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Working at a University 
During Times of Crisis



• Their answers can determine how they face challenges that arise, whether they reach out for support, and 
ultimately affect their retention and academic achievement

• The answers are especially important for students from structurally disadvantaged groups

• Critical for well-being and for academic success

Can I do it?
When it’s hard, does it 

mean I can’t do it?

Do I belong?
When I feel lonely (or 

disrespected, etc.), does it 
mean I don’t belong?
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How to Foster the Bright Spots
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For wellness and academic success
We want:
● All students, across identities, to have a sense of belonging
● All students, across identities, to have a belief that they can 

learn and grow

● This is especially impactful during times of individual or 
collective crisis



Sense of Belonging

Students who have a sense of belonging in university

• Feel socially connected, supported, and respected

• Feel that they fit in there

• Trust the people at the institution

• Are not worried about being treated as a stereotype



• Students’ sense of belonging can be derailed when they 
face adversity (e.g. a low grade, feeling lonely)

• If they think challenges, and belonging uncertainty, are 
unique to themselves or people like them, they can 
conclude it means they don’t belong

• If they think challenges, and belonging uncertainty, are 
common, they can conclude that it will pass 

Sense of Belonging



One way to bolster a sense of belonging in the face of 
adversity is with a belonging message:

• It is normal to experience challenges (e.g., lower grades, difficulty making 
friends) in university

• It is normal to be uncertain about whether you belong at times

• These concerns should pass with time

• There are active steps you can take to feel like you belong

The Belonging Message



Direct-to-Student Belonging Intervention
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● Pre-matriculation reading-and-writing exercise
● Nine stories drawn from students’ real 

experiences
● Faced adversity, questioned their belonging, 

concerns passed with time, or they took active 
steps

● Participants reflect on the message in writing



Evidence That Equity is Bolstered When Students 
Incorporate the Belonging Message Into Their 
Mindsets
• i.e. come to understand that common challenges and feelings of 

nonbelonging are common and will pas



The Belonging Message Must be True for it 
to Work

Campuses need to be structured so that: 
• Students with every identity can truly belong

• Make friends, find mentors, instructors and staff genuinely care, etc
• Students who reach out for support will get it

Then we need to:
• Get ahead of situations that might unintentionally cause 

students to conclude that they, or people like them, don’t 
belong or aren’t seen to belong



Common Misconceptions About the Belonging 
Message
● Blaming students for having belonging uncertainty



● Gaslighting their belonging concerns

Common Misconceptions About the Belonging 
Message



● Unrealistically positive

● Needlessly negative

Common Misconceptions About the Belonging 
Message



• Whatever our official university role is
• Whatever our current bandwidth

• Advocate and work towards institutional change

• What can we do right now? 

What We Can Contribute to Belonging



CollegeTransitionCollaborative.org



1. Check In With Them

• Send a check-in email



2. Show That You See Them as a Whole Person

• Some of us encounter high 
numbers of students, so it’s 
more challenging to make 
each one feel “seen”

• Even more challenging with 
online education because you 
can’t, well, see them

“Just because you’re ‘just a number’ 
doesn’t mean they don’t care about 
each number.” 



2. Show That You See Them as a Whole Person

School-Life Conflict: Many students face obstacles to their 
education as a result of work or family obligations or 
unforeseen personal difficulties. If you are experiencing 
challenges throughout the term that are impacting your 
ability to succeed in this course, or in your undergraduate 
career more broadly, please reach out to me or your TA 
immediately so that we can work together to form a plan for 
your academic success. If you are unable to attend my or the 
TAs’ student drop-in hours, please email to set up a time that 
works for you or arrange a meeting by Zoom.



“I want you to be successful here, and I believe you can. 
I’m also noticing that you’re really struggling right now. 
There could be a lot of reasons for that. For example, 
sometimes students struggle with family or work obligations 
that are taking away time to focus on their classes. Sometimes 
students are having personal or health issues. 
Sometimes it’s that students haven’t had enough prior exposure 
to the course material and need to develop their skills and 
knowledge, as the material here builds on previous material. 
In my experience, once students get past immediate struggles 
and gain more formative skills and knowledge, those students 
can come back and do really well in the class. Can you tell me a 
little bit about what’s contributing to your struggle, so I can be 
an ally to helping connect you to resources to help?”



• Eric Smith and Greg Walton at Stanford:

“Come to my student drop-in hours. Even if you don’t have a 
specific question, I would like to hear about how you got 
interested in this subject and what you are hoping to learn”

Did not increase 
attendance at office 
hours!

2. Show That You See Them as a Whole Person



3. Normalize struggles

• Prevent them from concluding that struggles means they 
don’t belong 

• Crisis announcement or website note:



“Over the past several months, we have 
experienced both the emergence of the global 
COVID-19 pandemic and the painful consequences 
of long-endured violence against the Black 
community in the United States. These events have 
caused, and continue to cause, fear, stress, and 
pain for many members of our community, and will 
continue to impact each of us in various ways 
throughout this term. 
Under these circumstances, it is completely normal 
to feel overwhelmed or anxious, and to have 
difficulty concentrating. I am committed to 
continuing to work with all of you to create a 
positive and supportive learning environment 
throughout the term. If your health, well-being, or 
school work are being impacted by recent events, I 
encourage you to make use of the resources the 
university offers, which I have linked to below.”



3. Normalize struggles

• Tell your own belonging story – in university or in another context
• Here’s mine



3. Normalize struggles

With your contact information on the UW website, or on your 
course website:

About me: I became fascinated by math while going to university. I 
was intimidated by math at first, and after I got the lowest grade I 
had ever had on my first midterm, I wondered if I was cut out for 
this field. However, I accessed tutoring services and put in some 
extra hours, and I earned a significantly higher grade on the final. 
In time, I developed a passion for the subject, even doing a PhD. I 
hope to share that passion with you.



3. Normalize struggles

• Too personal? Tell other people’s belonging stories
• Faced challenges
• Questioned your belonging
• Realized that was common
• Belonging concerns passed with time, or with taking steps to 

reach out



3. Normalize struggles

• In person, in email, in announcements

Note: In previous years, some students have told me that they had times during 
the course when they felt that they were not doing well and became uncertain 
about whether they belonged in this class or should change majors. I advised them 
to hang in there, and in the meantime to access the tutoring centre, put in some 
extra hours studying, and join a study group. A number of these students 
contacted me later in the year to tell me that, now that some time had passed and 
they had taken some positive steps, they did feel like they belonged in the 
major. For recommendations for resources available to help you succeed in this 
course, please see the Academic Supports linked below.



4. Connect them with resources

• A minute from you could make the difference between accessing or 
not accessing the resources

“Here is some language 
you could use when you 
email your prof about 
that”

“You’ll have to talk 
to your prof about 
that”

Instead of: Try: 



4. Connect them with resources

• A minute from you could make the difference between accessing or 
not accessing the resources

“I’m going to send an 
email to Student Success 
and CC you so you are in 
touch.” 

“Try contacting 
the Student 
Success office!”

Instead of: Try: 



What We Can Contribute to Belonging

1. Check in
2. Show that we see them as a whole person
3. Normalize struggles
4. Connect them with resources

• Advocate and work towards institutional growth and 
change



Thank You

Dr. Christine Logel

Associate Professor
Department of Social Development Studies

Renison University College
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