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As college instructors, we are generally aware that we have enormous influence over students’ 
academic trajectories. But in times of crisis, like we are facing with the COVID-19 pandemic, we must 
be especially mindful that instructors have enormous influence over students’ broader lives, far 
beyond the walls of the classroom. 
 
Researchers and staff at the College Transition Collaborative (CTC) have conducted focus groups, 
student surveys, and workshops with staff, students, and instructors at dozens of universities, and we 
have reviewed the literature on students’ psychological experience and conducted our own field 
studies. These different sources of evidence converge on the conclusion that students’ beliefs 
about the degree to which they belong on campus (i.e. their sense of belonging) and their 
beliefs about the degree to which they can succeed there (i.e. their growth mindset) are crucial 
to their ability to cope with adversities they face in their journey through postsecondary education. 
Importantly, instructors, whether deliberately or inadvertently, provide one of the most important 
sources of information for students to determine if they, or people like them, are seen to belong and 
seen as being able to succeed.  
 
Given that structurally disadvantaged students (e.g. racialized and/or minoritized students, students 
experiencing financial strain, nontraditional students, students with disabilities, and many others) are 
likely to suffer disproportionately negative impacts of this global health crisis, it is more important 
than ever that instructors make equity considerations, and students’ psychological experience 
more broadly, top priorities as we restructure our courses to adapt to social distancing necessities 
and as we communicate with students through this unforeseen transition.  
 
Here, we draw on multiple sources of evidence to suggest some ways that instructors can support 
students’ well-being and academic success, and promote equitable outcomes, through this 
unprecedented challenge. Some of these suggestions make the assumption that you have the 
bandwidth to communicate with individual students. That is ideal. But if you, yourself, are scrambling 
to adapt to get your course online, perhaps while juggling caregiving responsibilities and worries 
about loved ones, mass emails or announcements can convey many of these same messages.  
  

1. Check in. Even under typical circumstances, a check-in email from an instructor sends a 
powerful message, “I care about you”, which is a key part of students’ sense that they belong 
and can succeed. In times of particular stress or challenge, such as the current global crisis, a 
check-in email is especially impactful. It can be meaningful even sent to large groups of 
students (e.g., the entire class section) if you indicate that you will read and respond to 
individual student responses. If you cannot respond to each student, perhaps because you 
are teaching many hundreds of students or are yourself facing overwhelming challenges at 
this time, you can include a link to course advisers, teaching assistants, and other student 
supports. 

2. Show that you see them as a whole person. Indicate that you understand that students 
have other roles besides being students, and that these roles are also being impacted amid 
this public health emergency. Encourage self-care, and convey that you are aware that 
students are facing a variety of changes in their living situations, financial statuses, health 
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statuses, and social networks, and that you, and your institution, are working on how to begin 
addressing students’ needs.  

3. Convey that it is normal to have intense emotions and difficulty concentrating. Let 
students know that most students (and, if you feel comfortable sharing, most instructors) feel 
anxious, frustrated, and uncertain in this circumstance. The stress, and the constantly 
changing information on news and social media, makes it difficult for almost anyone to sustain 
attention to tasks such as coursework. Tell them that struggles to manage emotions and 
maintain attention are not a sign that they do not belong or cannot persist through this period. 
Tell them you believe they can succeed in their educational goals in the short term and long 
term, and then set up a structure that supports them to do that. 

4. Be flexible in restructuring your course. There are numerous constraints on how you can 
best adapt your course for online learning. But if you can prioritize flexibility in addressing 
students’ unique situations, it will help make it possible for students to function better during 
this period of upheaval. It will also have a particularly meaningful impact on structurally 
disadvantaged students, who face additional barriers of prejudice, financial strain, health 
problems, and work or family demands outside of their classes. Strongly consider extending 
deadlines and adding flexibility, providing alternative assignments, and giving the option of 
converting to credit/no credit grading. Invite students who need special accommodations to 
contact you separately to address their needs.  

5. Assure them you are learning how to handle it - together. You do not have the time, or 
capacity, to meet the highest standards as you adapt your course to the needs of this global 
pandemic. Activities will translate awkwardly to a virtual environment. Mistakes will be made. 
You may be slow returning grading, and things may fall through the cracks. Let students know 
that this is an unusual and highly challenging situation and you are learning along with them, 
and adapting things as you learn.  

 
About the CTC 
The College Transition Collaborative applies social psychology knowledge and methods to contribute to 
systemic equity in college completion outcomes, particularly for students of color, first-generation college 
students, and women in male-dominated fields across the US and Canada. CTC's work helps schools 
understand how their students experience moments of transition or difficulty, and how psychologically attuned 
practices–messages, policies, behaviors, and programs–can convey to all students they are valued, respected, 
and can excel. For more information, visit us online at collegetransitioncollaborative.org.  
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