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ABSTRACT 

The COVID-19 pandemic had an immediate impact and a long-lasting toll on the well-being of 
students and faculty, influencing their performance and affecting retention rates on college 
campuses. This study focused on the entire academic department, rather than an individual 

faculty member or peer, as the department serves as the immediate learning environment, 
potentially fostering diversity, equity, belonging, and inclusion (DEBI). The department is an 
academic home where students experience autonomy, relatedness, and competence. A total 
of 93 department members participated in a survey that elicited their perspectives and 

experiences related to retention, DEBI, and basic psychological needs during the first 
semester transitioning back from remote to in-person learning within the pandemic context. 

Results revealed that while the department is inclusive, there is room for improvement. 

Although many students and faculty/staff reported struggling during the transition, few 
expressed a decision to take a break from school/work. Students who were motivated to stay 
in school scored higher on departmental DEBI climate and basic psychological needs than 

those considering a break. Implications for department- and university-level policies and 

programs are discussed, focusing on addressing the well-being and retention of students and 
faculty/staff.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 In March of 2020, as a result of the global pandemic, universities and colleges across the 
United States closed their campuses to in-person learning (Reuge et al. 2021). Students, faculty, and 

staff were asked to work and learn from home, while simultaneously experiencing lockdown either 

with their family/roommates or isolated completely. In addition to trying to learn and work, many 
faculty/staff and students were concurrently helping either children or younger siblings with their 
remote learning (Lee et al. 2021). Universities varied in their approach to the pandemic. Some 

implemented remote learning into the fall 2021 semester, while others opened back up quickly and 
with limited safeguards beginning in the fall of 2020. Expectations of social distancing, wearing a mask 
in public, and quarantining when exposed to COVID-19 varied from state to state and school to school.  

 The change of learning modality and social isolation during this time heavily influenced 
faculty/staff and students, which may have led to retention issues (Howell et al. 2021) due to declined 
emotional engagement or positive attitudes toward learning (Wester et al. 2021). In other words, 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/


Bardwell, Su-Russell 

Bardwell, Amy M., and Chang Su-Russell. 2025. “An Examination of Well-Being and Retention during the 
Transition of Learning Modality in a University Academic Department.” Teaching & Learning Inquiry 13: 1–19. 

https://doi.org/10.20343/teachlearninqu.13.36 
2 

institutions found it challenging to keep students enrolled and progressing toward their educational 
goals as these disruptions affected the stability of the learning experiences. More college students did 

not show up to classes and some did not return to campus after the onset of the pandemic, while 

faculty/staff considered leaving their jobs during the challenging transitions that are still 
overshadowed by the pandemic. Numerous studies have focused on college students’ mental health 

during the pandemic (Lee et al. 2021; Son et al. 2020; Wang et al. 2020), especially during the 
beginning and middle (spring 2020–spring 2021), however the transition back to in-person learning 
deserves more attention and research. This transition period can be more stressful and requires 
adjustments for all involved. Much of the research on the challenges in higher education during the 

pandemic focused on the modality of learning and student experiences, not on the faculty/staff. A 
handful of research reflected the mental health struggles among college students, but faculty/staff’s 
mental health has not been addressed, especially in the United States, with one exception (Melnyk et 

al. 2023). Melnyk and colleagues argued for the importance of addressing mental well-being in the 
pandemic context with all higher education community members. Unfortunately, faculty/staff’s 

mental well-being has not been a focus among scholars or administrators. In addition to factors 

related to mental health and well-being, the disconnection and lack of agency throughout the 
pandemic can discourage college students and faculty/staff from being motivated and engaged in the 
learning process.  

 The current study aims to address the gaps by exploring the experiences and perspectives of 
college students and faculty/staff during the transition back to in-person learning and examining the 

factors associated with students’ retention.  
 
Diversity, equity, belonging, and inclusion on university campuses 
Four main social justice factors are often examined in higher education settings: diversity, 

equity, the sense of belonging, and inclusion. Research has found a student’s ability to feel connected 

to others—a sense of belonging at the institution—affects student retention rates and overall 

academic success (Pedler, Willis, and Nieuwoudt 2022; Wolf et al. 2017). Belonging is defined as “being 
accepted and invited to participate; being part of something and having the opportunity to show up 

as yourself” (Wise 2022, 3). Students with a higher sense of belonging reported stronger academic 
motivation and interest in their academic program, and those who considered leaving the university 
scored lower on sense of belonging (Pedler, Willis, and Nieuwoudt 2022). These social justice factors 

are important to consider not only in the context of student retention, but also for the well-being of 

faculty and staff. Employees who feel included and valued are more likely to be engaged in their work 
and make positive contributions to their work setting (Bakker 2011). Naylor and Mifsud (2020) 

identified three types of structural inequality and argued that instead of placing the responsibilities 
on students to build cultural capital, the institutions should implement concrete measures to include 
all members of the campus community—students, faculty, and staff.  

 
COVID-19 pandemic and university retention issues 

 The pandemic had an immediate impact on both college student (Howell et al. 2021) and 
faculty/staff retention rates (Coll and Ruch 2023). Data from the College Board and the National 

Student Clearinghouse, a comprehensive report included responses from 10 million students who 
attended 22,000 high schools and 2,800 colleges, revealed a general decline among two-year college 

program students across all racial backgrounds, with the biggest decline (7.6%) for Hispanic students. 

Similarly, students’ neighborhood disadvantages worsened the declines in retention rates. In addition 

to the nationally representative report, individual colleges also analyzed their retention and 
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graduation rates in relation to equity. For example, California State University-Fullerton shared in the 
spring of 2023, the gap in graduation rates for underrepresented students and their counterparts 

widened, probably due to lack of resources such as internet access and quiet study spaces 

(Samaniego 2023). Increased family obligations during the remote learning phase could have been an 
additional barrier. The decreased transfer rates during the pandemic also reflects this equity gap 

(Zhao 2021). Community colleges that serve underrepresented racial minority and Hispanic-serving 
institutions were impacted more severely than other types of college campuses. 
  During the pandemic, institutions of higher education quickly shifted from in-person to an 
ever-changing modality of instruction. Due to the uncertainty that came with those shifts, faculty/staff 

experienced burnout at a higher rate (Boamah et al. 2022). According to Boamah et al. (2022), nursing 
faculty in higher education experienced an increase in work-life interference as teaching from home 
became the norm. Faculty and staff had reduced boundaries around work and their personal life with 

the increase of teaching from home. This blurring of lines between personal and professional time not 
only contributed to increased levels of burnout, but also led to higher turnover rates in nursing faculty 

(Boamah et al. 2022). Given the limited empirical attention to exploring faculty’s wellbeing during the 

pandemic, the research findings about nursing faculty may give us some insight into higher education 
employees. This also pointed out the need for additional research on the wellbeing and retention of 
faculty and staff in addition to college students. 

 
Mental health and retention 

 During the 2021–2022 academic year, the latest Healthy Minds survey reported a worsened 

mental health epidemic across college campuses (Alonso 2023). Close to half of college students from 
133 campuses (44%) reported depressive symptoms, 37% had anxiety, and 15% considered suicide, 
the highest percentage over the last 15 years. Students with mental health issues are more likely than 
their peers to discontinue academic programs (Arria et al. 2013). Faculty members and peer support 

may help college students who struggle with mental health issues (Arenas et al. 2021; Kalkbrenner, 

Jolley, and Hays 2021) as the university administrators enhance access to mental health counseling 
services. Meanwhile, faculty and staff also saw an increase in depressive symptoms and anxiety during 

this time. Support from administrators has an equally important role in ensuring faculty and staff can 
access resources such as physical wellness policies, socialization opportunities, and counseling 
services for their own mental health (Weyandt et al. 2020).   

 
Self-determination theory and basic psychological needs among college 
students  
Self-determination theory guided this study (Deci and Ryan 2004). This theory claims humans 

have three basic psychological needs that are universally crucial for flourishing and well-being: 
autonomy, relatedness, and competence. Autonomy refers to a sense of volition or agency, where 

students feel their voices are heard, opinions are respected, and feelings are considered while also 
receiving needed guidance. Relatedness is a sense of connection or belonging where students feel 
they are cared for by others and they also care for others. Competence is a felt confidence in wanting 
to try new tasks and embrace challenges. The current literature is rich in college students’ perceived 

autonomy in their academic motivation and success (Alsharari et al. 2019; Huescar Hernández et al. 
2020). Jeno, Danielsen, and Raaheim (2018) revealed that perceived competence negatively 

correlated with college students’ dropout intention, but positively associated with academic 

achievement. In the same study, the researchers used two items from basic psychological needs to 

reflect college students’ perceived relatedness, which linked intrinsic academic motivation (but only 
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for graduate students) and perceived competence. Research is still slim and therefore limited our 
ability to understand the roles of three basic psychological needs in college students’ persistence and 

retention especially during challenging social contexts. 

 
The current study 
Given the immediate impact and long-term implications of the pandemic on college 

campuses, particularly on college student retention, we conducted a mixed-method approach 
examining an entire academic department. This study explored the perceptions of all department 

members, including students, faculty, and staff, regarding the department’s DEBI climate, students’ 

perceived basic psychological needs, and students’ retention during the transition back to on-campus 
learning. The study had three major research questions: 

RQ1: At the department level, how did department members perceive department-wide 

climate related to diversity and inclusion during their transition back to in-person 
learning during the pandemic?  

RQ2: What were some challenges and evidence of persistence during such a transition?  

RQ3: What factors were associated with students’ retention in the Department of Family and 
Consumer Sciences (FCS)?  

 
METHODS 

Research site and procedure 
The university’s Institutional Review Board approved the current study. The research site was 

the Department of Family and Consumer Sciences (FCS) where five academic majors are hosted: 
human development and family science, FCS teacher education, interior design, fashion design and 
merchandizing, and food, nutrition, and dietetics. At the time of this research, the academic 

department included 31 faculty members (16 tenured or tenure-track, 15 non-tenure-track), five 
administrative professional staff, and approximately 525 undergraduate students and 101 graduate 

students. Each program in FCS consists of a series of three core FCS classes, along with major specific 
classes. The department is considered an applied learning environment, so each major includes lab 

classes and/or field specific observations and work. Many courses in these majors rely on in-person 
interactions and hands-on experiences.   

FCS instructors used in-person teaching modality until March 2020 when the US claimed a 

national crisis as the world was, and still is, dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic. Instructors at the 

research site received emails the week leading up to spring break asking them to switch all in-person 
teaching, including lab classes, to fully online courses. This learning modality lasted for another two 

semesters (fall 2020 and spring 2021). Fall 2021 was the first semester FCS members transitioned from 
online learning to in-person learning with masks required inside the classrooms. Fully returning to 
campus with restrictions presented more challenges than before spring of 2020 as the university 

enforced 10-day quarantines after positive tests for COVID-19 for all FCS members, per CDC and the 
university policy, and reduced class sizes to allow for social distancing. 

As FCS members witnessed and experienced incredible levels of challenges, the department 
ad hoc committee of diversity, equity, belonging, and inclusion (DEBI) sought to pursue opportunities 

to explore FCS member’s experiences regarding DEBI and factors that might challenge or support FCS 
members. This ad hoc committee was appointed by the department chair and members represented 

each of the academic majors as well as an academic advisor and three student representatives. The 

committee selected student representatives based on nominations or self-nominations. Collectively, 
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the committee made efforts to secure an inaugural DEBI grant from the college level to help fund the 
current study.  

During spring 2022, the department chair distributed a survey link to the department listserv 

for all FCS members, including students and faculty/staff. All participants, whether students or 
faculty/staff, responded to the same set of survey questions. Due to the limited number of staff 

members in FCS, we combined faculty and staff as one group to protect participants’ anonymity. The 
resulting sample (N = 93) included 68 students, 18 staff or faculty and seven who did not share their 
status. The majority of the participants self-identified as female (86.2%) and non-Hispanic White 
(77.6%) which is a similar representation of the students in the department. Participants’ 

demographics are presented in Table 1. We chose to report gender and race for all participants to 
protect the anonymity of faculty/staff given the smaller number of faculty/staff participants.  
 

Table 1. Demographics of participants 
Gender (all participants) n (%) 
    Female 75 (80.6%) 
    Male 9 (9.7%) 
    Prefer not to answer 3 (3.2%) 
Race (all participants)  
    Non-Hispanic Black 5 (5.4%) 
    Non-Hispanic White 66 (71%) 
    Latina/o 2 (2.2%) 
    Asian or Pacific Islander 4 (4.3%) 
    Multiracial 5 (5.4%) 
    African American 1 (1.1%) 
    Middle Eastern 1 (1.1%) 
Positions (all participants)  
    Student 68 (73.1%) 
    Staff/faculty 18 (19.4%) 
Academic standing (n =68; only student participants)  
    Freshman 8 (11.8%) 
    Sophomore 7 (10.3%) 
    Junior 18 (26.5%) 
    Senior 23 (33.8%) 
    Graduate student 12 (17.6%) 
Academic programs (n =68; only student participants)  
    Fashion design and merchandizing 11 (16.2%) 
    FCS teacher education 9 (13.2%) 
    Food, nutrition, and dietetics 18 (26.5%) 
    Human development and family science (including child life) 17 (25%) 
    Interior design 12 (17.6%) 
Students by geographic locations (n =68; only student participants)  
    International students 4 (5.9%) 
    In-state students 59 (86.8%) 
    Out-of-state students 3 (4.4%) 
First-generation students (n =68; only student participants) 8 (11.8%) 
Students who need accommodations services (n =68; only student participants) 4 (5.9%) 
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Measures 
FCS DEBI climate 
We adapted department diversity, equity, belonging, and inclusion climate items from the 

pillars of progress (Houston 2021), developing 10 pillars in total to be addressed at the university level. 

The current study examines the first pillar: commitment to care, respect, trust, and authentic 
relationships. Participants responded to eight items on a six-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 
6 = strongly agree). Example items included “there are opportunities for intentional relationship 

building and supportive dialogue among students, faculty, and staff in the Department of Family and 

Consumer Sciences,” and “FCS provides strategies to identify ‘cultural taxation’ (cultural taxation: the 
extra work students, faculty or staff of marginalized communities take on by repeatedly being the 

representation of their community).” Detailed mean and standard deviation (SD) of the eight items 
are presented in Table 2 with a breakdown of students vs. faculty/staff responses. Due to the 
difference in the number of participants between the two groups, we created a composite score of 

FCS DEBI Climate by averaging all eight items across all participants. This composite score is used for 

all subsequent analyses. 
 

Table 2. Factor loadings, means, and standard deviations of department DEBI climate (pillar items) 
Pillar items Factor loadings Mean/SD 

 Students Faculty 
staff 

Students Faculty 
staff 

1) There are opportunities for intentional relationship building and 
supportive dialogue among students, faculty, and staff in the 
Department of Family and Consumer Sciences. 

.79 .55 4.91/1.25 5.28/1.07 

2) There are opportunities for constructive feedback by 
underrepresented students in the Department of Family and 
Consumer Sciences. 

.93 .95 4.57/1.18 4/1.24 

3) There are opportunities for constructive feedback by 
underrepresented staff/faculty members in the Department of Family 
and Consumer Sciences. 

.89 .89 4.63/1.12 4.4/1.30 

4) There is a process for conflict resolution, reconciliation, and 
restorative justice in the Department of Family and Consumer 
Sciences. 

.93 .61 4.56/1.19 4.75/1.36 

5) FCS recognizes and incentivizes for equity diversity inclusion-action 
labor and accomplishments. 

.90 .93 4.85/1.16 5.13/1.13 

6) FCS provides strategies to identify “cultural taxation” (cultural 
taxation: the extra work students, faculty or staff of marginalized 
communities take on by repeatedly being the representation of their 
community). 

.93 .83 4.66/1.26 3.55/1.04 

7) FCS provides strategies to prevent “cultural taxation” (cultural 
taxation: the extra work students, faculty or staff of marginalized 
communities take on by repeatedly being the representation of their 
community). 

.88 .79 4.38/1.24 3.64/1.21 

8) FCS has leadership that promotes a culture of open communication, 
inclusion, and trust. 

.83 .61 5.19/1.10 5.33/.91 
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 In addition to the quantitative measure, we asked participants the following questions to elicit 
in-depth responses: (1) In what ways is FCS welcoming and inclusive? Can you provide an example? (2) 

In what ways is FCS not welcoming? (3) What are the barriers to establishing an inclusive environment 

and equitable opportunities? (4) Where are the opportunities for improvement?  
 

FCS members’ challenges 
We invited participants to share if they felt they struggled during fall 2021, and if so, at what 

point of the semester they felt they were struggling: (a) I never felt that I was struggling, (b) at the 

beginning of the semester, (c) in the middle of the semester, (d) towards the end of the semester, and 

(e) throughout the semester. We also invited participants to comment on the following questions: (1) 
What might be some of the top reasons that made you feel off balance? and (2) What helped you cope 
with those struggles? 

During the transition time and still under the impact of the pandemic, we asked participants 
to share their experiences that might indicate evidence of persistence which may help us gain insight 

on retention. We asked the participants “In the past semester, have you thought about taking a break? 

(a) yes, I wanted to take a break; (b) no, I was motivated to stay; and (c) unsure.” For those who 
selected yes or no, they were also invited to share the reasoning behind their thought processes.  
 

Students’ basic psychological needs 
We assessed college students’ basic psychological needs with the basic psychological need 

satisfaction scale (Deci and Ryan 2000; Gagné 2003); students responded to 21 questions on a 7-point 

scale from 1 (not at all true) to 7 (very true). These 21 items included three subscales: perceived 
autonomy, relatedness, and competence. The example item for autonomy subscale is “I generally feel 
free to express my ideas and opinions;” and the example item for relatedness subscale is “People in 

my life care about me;” and the example for competence subscale is “Most days I feel a sense of 
accomplishment from what I do.” The Cronbach’s αs for students are: .73 (seven items of autonomy), 

.79 (eight items for relatedness), and .70 (six items for competence). 
 
ANALYSIS 

To answer the first research question (how do FCS members perceive FCS climate in relation 
to diversity and inclusion during their transition back to in-person learning during the pandemic?), we 

conducted content analysis independently and discussed our disagreements during peer debriefing 

meetings. We generated codes and then combined them into larger categories. Themes emerged after 
consolidating categories based on their conceptual associations.  

 To answer the second research question (what were some challenges and evidence of 
persistence during such a transition?) we conducted content analysis in a similar process as described 
above.  

Finally, to answer the third research question (what factors were associated with FCS 
students’ retention?), we conducted two sets of one-way ANOVA analyses to compare three groups of 
students: (1) students who wanted to take a break, (2) those who were motivated to stay, and (3) 
those who were unsure in terms of students’ perspectives of FCS’ diversity, equity, belonging, and 

inclusion climate, as well as students’ perceived basic psychological needs satisfaction.  
 
RESULTS 

FCS DEBI climate 
FCS members, including students, staff, and faculty shared their perspectives on their 

experiences within the department of FCS. The qualitative results came from the participants’ 
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responses to a series of open-ended questions. As a result of the inductive coding process, three major 
themes emerged, suggesting FCS is inclusive, and four themes emerged to help FCS address barriers 

and make improvements. 

 
FCS Is Inclusive 
Qualitative coding showed that among those who responded to the question (n = 65; 69.9%) 

“In what ways is FCS welcoming and inclusive? Can you provide an example?” students (n = 52; 80%) 
demonstrated the agreement that the staff, faculty, and administrators in FCS made great efforts to 

help students feel included and that they belong through their relationship building within and 

beyond the classroom setting, or other common areas, such as administrative offices and hallways. 
One student’s response was representative of their peers:  

 

I love the FCS department SO SO SO much. I feel like there is nothing that compares on 
campus. I feel like my professors/staff/admin go out of their way to make connections 

with the students and it makes you feel like you matter. 

 
Likewise, faculty who responded to this question (n = 12; 66.7%), expressed a similar perspective, with 
responses focusing on faculty/staff responsiveness, friendly and welcoming demeaners, and 

willingness to help others (n = 9). One faculty responded: “I think the tone of our community the 
responsiveness of faculty to students is welcoming and inclusive–it’s baked into the culture.”  

Second, FCS students also perceived that there were various opportunities to receive support 

or professional development, such as the ambassador program, fall kick-off event, and the 
opportunities to join and lead registered student organizations (RSOs): “It is inclusive to all sorts of 
passions and interests. You can join clubs that aren’t even your area of study.” 

Third, FCS faculty/staff felt the environment and the atmosphere was positive, safe, and 

welcoming in general. A staff/faculty member shared their experience working with FCS colleagues 

when they first started this job: 
 

The people who work in FCS are some of the most welcoming and inclusive people I’ve 
ever met. Starting a new job far away from my family and during COVID is the best 
example I can provide of this. I have felt supported since day one. 

 

For those who have been at FCS for a while, faculty/staff have observed their supportive relationship 
with each other and how faculty and staff have supported students: “Every single professor I come in 

contact with is serious about helping students and reaching out. The faculty are very supportive of 
each other as well.” 
 Fourth, though both students and faculty/staff believe FCS is inclusive in general, students 

focused on specific instructors, events, or student groups, while faculty/staff emphasized the overall 

community and culture. 
  

FCS has room for improvement 
In addition to the strengths of the FCS environment, we asked both students and faculty/staff 

to provide ways that FCS may not be welcoming or any barriers they believe exist in establishing an 

inclusive environment with equitable opportunities. Noticeably, when asked “In what ways is FCS not 

welcoming? What are the barriers to establishing an inclusive environment and equitable 

opportunities? Where are the opportunities for improvement?” 60 participants responded to this 
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question (64.5% response rate). Among these responses, 26 (43.3%) FCS members reported that they 
perceived no barriers, including 25 (96.2%) students. We discussed the major themes below, based on 

the experiences shared by the 34 FCS members who faced barriers or provided suggestions for 

improvement. 
First, FCS members voiced their frustrations on the homogenous demographics in the 

department which may restrict department members from growing through exposure to diverse 
perspectives. For example, a student shared, “my classes are majority white. This makes sense as we 
are in a majority white area. However, it makes it difficult to hear other perspectives.” Faculty/staff’s 
responses also reflected a need to further diversify FCS members; “We could (continue) to further 

diversify our faculty.” One student reflected the department is predominately white that can be a 
barrier to make FCS inclusive and welcoming: 

 

They have never actively sought out racial/social justice training for students, perhaps 
for staff, or for RSO leaders. To be truly welcoming and inclusive, FCS could take an 

active role in diversifying our department cuz . . . we’re pretty white! 

 
Second, inequitable treatment can also happen to FCS members. One student expressed their 

concern about availability of professors stating, “Some professors are not there for extra support 

when needed.” Another student voiced their concern stating: 
 

I feel like some of the professors definitely partake in favoritism. With that said, I believe 
it’s a barrier that's not enhancing the environment to be inclusive. If a student feels left 

out or discriminated against on purpose, that individual will not seek out equitable 
opportunities or go to the professor for aid. Professors can try to be more cognizant 
regarding playing favorites, and show equal treatment regarding how they view a 

student, despite some personal information they might know. 

 
Similar issues were encountered by faculty/staff:  

 
I don’t actually know when the faculty meetings are or if I’m supposed to be attending, 
so that could be improved/remedied, I suppose. I also haven’t felt like [staff] cares much 

for me, but I’m not sure how to fix that. I’ve been made aware that I struggle with 
imposter syndrome, so it’s possible that it’s just because I have been having a hard time 
feeling like I belong here with people who are so much more intelligent and experienced 
than I am. That’s not something anyone can improve but me. 

 

Finally, two students indicated their biggest barriers were more related to the overall physical 

environment. The building in which the FCS department is housed is located away from the center of 

campus and therefore when students have classes in the building, they typically stay in the building 
between classes. A reflection of the need for student space to be available is reflected by one student 
who suggested FCS, “improve the building for more group workspace and more accessible spaces.”  

 
Existing challenges that FCS members faced 
Struggles 
Both students and faculty/staff responded to a series of questions related to whether and how 

they felt they were struggling during the past semester (fall 2021). In response to the question: “In the 
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past semester, did you feel that you were struggling?” 63 (67.7%) participants indicated that they were 
struggling during the fall 2021 semester. This was the first time the university welcomed students back 

for in-person teaching modality with masks on. Among those who struggled, 47 were students, 10 

were faculty/staff members, and six did not share their status (Figure 1).  

 
Figure 1. Percentages of students and faculty/staff participants who reported that they struggled 

 
Note. “Yes” is participants who responded that they struggled in the past semester; “No” is participants who responded that they did 
not struggle in the past semester; “Unsure” is participants that were not sure if they struggled or not in the past semester. 
 

We also followed up with a question “when during the semester did you feel that you were 

struggling the most?” Seventy-one (76.3%) participants responded to this question, including 51 
students and 14 faculty/staff. Approximately half of student participants (n = 23) reported they 
struggled throughout the fall 2021 semester. Among the 14 faculty/staff participants, seven reported 
they struggled throughout the fall semester. The respondents indicated a sense of being off-balance 

as they struggled with handling multiple social roles including but not limited to school, work, social 
life, family, and finances. Both students and faculty/staff shared their frustrations about instructor-
student relationships and additional workload challenges due to the transition from remote learning 

to in-person learning modality while still combatting the everyday challenges related to the 
pandemic. Both students and faculty/staff members sought various strategies to cope with their 
struggles. There are similarities between students and faculty/staff members in terms of support 

systems and self-care activities. Both shared that their support systems involve family and friends; 

both intentionally take time off for reading, exercise, and other leisure activities; both indicated 
pursuing therapy.  
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Break (persistence status) 
Similarly, students and faculty/staff responded to a series of questions related to whether 

they wanted to take a break from school and the reasons behind their decisions. Despite the 
prevalence of struggles that existed during fall 2021, most FCS members (67.2% student participants 

[n = 43], 56.3% faculty participants [n = 9]) did not want to take a break from school/work (Figure 2). 
These results indicate that although many FCS members experienced struggles during this 
transitional period, they largely demonstrated persistence and commitment to remaining in their 

programs.  

 

Figure 2. Percentages of students and faculty/staff who reported that they wanted to take a break from school 

 
Note. “Yes” is participants who responded that they wanted to take a break from school in the past semester; “No” is participants who 
responded that they wanted to stay in school in the past semester; “Unsure” is participants that were not sure if they wanted  to stay in 
school or wanted to take a break. 

 

Some possible rationales included they didn’t feel like quitting, they were near graduation, or 
simply due to a sense of responsibility and interest in their programs. Many faculty members indicated 
the reason for not wanting to take a break was due to the fact that it was their job. Some went on to 

state “I want to continue to help my students” and “I love what I do.” For both faculty/staff and 
students who wanted to take a break at a certain point during the semester, the reasons included 

mental health struggles, such as stress, overwhelm, and burnout, or loss of interest in school/career 

path. 
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DEBI experiences and basic psychological needs satisfaction differed by 
persistence statuses 
To explore the factors associated with students’ persistence statuses (n=68), we ran two sets 

of one-way ANOVA analyses to identify whether there are differences in terms of students DEBI 
experiences at FCS and their basic psychological needs satisfaction among three groups of students 

(group 1) those who wanted to take a break, (group 2) those who were motivated to stay, and (group 
3) those who were unsure.  

First, to compare students’ perception of FCS DEBI climate through their responses to the 

pillars measure that reflect FCS DEBI climate across three groups of students (group 1, group 2, and 

group 3), a one-way ANOVA test was performed in order to detect mean-level differences in students’ 
perceptions of FCS DEBI climate across these three groups. Findings revealed mean-level differences 

for FCS DEBI climate [F (2,83) = 3.20, p =.046]. Tukey’s HSD Test for multiple comparisons revealed that 
students who were motivated to stay scored higher than their peers who wanted to take a break (p 
=.037, 95% C.I. = [-1.55, -.04], Figure 3). When students perceived FCS as endorsing diversity, equity, 

belonging, and inclusion, students were less likely to want to take a break from school. Please note 

that in Figures 3–6, “Yes” is students who responded that they wanted to take a break from school; 
“No” is students who responded that they wanted to stay in school; “Unsure” is students who were 
not sure if they wanted to stay in school or wanted to take a break. 

 

Figure 3. ANOVA results of students’ perceptions of FCS DEBI climate by persistence status 

 
Next, in order to compare students’ basic psychological needs across the three groups, we 

performed a one-way ANOVA. This detected mean-level differences on students’ basic psychological 
needs across these three groups of students (wanted to take a break, motivated to stay, and unsure). 
Findings revealed mean-level differences for perceived autonomy [F (2,61) = 5.45, p =.007], for 
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perceived relatedness [F (2,61) = 5.54, p = .006], and for perceived competence [F (2,61) = 6.29, p = 
.003]. Tukey’s HSD Test for multiple comparisons showed that students who were motivated to stay 

scored higher on perceived autonomy (p =.019, 95% C.I. = [-1.27, -.09], Figure 4), relatedness (p =.011, 

95% C.I. = [-1.18, -.13], Figure 5), and competence (p =.002, 95% C.I. = [-1.58, .34], Figure 6) than those 
who considered taking a break.  

 

Figure 4. ANOVA results of students’ perceived autonomy by persistence status 

 
Figure 5. ANOVA results of students’ perceived relatedness by persistence status 
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Figure 6. ANOVA results of students’ perceived competence by persistence status 

 
DISCUSSION 
 The transition back to campus after an extended period of online learning uncovered 
important insights into the mental health struggles faced by the FCS community. The stress and 
anxiety of navigating this shift contributed to increased mental health challenges, influencing both 

students and faculty/staff desires to take a break from school or work. This highlights an important 
link between mental wellness and academic retention. Understanding and addressing these mental 
health issues is essential for fostering a supportive and inclusive educational environment that 

promotes the well-being of both students and faculty/staff. 
 

Mental health issues and struggles in the department during the pandemic 
FCS members, including both students and faculty/staff, expressed that they faced significant 

struggles during the pandemic due to mental health issues, particularly during the fall of 2021 when 
transition from online learning to in-person learning took place. Those who said they wanted to take a 

break from school identified mental health issues as a major contributor. Multiple studies found direct 
associations between mental health issues and declined retention rates among college students (Arria 
et al. 2013; Thomas et al. 2021). Similarly, research suggests faculty/staff had increased levels of 

anxiety and depression during and immediately after the pandemic period (Weyandt et al. 2020). This 

is not unique to the department at the university where the study was conducted; as shown in a 

national survey, mental health issues are alarming across college campuses (Alonso 2023).    
 

Department DEBI environment and student retention  
 Survey results indicated that members viewed the climate of the department as inclusive and 
appreciated the department’s focus on mutual respect. Cultural and racial diversity, however, is 

lacking and recruitment efforts ought to consider further diversifying the student population. 

Students who considered taking a break from school scored the department DEBI environment lower 
than students who were motivated to stay during the transition back to in-person learning. One 

possible explanation is that students may not have maintained connections to their peers and 
department staff/faculty during the remote learning semesters, likely resulting in a lower sense of 
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belonging than peers who managed to stay in contact with other members from the focal department. 
Due to losing connections and a reduced sense of belonging, these students may have become less 

interested in school and consequently less motivated to persist (Pedler, Willis, and Nieuwoudt; Wolf et 

al. 2017). As students return to in-person learning, the department began new initiatives such as fall 
kick-off events, freshman welcome events, meet your faculty lunch, and so forth to cultivate a sense of 

belonging. Similar initiatives should continue to gain momentum and become a norm at the focal 
department to continuously help students reconnect, maintain, and further enhance their sense of 
belonging as a member of the department. Building connection into the culture of the department 
has become an important area of focus for future initiatives. 

 
Basic psychological needs and student retention  
Basic psychological needs including autonomy, relatedness, and competence are three 

universal needs that can help individuals flourish (Deci and Ryan 2004). Students who are more 
motivated to stay during their transition back to in-person learning scored higher on a sense of 

perceived autonomy, relatedness, and competence than students who wanted to take a break. This 

indicates that college students’ levels of basic needs satisfactions are likely to link to retention, 
especially during challenging times, such as transition in learning modality, the pandemic, or when 
personal crises (mental health or family emergencies) pile up. Given the benefits of basic needs 

satisfaction (Alsharari et al. 2019; Huéscar Hernández et al. 2020), in particular their contributions to 
students’ persistence and retention (Jeno, Danielsen, and Raaheim 2018), departmental and 

institutional efforts can focus on enhancing students’ autonomy (agency and need for guidance), 

relatedness (sense of connectedness and community), and competence (felt confidence).   
 
LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

Despite the unique pitch and large efforts to engage all members of the academic department 
in the current project, there are several limitations worth discussing. First, we invited students, staff, 

and faculty to share their experiences and perspectives in retrospect as the data collection occurred in 
spring 2022 while their transition from remote learning to in-person learning took place in fall 2021. 

Though we can capture their holistic view of their experiences of the entire fall 2021 semester, it might 
not reflect their experiences and perspectives accurately. Future research might use a daily diary 
approach in combination with photovoice methodology to elicit real-time experiences and 

perspectives from department members.  

Second, the current study is a cross-sectional design by nature to reflect members’ struggles 
and evidence of persistence during the transition from remote to in-person learning. There is a need 

to follow students over time from their freshman year or first semester as new transfer students until 
the year after they graduate from FCS in order to gain a further understanding of their experiences as 
FCS members, their struggles, and support for retention, graduation, and pursuit of future careers or 

further education in a holistic view. 
Third, the topic under investigation would benefit from using a participatory action research 

approach where an advisory board can be formed with students from different backgrounds and staff 
and faculty of different statuses. This advisory board would form research questions, design survey or 

interview questions, conduct analysis, and report results, which would then be used as integrated, 
authentic interventions to address the needs of FCS members. This approach would allow FCS to 

embed interventions naturally into the culture of the department while taking into account the 

comprehensive nature of the underlying issues. Future research should aim to expand the current 

study by implementing an advisory board and longitudinal approach.  
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Lastly, this research did not include analyses across the different academic programs or fully 
explore basic psychological needs satisfaction for faculty/staff due to an inadequate sample size. 

Conducting such analyses could be valuable for program coordinators, the academic department, and 

other department constituents. Future studies should aim to recruit more participants from each 
major and more faculty/staff to allow further comparisons. 

 
IMPLICATIONS 

The current study pointed out the evidence of department efforts to address diversity, equity, 

inclusion, and belonging for students, staff, and faculty members. Based on feedback from this 

survey, a range of activities were implemented to support these goals. For instance, the department 
organizes the “Connect with FCS” event each semester, which facilitates networking and community 
building among students, staff, and faculty. The “Fall Kick Off” events specifically target freshman and 

sophomore/transfer students to help them integrate into the academic community. Over the course 
of two semesters, the department implemented book clubs to foster inclusive discussions and 

perspectives. The department also conducted a panel discussion to address DEBI issues and promote 

open dialogue. Furthermore, the department secured a DEBI grant to fund initiatives aimed at 
improving the DEBI climate, including this research project. Recruitment efforts have been expanded 
to include scholarship opportunities for high school students, and there is now student 

representation on the FCS DEBI committee to ensure diverse voices are heard in decision-making 
processes. Finally, follow-up surveys are conducted to assess the effectiveness of these initiatives and 

to make necessary adjustments. In addition to the activities and events, the department has 

developed a new space in the building intended for studying, socializing, and hosting student events. 
Despite ongoing barriers, actions have been taken to address the diverse representations 

among students through recruitment and retention initiatives at the department level. The campus 
administration continues to prioritize mental health and retention policies and activities, particularly 

for those from underserved communities, including first-generation students, racial minorities, and 

other marginalized groups. Additionally, new opportunities for funding have been introduced to 
support DEBI related initiatives that benefit both faculty/staff and students. It is important to note 

that the mental health of faculty and staff should also be considered, and the secondary trauma that 
faculty and staff experience through their students should be addressed and cared for.  

As evidenced in the study, both students and faculty/staff experienced struggles during the 

transitions due to the change in learning modality because of the pandemic. Struggles are 

multifaceted and may lead to mental health issues and retention concerns for both students and 
faculty/staff. Frequent check-ins and regular social events to help students and faculty/staff increase 

consciousness of well-being and self-care can help. These social events can include, but are not 
limited to, DEBI book clubs, beginning of the semester welcome events, connections through 
department social media platforms, and both informal and formal check-ins throughout various 

academic programs in the format of one-on-one meetings or mentor-students as group meetings. In 

the meanwhile, faculty/staff’s mental well-being and sense of belonging should also become a focal 
point for the upper administrators as well as the campus climate.  

Further, students’ perceptions of DEBI and basic psychological needs are linked to their 

likelihood of persisting in their degree program. Administrators, staff, and faculty’s efforts to cultivate 
a DEBI climate and to support their autonomy, relatedness, and competence are likely to address 

student retention issues, with special attention to the historically underserved/underrepresented 

student population. Most importantly, as Naylor and Mifsud (2020) argued, instead of forcing 
students, especially those who are socially and economically marginalized, to form social 
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connections, institutions or those with institutional power can enact concrete measures to embrace 
all students by respecting their unique identity, understanding their challenges, and valuing their 

perspectives due to their specific demographic characteristics. Community-based action research 

would be an effective approach to help administrators and scholars receive insight from constituents 
with serious considerations of the context and their social locations. Academic departments can 

benefit from taking a holistic approach to their diversity, equity, belonging, and inclusion initiatives by 
starting conversations with all members of their department and ensuring representation from a 
variety of backgrounds.  
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