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It has been a truly remarkable year for 
the Division of Student Affairs, and I am 
proud to share our 2024-25 Annual Report 
with you. Our commitment to providing 
students with unequaled transformative 
student experiences remains stronger than 
ever. 

In this report, you�ll discover how our team 
facilitated 155,000 intentional student 
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interactions, allowing us to engage with over 22,000 unique students 
�nearly 80% of the entire VCU student body. 

The report also highlights the dynamic work of our Residential Life 
and Housing team, which collaborated with campus partners to 
assist students during the January 2025 water crisis and weather 
emergency. You will also learn about the new climbing wall at 
RecWell, the new relaxation corner in the Commons, and the 
$150,000 grant secured by Rams in Recovery to support students in 
recovery. 

While awards are not our primary motivation, we were honored to be 
named one of the �Most Promising Places to Work in Student Affairs� 
for the second consecutive year. This prestigious national recognition 
re�ects our commitment to supporting both our students and staff. 

I�m incredibly proud of our team, which consistently goes the 
extra mile. Our staff across the division worked tirelessly to impact 
students by hosting leadership conferences, facilitating volunteer 
opportunities, and providing comprehensive mental and physical 
well-being support. Our Dean of Student Advocacy team continues to 
provide hands-on support for students facing challenging situations. 

Most importantly, we are committed to building meaningful 
relationships with students and partnering with them to shape their 
VCU experience. I�m especially proud of the Student Leadership 
Executive Board (SLEB), now in its third year and composed of 
student leaders from across campus. I think you�ll enjoy reading about 
this initiative and its positive impact on our students. 

Thank you for taking the time to read this report.



Rams in Recovery has been awarded a signi�cant $150,000 grant from the Anthem Foundation to continue 
funding its impactful Recovery Scholars Program. This program has seen remarkable growth, expanding 
from 17 students in 2019 to 110 participants in academic year 2024-25. Tom Bannard, Assistant Director for 
Substance Use and Recovery Support, collaborated with Suzanna Storah and the VCU Foundation to secure 
this highly competitive funding.

Bannard shared his appreciation, stating, �These scholarships show students in recovery how much we 
value them as part of the larger VCU community and allow them to prioritize their well-being. Despite having 
faced huge challenges with substance use in the past, our students thrive academically and are deeply 
involved in service in our local community.�

Students in the Recovery Scholars Program receive a $500 scholarship each semester. They also participate 
in weekly seminars covering topics like recovery, mental well-being, social justice, outdoor adventures, 
and creativity, while actively contributing to the recovery community. This program offers a vital lifeline to 
students with substance use disorder, providing �nancial aid, social support, and opportunities for personal 
growth during their academic journey. The Anthem grant will sustain and expand the program over the next 
three years, bene�ting even more students.

The profound impact of the program is evident in student testimonials. One Recovery Scholar noted, 
�Someone like me (being both a single parent AND in recovery) experiences so many barriers to entering 
higher education that it feels hopeless. Scholarships like this one give individuals a bit of encouragement 
that they belong, they matter, in addition to the tangible help it provides.� Another participant shared, �I 
didn�t feel very connected to the VCU campus until I joined the scholarship program. The weekly seminars 
help me form relationships with other students.�

A representative from the Anthem Foundation formally presented the check to Tom Bannard and 
Rams in Recovery at the Recovery Scholars Breakfast in November 2024. Held at the VCU Institute for 
Contemporary Art, the breakfast was also sponsored by the Anthem Foundation and 
featured inspiring speeches from students and supporters. This annual event continues 
to be a crucial opportunity for fundraising and fostering community within the program, 
consistently �lling the room with pride and gratitude.

Rams in Recovery 
Secures $150,000  
Grant from  
Anthem Foundation

After three years of pandemic-related construction delays, the new Cary Street Gym Climbing Facility began 
operation in August 2024, replacing the original 2009 wall and �ooring. The original wall had reached the 
end of its life cycle, having developed issues that required intensive maintenance. Climbing at VCU is a very 
popular activity, and the decision was made to replace the aging structure with a larger, state of the art 
climbing wall that would be much easier to maintain and reset.�

The �rst thing that most visitors to the gym notice is the large �at surfaces of the wall, re�ecting the current 
climbing industry standard. At 55 feet, the new wall is one of the tallest climbing facilities in Richmond, 
extending into the gym�s atrium. Climbers are able to literally reach new heights. The overall climbing space 
is much bigger, offering 22 lanes, versus the previous six. It has much more varied terrain, appealing to both 
beginner and advanced climbers.

The new features, such as a variety of shapes and the ability to use larger holds, has made the overall 
climbing experience more enjoyable and engaging, and student response has been overwhelmingly 
positive. Since August 2024, usage has nearly doubled to approximately 10,000 climbs per year. Unique 
users at the facility have also increased by more than 30% within the �rst year of programming.

The expanded wall re�ects RecWell�s commitment to 
student development, skill building, and well-being. 
Sam Albert, Senior Outdoor Adventure Coordinator 
in Adventure Leadership and Teambuilding explains,� 
�This really is a teaching facility. Now we can offer 
more classes and clinics to help climbers improve their 
personal skills. We can teach everything from beginner 
belay clinics to advanced technical courses that prepare 
people to climb in the outdoors. All of these new 
features allow climbers to challenge themselves in more 
ways while they learn and grow in the sport.��

He adds, simply, �It also just looks super cool.�

RecWell Soars to 
		  new Heights
At 55 feet tall, the new climbing wall at the Cary 
Street Gym is one of the tallest climbing facilities in 
Richmond. 
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Rest and Recharge  
		  in the ComMons
New Nap Pods Boost Student Wellness

A student-led initiative has brought innovative wellness resources to the VCU campus. Last year, freshman 
Anirudh Mepperla�s �Project Z� � a research project for his Focused Inquiry courses focused on college 
student sleep and wellness � garnered �nancial support from VCU�s Division of Student Affairs and the 
Student Government Association.

Word of Project Z soon reached Commons Director Carole Dowell, who was already exploring ideas for a 
student relaxation area featuring nap pods. �The Commons is always looking for ways to meet students� 
needs and improve their well-being and academic success,� Dowell stated. This common goal led to a 
collaboration between The Commons, Professor Kirk Richardson (Mepperla�s instructor), and Mepperla 
himself to bring nap pods to VCU. Dowell highlighted the partnership, noting, �This student-driven initiative 
to install a nap pod in The Commons and in Harris will allow students to take a moment to relax and 
rejuvenate�whether that�s for a power nap during the day, in between classes, or while studying.�

The new Relaxation Corner, featuring the nap pods, has been a resounding success. 
Between November 12, 2024, and May 14, 2025, students took 1,546 naps, totaling 
13,531 minutes of rest. An anonymous survey response from April described the 
corner as �best to relax and take a quick nap from classes and work.� 
Commons staff observations con�rm the pods are in use throughout 
most of the day. Data reveals that approximately 23% of naps last 
between 17 and 24 minutes, with the average rest duration 
being 10 minutes and 18 seconds. As Dowell af�rmed, �The 
nap pods provide students with a dedicated space to rest 
and recharge between classes, supporting their overall 
well-being and contributing to their success at VCU.�

Residential Life and Housing (RLH) at VCU is one of the most equipped teams on campus to handle crisis 
situations. This was put to the test in January of 2025, when a winter storm descended on the city of 
Richmond and left havoc in its wake.

In addition to dangerous travel conditions caused by snow and ice, the cold weather caused a power 
outage that disrupted the City of Richmond�s water reservoir system. As a result, the VCU campus was 
unexpectedly without water service for several days.�

The immediate priority was for the safety of the 550 students living on campus over winter break. In 
addition to the unexpected and sudden loss of water, the hall �re suppression systems were temporarily 
impacted. Campus partners quickly united to develop a plan to keep residents safe and to provide access to 
clean water.��

Gavin Roark, former executive director of VCU RLH, 
stated, �We have been working with our campus 
partners in facilities services, dining and strategic 
enrollment management and student success. We have 
been focusing on getting water to those students and 
also telling them where they can pick up drinking bottles 
of water.�

The RLH team worked around the clock to keep 
students on campus abreast of the situation and inform 
them of where to acquire bottled water provided by 
VCU. Additionally, RLH quickly developed a plan for the 
close to 5,000 students set to move back on campus for 
the spring semester. With an all-hands-on-deck approach, they 
implemented a plan to delay spring move-in and communicate 
the delayed opening to returning students. As students 
prepared to return to campus, RLH staff walked every room 
with VCU facilities staff to test water in all bathrooms and 
kitchens, and ensured that all �re suppression systems were 
back online.�

�In those critical days, our team showed what true dedication 
looks like. Staff were out in the thick of it with moving pallets of water, setting up beds for temporary 
shelter, and hanging boil order signs to keep everyone informed and safe. At the same time, we were 
pivoting quickly. Staff were communicating with incoming residents and shifting move-in plans by a few 
days to make sure everything was ready for students to return to campus post the Richmond water crisis. 
It wasn�t easy, but the way we supported each other and our students showed the resiliency of the RLH 
team,� stated Dr. Megan Becker, executive director of RLH.�

The swift emergency response by RLH and campus partners re�ects an unwavering dedication to students 
and the entire VCU community. With student safety at the forefront, residents returned to campus for the 
spring semester with safe conditions and the water crisis resolved. 

�In those critical days, 
our team showed what 

true dedication  
looks like.�

RLH Leads Way Through Water Crisis 
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