.
“It took me a long time
to kind of break out of that,
‘Overwatch is great’ to ‘Overwatch is a great way for me to
relieve stress’ and to start putting my relationship and my life
first,” he said.
Senior arts and technology
student Grant Branam played
video games all throughout
his life. In middle school, he

would play video games for 12
hours a day. He mostly played
role-playing games such as
World of Warcraft and Runescape to online team games such
as League of Legends. He said
classifying gaming as an addiction can be helpful now to
those who are suffering from
gaming taking control in their
life, but it’s still difficult to label it as an addiction, and there
should be a discussion between
game developers and the medical community on the power of
video games on behavior.
“Going through this discovery of depression in my life I
learned that (depression) got in
the way of my goals,” Branam
said. “So if people have these
things they want to accomplish
and video games are the only
things standing in their way,
then think about why. Is it because games are more satisfying
than those goals? Maybe those
goals aren’t what you want to
do? Maybe games are what people want to do?”
Carrasco said one of the first
ways to prevent becoming addicted to gaming is being aware
of your usage and how much
time you’re spending playing games. It’s important to be
mindful and to be social with
video games rather than isola-

tive, and joining a club or connecting with people on games
can help people be more accountable with their gaming.
“It may be frustrating, but it
could be a way to self-reflect
on ‘How does gaming look in
my life and what impact do I
want it to have in my life?’”
Carrasco said.
Grant continues to play
Overwatch in his free time
while balancing other aspects
of his life and maintaining his
grades. He said he wasn’t alone
in his struggle to finding this
balance, as he’d seen people
failing classes, dropping out of
school or facing expulsions. He
said looking for other hobbies
or other games that don’t take
up as much time or resources is
beneficial to helping find that
balance in the end.
“If you find you’re addicted
to something very toxic that
costs a lot, or takes a lot of time
from you, and you have other
commitments, you should try
looking into something else,”
Grant said. “If you know you’re
addicted to games and you can’t
go cold turkey, just look for
something that fits that style
more, where you don’t have to
pay to play or it’s short. Like
play something that is similar
but not pay to win.”

