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Abstract 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, college faculty took many different actions to support 

student success during the transition to online instruction. However, the conclusions we draw 

about the impact of these adaptations and their implications for racial equity may vary 

depending on the outcome measures we examine. We explore this possibility through a 

mixed-methods study of 10 courses taught at a Hispanic-Serving Institution in the United 

States in Spring 2020. First, using qualitative analytical methods, we identify five types of 

instructional adaptations students noticed their instructors made early in the pandemic. 

Second, we use quantitative methods to uncover associations between these instructional 

adaptations and several student- and course-level outcome variables. While all five 

instructional adaptations were perceived as beneficial by students, only two—ensuring 

access to class resources and ensuring access to instructor time—were significantly 

correlated with racially marginalized students’ self-reported motivational and personal gains 

from their coursework. None of the adaptations were significantly associated with more 

equitable course outcomes, however. We discuss the implications of these findings and the 

differing narratives they imply for researchers, practitioners, and policymakers. 
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How did instructors adapt their course policies and teaching practices as they moved 

online during the COVID-19 pandemic, and how did these adaptations relate to student 

outcomes? In this manuscript, we explore this question in the specific context of a Hispanic-

Serving Institution (HSI) in the western United States. We illustrate how different outcome 

measures and different units of analysis can lead us to draw novel—and, in some cases, 

contradictory—conclusions about the impact of instructors’ adaptations to their courses. 

We first provide a brief overview of the importance of HSIs for advancing educational 

equity and the role research can play in advancing equity, particularly in the wake of a global 

pandemic. We then examine the important and sometimes conflicting stories that research has 

already told us about equity and online learning during the pandemic, both across the world and 

in the specific context of HSIs in the United States. Finally, we report on the current study and its 

implications for future teaching, research, and policymaking. 

 

Contextualizing Hispanic-Serving Institutions 
The United States has a long and ongoing history of systemic racism and discrimination 

against People of Color, including Hispanic or Latinx Americans (Gonzalez, 2011). Hispanic or 

Latinx Americans have historically faced marginalized in higher education, though many have 

fought this marginalization and worked to reform and diversify academia (MacDonald & García, 

2003). Hundreds of U.S. colleges and universities are now designated as Hispanic-Serving 

Institutions (HSIs), meaning that at least 25% of enrolled students identify as Hispanic or Latinx 

(Fosnacht & Nailos, 2016). Such institutions serve approximately one-third of all Hispanic 

undergraduates in the U.S., and thus play a crucial role in advancing educational equity. 

HSIs have crucial differences from other U.S. institutions that serve marginalized racial 

groups (e.g., Historically Black Colleges and Universities) or nationalities (e.g., Tribal Colleges). 

Most HSIs were not founded with the explicit mission of serving Hispanic or Latinx students 

(Garcia & Ramirez, 2018). Since HSIs have been defined by the numbers of Hispanic or Latinx 

students enrolled, many are institutions which became HSIs sometime after their founding. 

Therefore, these institutions were not necessarily created with Hispanic or Latinx students’ needs 

in mind. Franco and Hernández (2018) argue that HSI faculty and staff must work to identify and 

collect data that could enable them to understand how specific courses, policies, or practices are 

succeeding or failing at serving Hispanic and Latinx students.  

Understanding how HSI course policies and teaching practices succeed or fail at serving 

Hispanic and Latinx students took on renewed urgency1 during the recent coronavirus pandemic. 

During the pandemic, many colleges—including HSIs—moved from in-person instruction to 

online instruction for an extended period, and students at many institutions disliked online 

instruction and reported facing a variety of technical and non-technical challenges (Gonzalez-

Ramirez et al., 2021). These challenges may have disproportionately harmed students who were 

already marginalized in higher education and/or those who had only limited access to technology 

needed for online learning (Katz et al., 2021; Means & Neisler, 2021). Since HSIs are defined 

based on enrollment and not on specific policies or pedagogical practices, it is logistically 

difficult to make empirical claims that apply to all HSIs (Fosnacht & Nailos, 2016); however, 

Bell et al. (2021) recently found evidence to suggest that the “digital divide [in student access to 

technology and internet during COVID-19] may be more prevalent at HSIs than at previously 
 

1 This need has been present throughout the history of higher education in the United States, even if it historically 

went largely unacknowledged by White-dominated institutions and power structures (MacDonald & García, 2003). 
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studied institutions” (p. 115). Furthermore, in the academic years just prior to the pandemic, 

Cottrell (2021) used propensity score matching to compare HSI student outcomes in online and 

face-to-face courses and found comparable grades but higher withdrawal rates in online classes.  

Given these challenges and the important role HSIs play in advancing educational equity, 

it is imperative to understand how the shift to online instruction played out in the specific context 

of HSIs. Our study sought to go beyond documenting existing inequities to ask what policies and 

practices best supported HSI students (including, but not limited to, Hispanic and Latinx 

students) during the pandemic. 

 

Telling stories about pandemic teaching and learning 

To deal with pandemic challenges, many instructors across the world made changes to 

their teaching practices to address students’ online learning needs. A survey of faculty and 

administrators from over 600 U.S. colleges and universities found that nearly half of faculty 

lowered the volume of work expected from students during the early months of the pandemic 

(Johnson et al., 2020). Many faculty reported other changes as well, such as moving course 

content online, using Zoom to meet with classes, and changing or lowering expectations about 

the type or quality of work students should do (2020). On the other hand, faculty themselves 

sometimes reported devoting considerably more time than usual to their work—both extra time 

devoted to learning new technologies and extra time devoted to interacting with students. For 

example, in a mixed-methods study of Malaysian faculty’s responses to the pandemic, 

Badiozaman (2021) reported that faculty were working 12- or 15-hour days and weekends to 

master new technological tools and create online media and materials for students; furthermore, 

“communication with students...became constant” for many faculty (p. 12). These extraordinary 

time commitments might have been a powerful support for student success during the crisis; at 

the same time, they may also have been a major source of stress and burnout for faculty (see, for 

example, Arrona-Palacios et al., 2022).  

Moving forward, we can expect ongoing debates and controversies over the proper 

“lessons learned” from the shift to online instruction, both at HSIs and in higher education more 

broadly. Research involves telling stories with data (Alexander, 2022), and such stories are 

presently in high demand. Indeed, one of the top needs that became apparent early in the 

pandemic—reported by over half of faculty and nearly two-thirds of administrators—was a 

demand for information on how best to support students’ remote learning (Johnson et al., 2020).  

Researchers and policymakers will likely examine the different ways in which college 

faculty members adapted their instruction and use these data to advance competing visions for 

the future of higher education. Neoliberal perspectives might focus on identifying the efforts that 

were most cost-effective from an institutional standpoint and capitalizing on these efforts—for 

example, by preserving asynchronous course materials created during the pandemic and 

gradually replacing full-time faculty with adjuncts who administer these courses but receive 

lower pay and benefits (Le Grange, 2020; Orleck, 2021). In contrast, more critical perspectives 

might focus on the working conditions and constraints that made student-supporting actions 

feasible or infeasible for higher education faculty. For example, the time and resources available 

to adjunct faculty to adapt their instruction may have been, on average, very limited compared to 

faculty with permanent positions (Leathwood & Read, 2020). This latter framing of the issue 

may encourage solutions that involve decreasing, rather than increasing, the ratio of students to 

full-time faculty in higher education. 
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The challenge of quantifying equity during a pandemic 

How did instructors’ adaptations in response to the pandemic advance educational equity2 

or exacerbate inequities? Unfortunately, this question is challenging to answer. One common 

measure of educational equity, the “achievement gap” or “equity gap” in course grades, was 

particularly difficult to measure in college courses during the pandemic because educational 

disruptions often resulted in substantial changes to both teaching and assessment practices 

(Means & Neisler, 2020). Such changes may have introduced greater-than-normal sources of 

variability and error into course assessments. For example, Zuckerman and colleagues (2021) 

examined biology course grades at a large doctoral-granting institution and found that racial 

equity gaps decreased between Fall 2019 and Spring 2020. At the same time, the authors 

paradoxically found that students also reported fewer opportunities to discuss course content with 

their peers (a practice often associated with reduced equity gaps; see Theobald et al., 2019).  

Zuckerman et al. argued that their finding was likely an artifact of flexible course policies 

and grading practices implemented in response to the pandemic: if all students tended to receive 

higher grades than they might have received in a pre-pandemic environment, ceiling effects 

would have resulted in reduced equity gaps. For some readers, this may raise the question of 

whether equity gaps were “really” reduced. If traditional course policies and grading practices 

are assumed to be a valid proxy for student learning, then changing such practices may result in a 

less accurate measure of learning outcomes, and reduced equity gaps in one course may simply 

hide disparities in student learning that could re-emerge in future courses. However, some 

scholars argue that traditional course policies and grading practices are relatively poor proxies 

for student learning, since they often include measures of student attendance, participation, or 

other non-cognitive outcomes (Feldman, 2018). In fact, the grades generated in courses with 

more flexible, pandemic-driven policies (e.g., where attendance was no longer graded) could 

conceivably be better proxies for student learning compared with pre-pandemic grades. 

Importantly, the very technological tools that were sometimes used to establish assessment 

validity (e.g., by surveilling students to prevent cheating) may themselves have contributed to 

equity gaps by directly or indirectly harming the performance of students with limited internet 

connectivity (Morris et al., 2021; Petillion & McNeil, 2020).  

In this complex information landscape, we argue that it is crucial to attend to multiple 

data sources to examine the impact of instructors’ actions during these difficult days—

particularly at HSIs, given the crucial role these institutions play in serving Hispanic and Latinx 

students. We must attend to both institutional data (e.g., equity gaps based on course grades) and 

to students’ own perspectives on pandemic instruction.  

 

Student perspectives on online learning during the pandemic 

Researchers are already telling important stories about how instructors adapted their 

courses to online modalities and how students perceived these adaptations. In a survey of a 

nationally representative sample of U.S. college students, Means and Neisler (2021) found that 

certain practices (drawn from a list of recommended best practices for online instruction) were 

 
2 Equity has multiple definitions and dimensions. For example, some educators and researchers define equity as 

equal access to resources or equal educational achievement, while others argue that equity also requires attention to 

identity and power (Gutierrez, 2012). We argue that all of these definitions are valid and important; in the present 

manuscript, however, we conceptualize equity primarily in terms of achievement (which we in turn operationalize 

through course grades). 
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strongly associated with student satisfaction, even among historically marginalized student 

populations. These included personal messages from faculty to students about their progress in 

the course and the use of activities that prompted student reflection on their learning.  

Pagoto and colleagues (2021) explored student perceptions of instructional adaptations 

across multiple institutions using focus group methods. They found that some adaptations were 

often seen as ineffective (e.g., prerecorded lectures) while others were often seen as effective 

(e.g., instructor flexibility and instructor accessibility, as well as providing students with access 

to extra tools and resources). On the other hand, an open-ended survey of community college 

students by Prokes and Housel (2021) suggested that instructor flexibility, instructor 

accessibility, and prerecorded lectures were all seen as helpful by students.  

 

Online learning at HSIs during the pandemic 

Numerous studies have already examined the challenges HSI students faced during their 

transition to online learning (e.g., Black et al., 2020), and some have examined the strategies or 

technologies that HSI instructors used to support students during this transition (e.g., Davila-

Diaz, 2022; Morales-Cruz et al., 2021). Shapiro and colleagues (2020) did both, asking students 

to share the challenges they faced and asking instructors to share steps they took to mitigate such 

challenges. 

However, few studies have paired these analyses to examine how specific instructional 

adaptations contributed to specific positive outcomes for students. One important exception is 

Mshigeni et al. (2022), who showed that students at one HSI slightly preferred synchronous 

course meetings over asynchronous course meetings but felt both were inferior to in-person 

instruction. Students also identified frequent communication from instructors as an important 

recommendation for future online learning. Another important exception is the work of Vielma 

and Brey (2021), who surveyed engineering students in a large HSI and asked an open-ended 

question about “what aspect of the online course content [students felt] was the most effective,” 

(p. 140). Qualitative analyses of their data showed that the two most common responses were 

“Faculty availability (office hours, responsiveness)” and “Recorded lectures,” (p. 140), both of 

which were mentioned by at least 50 of the 352 respondents in their survey.  

Vielma and Brey also asked students to offer suggestions for how to improve online 

course delivery in the future. Response rates for this question were far lower (no single 

suggestion was named by more than 5% of respondents) but included intriguing suggestions, 

including better-quality online resources, expressions of faculty empathy and compassion for 

students, more effective communication, and more one-on-one access to instructors through 

virtual office hours.  

However, most students who completed this survey were describing instructional 

adaptations they had seen across multiple courses (an average of 2.1 courses per student), 

meaning it was not possible to match these data with course-level outcome variables. In our 

study, we build upon this prior research by examining how instructional adaptations at HSIs 

were associated with both student-level and course-level outcomes. Using multiple data sources 

with different units of analysis may enable us to triangulate stronger conclusions about online 

learning during the pandemic; just as importantly, it can tell us which conclusions fail to 

triangulate. In our study, we found that different sources of data told contradictory stories about 

how these adaptations did or did not advance educational equity.  
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The present study 

California State University, Monterey Bay (CSUMB) was uniquely positioned to help 

address some of these questions. The university has an ongoing faculty development program to 

support a major curricular reform—specifically, the implementation of course-based 

undergraduate research experiences across the sciences and humanities. Every semester, faculty 

and staff collaborate to conduct surveys of student experiences in courses where these curricular 

changes have recently been implemented, or in courses where such changes are planned for an 

upcoming semester. In Spring 2020, we used this existing data collection architecture to examine 

student perceptions of faculty members’ instructional adaptations in the early months of the 

pandemic. Using a dataset from 10 different courses across the biological, physical, and social 

sciences as well as the humanities, we asked: 

  

1. What types of instructional adaptations did students notice in their courses? 

2. At the student level, which instructional adaptations were positively associated with self-

reported motivational gains and other affective outcomes? 

3. At the course level, which instructional adaptations were negatively associated with 

“equity gaps” in an institutionally reported learning outcome (course grades)? 

  

By answering these questions, we can begin to understand how different outcome metrics 

and different units of analysis might lead us to tell different stories with different implications for 

higher education policy and practice.  

 

Methods 
We used mixed methods to investigate our research questions, conducting a qualitative 

content analysis to answer research question #1 and quantitative correlational analyses to answer 

questions #2 and #3. Using qualitative methods enabled us to identify unexpected or unforeseen 

categories of instructional adaptations as perceived by students; for instance, we did not initially 

expect a category of “demonstrated patience” to emerge from the data, yet this category became 

apparent during our analyses. Meanwhile, using quantitative methods enabled us to add to 

previous literature by specifically relating qualitatively derived categories to quantitative student 

outcome measures. In doing so, we were able to look for effects and patterns that might be 

missed in purely qualitative or purely quantitative studies. 

Some researchers have enlisted undergraduate students themselves in conducting 

research on student perspectives during COVID-19. For example, Barber et al. (2021) enlisted 

students in designing a survey to generate data about their peers’ experiences during the 

pandemic. Such an approach is invaluable because it can generate original questions and novel 

insights that might be overlooked by researchers who approach the study from a different 

standpoint (Harding, 1992). In our study, half of the research team were undergraduate 

researchers while the remaining half were university staff or faculty. 

 

Context 

Participants were undergraduate students at CSUMB, a midsize public four-year Hispanic 

Serving Institution in the western United States. The institution serves over 6,000 undergraduates 

and approximately 43% are residents of the tri-county area surrounding the university campus. 

During the Spring 2020 semester, approximately 53% of undergraduates were first-generation 
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college students. Approximately 44% identified as Hispanic or Latinx and approximately 29% as 

Non-Hispanic White, while an additional 4% identified as African American, 8% as Asian 

American, 1% as Native American or Alaska Native, 1% as Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 

and 8% as Multiracial. Nearly one-third of CSUMB undergraduates came from low-income 

families (CSUMB IAR, 2020).  

This project was conducted under research protocol CPHS 21-052-K122. As mentioned 

above, pre- and post-course surveys are regularly conducted with students in many CSUMB 

courses that have recently undergone curricular reforms, or in courses where such reforms are 

planned for future semesters. Students provide informed consent during the administration of 

these surveys. The pre-course survey collects a small amount of demographic information and 

baseline information about students’ career goals; the post-course survey is more extensive and 

collects information about student experiences in (and perceived outcomes of) coursework. In 

Spring 2020, an open-ended question was added at the beginning of the post-course survey to 

elicit students’ perceptions of the ways instructors adapted their teaching practices in response to 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Our analysis focuses on this post-course survey data. 

The survey was administered to students via email or during synchronous online course 

meetings between April 20 and May 20, 2020. A total of 452 students started the survey, and 

there were 308 complete or mostly complete3 responses attributed to 19 different courses.  

As we were interested in understanding potential variation across different courses, we 

chose to conduct quantitative analyses using only the responses from courses with at least 10 

complete or mostly complete responses. Ultimately, we analyzed 274 responses from students in 

10 different courses, out of a total of 686 students enrolled in these courses (thus our survey 

response rate was 40%). Most of these courses had already undergone curricular reforms 

converting them into course-based undergraduate research experiences, or CUREs. However, a 

few were courses where instructors intended to implement CUREs during the following 

academic year. To preserve instructors’ confidentiality, we aggregated responses by disciplinary 

area in our analysis: three Social Sciences and Humanities courses, four Biological Sciences 

courses, and three Math and Physical Sciences courses. Course enrollment numbers and survey 

response rates for each disciplinary area by student ethnicity and by combined racial/ethnic 

identity are shown in Table 1. 

We also asked students about demographic data such as Hispanic ethnicity and racial 

identity. In addition to comparing Hispanic and non-Hispanic student outcomes, we were 

interested in outcomes among the broader category of all students with historically marginalized 

racial identities. However, we elected not to use the category “underrepresented minority” 

because these students are, in fact, a majority in many higher education settings (including our 

own). We also wished to avoid this term because it typically excludes Asian American students, 

implicitly contributing to a so-called “model minority myth” while obscuring unique forms of 

racism faced by Asian American students and considerable heterogeneity in college enrollment 

and outcomes among students of various Asian ethnicities and nationalities (Museus & Kiang, 

2009).  

Instead, we used the category “Students of Color” to denote all students who are likely to 

have experienced inequities caused by systemic racism or colonialism. For this reason, we 

combined data on racial and ethnic identity, categorizing survey respondents as Students of 

 
3 Mostly-complete responses were those that did not complete the entire survey but did answer all ten questions 

about motivational gains and personal gains, the two student-level outcome variables we consider in this study. 
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Color if they identified as Native American4 or Alaska Native, Asian, Black, or African 

American, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, Multi-racial, or any other identity other than 

White, and/or if they identified as Hispanic. Thus, in our analyses the category “Students of 

Color” always includes all self-identified Hispanic students, even those who self-identified their 

racial identity as White.  

We recognize the complexity of Hispanic or Latinx ethnicity and the diverse Latinidades 

encompassed by this label (Aparicio, 2017; Román et al., 2022), including but not limited to 

Afro-Latinx, Indigenous, Multi-racial, and White identities as well as dozens of ethnicities and 

nationalities (Blackwell, 2017; Dowling, 2017; Hernández, 2017). We do not wish to elide or 

obscure this diversity. We merely use the combined “Students of Color” category to indicate 

that, in our analysis, we are interested in equity gaps between students who are typically 

disadvantaged by any mechanism(s) of systemic racism in comparison to students who are 

typically privileged by systemic racism. All students who were not classified as “Students of 

Color” will be referred to as “non-Hispanic White students” throughout the remainder of this 

manuscript. Students who were missing both racial identity and ethnic identity data were 

excluded from our analyses. 

  

  

 
4 We also acknowledge that using terms such as Native American, Alaska Native, or Native Hawaiian to describe 

racial categories rather than membership in indigenous nations is problematic. Racialized concepts of indigeneity 

and “blood quantum” have historically formed an important part of colonizers’ efforts to steal indigenous land and 

deny indigenous sovereignty, although some indigenous nations have also historically used these concepts to protect 

their land and resources from further unjust expropriation (Teves et al., 2015). 
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Table 1 

Student Demographic Data by Discipline (Course Enrollees versus Survey Respondents) 

 

    Ethnicity  Combined Racial/Ethnic Identity 

 

 

N  Hispanic 

Non-

Hispanic 

Ethnicity 

Missing  

Students 

of 

Color* 

Non-

Hispanic  

White 

Race and 

Ethnicity 

Missing 

Social Sciences / Humanities (3 courses)      

 Course Enrollments 182  50% 39% 11%  65% 24% 11% 

 Survey (55% response) 101   63% 35% 2%  79% 21% 0% 

Biological Sciences (4 courses)       

 Course Enrollments 260  36% 53% 11%  52% 37% 11% 

 Survey (47% response) 122   42% 56% 3%  59% 39% 3% 

Math / Physical Sciences (3 courses)       

 Course Enrollments 244  39% 49% 11%  56% 32% 11% 

 Survey (21% response) 51   35% 55% 10%  71% 20% 10% 

Total (10 courses)         

 Course Enrollments 686  43% 45% 12%  59% 28% 12% 

 Survey (40% 

response) 

274   48% 48% 4%  69% 29% 3% 

* Includes students who self-identified as Asian, Black, or African American, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 

Native American or Alaska Native, Multi-racial, and all others who did not identify as White students, as well as all 

students who self-identified their ethnicity as Hispanic. 
 

 Compared to the CSUMB student body, course enrollment data showed that Hispanic 

students were slightly over-represented in our Social Sciences and Humanities courses and 

slightly under-represented in our Math and Physical Sciences courses. Students of Color were 

slightly under-represented in both our Biological Sciences courses and our Math and Physical 

Sciences courses compared to the CSUMB student body as a whole.  

Survey response rates were far higher in Social Sciences and Humanities courses (55%) 

and in Biological Sciences courses (47%) than in Math and Physical Sciences courses (21%). 

Ninety-six percent of survey respondents self-identified their ethnicity (as either Hispanic or 

Non-Hispanic) while only 87% self-identified a racial identity. Most students who answered the 

ethnicity question but not the race question identified their ethnicity as Hispanic; this pattern is 

unsurprising, since previous survey studies have found that separating questions about Hispanic 

or Latinx ethnicity from questions about racial identity tends to increase non-response rates to 

racial identity questions among persons who identify as Hispanic or Latinx (see for example 

Hirschman et al., 2000). In our study, since we categorized self-identified Hispanic students as 

Students of Color in our racial equity gap analyses, data on the combined racial/ethnic identity 

variable was available for 97% of all respondents. 

Hispanic students, and Students of Color in general, were disproportionately likely to 

complete the survey in Social Sciences and Humanities courses but were slightly less likely than 

their Non-Hispanic White peers to complete the survey in Biological Sciences and Math and 

Physical Sciences courses. 

 

Instructional adaptations  
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To answer research question #1, regarding the type(s) of instructional adaptations noticed 

by students, the following open-ended item was added to the Spring 2020 administration of our 

survey: 

 
We know that this has been a difficult semester for everyone given the ongoing public 

health crisis. We are interested in learning what actions your instructor(s) took to help 

support you and your peers during this time, and how helpful you felt these actions were. 

 

In the spaces below, please list any action(s) which your instructor took to support you 

DURING THE TRANSITION TO ONLINE INSTRUCTION (before and during 

Spring Break). You can list up to 5 actions. Please list each action on a separate line. 

 

An additional item was included immediately thereafter, replacing the phrase “DURING THE 

TRANSITION TO ONLINE INSTRUCTION (before and during Spring Break)” with the phrase 

“AFTER THE TRANSITION TO ONLINE INSTRUCTION (after Spring Break).” Thus, 

participants were prompted to list up to 10 different adaptations their instructors had enacted. On 

average, each participant listed about three adaptations. 

To identify the types of instructional adaptations students reported, open-ended responses 

were coded by the authors using an inductive approach to conventional content analysis (Carley, 

1993; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). We used this method (as opposed to alternative methods such as 

grounded theory) because we were interested in categorizing the data rather than engaging in 

comprehensive theory-building (Cho & Lee, 2014). Initially, four members of the research team 

were each given the set of all statements (23 text strings) submitted by the first five survey 

respondents. At this stage, these research team members did not have access to other attributes of 

the data such as the identity of the course that produced the data, participant-level demographic 

variables, or the helpfulness ratings participants had associated with each of the text strings. 

Research team members independently developed in vivo codes to summarize these responses 

(Saldaña, 2012), identifying broader themes which linked similar responses. A fifth member of 

the research team reviewed these themes and integrated them into a single codebook, which the 

full research team discussed and revised. This codebook is shown in Table 2. 
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Table 2  

Types of Instructional Adaptations Reported by Students 

Adaptation Definition Example #1 Example #2 

Ensured access 

to class 

resources 

The instructor took actions that 

increased student access to class 

resources, e.g., by sending the class 

extra instructional videos or online 

resources or showing students how to 

use tech tools such as Zoom. 

Made videos on 

Youtube lecturing 

the different 

chapters we were 

learning that week. 

making content for 

the course easily 

accessible 

Ensured access 

to instructor 

time 

The instructor took actions that 

increased student access to the 

instructor, e.g., by providing extra 

office hours or by providing 

unstructured time after class Zoom 

meetings for students to speak with 

their professor. 

She would always 

stay after class to 

answer any 

questions we had. 

Held Zoom Office 

Hours 

Ensured 

communication 
The instructor took actions that 

increased their overall communication 

with students, e.g., by sending frequent 

or regular email updates. 

weekly email 

updates 

keep in touch 

Demonstrated 

flexibility 
The instructor took actions to change 

course requirements, e.g., by 

postponing deadlines or allowing 

alternative format(s) for an 

assignment. Also includes any action 

the student calls “flexible,” e.g., 

flexible meeting times. 

He took the time and 

allowed an extension 

on a paper I was 

really struggling on. 

offering extra time 

to finish assignments 

for those struggling 

with mental health 

issues 

Demonstrated 

patience 
Students perceived their instructor as 

“patient,” “compassionate,” 

“considerate,” “empathetic,” 

“understanding,” or “wanting to 

understand” what students were 

experiencing. 

Being understanding 

of our situations 

be understanding 

Other 

adaptations 
The instructor took actions that did not 

fall clearly into any of the other five 

categories of adaptations. 

following her gut for 

the interest of her 

students’ sanity 

Surveys to see how 

we were doing 

 

Next, three members of the research team coded all text strings submitted by all 

respondents to the survey, including respondents who did not complete most of the survey but 

who answered the question about instructor responses to COVID-19. Some responses received 

more than one code. Finally, all coding was reviewed and discussed by at least two members of 

the research team to resolve disagreements. 

Next, we created categorical variables at the level of the individual student to signify 

whether a student reported any instructional adaptations of a particular type. Thus, if a student 
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listed three instances of ensured communication and two instances of demonstrated patience, for 

a total of five adaptations altogether, they would receive a rating of 1 for the categorical 

variables ensured communication and demonstrated patience and a rating of 0 for the categorical 

variables ensured access to class resources, ensured access to instructor time, demonstrated 

flexibility, and other adaptations. 

 

Course outcomes  

Students’ perceptions of motivational gains in their coursework were measured using a 

set of items adapted from the Science Motivation Questionnaire II (SMQ II) (Glynn et al., 2011). 

The term “science” was replaced in each item with the names of the department offering the 

relevant course. Responses used a five-point, single-construct Likert-type scale ranging from 

“not more likely” to “extremely more likely.” 

 
Compared to BEFORE doing research in this course, HOW LIKELY ARE YOU NOW 

to agree with the statement:  

1. Learning [Biology, Mathematics, etc.] is interesting. 

2. I am curious about new developments in [Biology, Mathematics, etc.]  

3. Learning about [Biology, Mathematics, etc.] is relevant to my life. 

4. Learning about [Biology, Mathematics, etc.] makes my life more meaningful. 

5. Learning about [Biology, Mathematics, etc.] will help me get a good job. 

 

Self-reported personal gains, which students derived from the courses, were measured 

using slightly modified items from the Undergraduate Research Student Self-Assessment 

(URSSA) (Weston & Laursen, 2015). The URSSA is a measure of self-reported student gains in 

several domains; we focused on the domain of personal gains, which includes five items such as 

“confidence in my ability to contribute to science,” “ability to work independently,” and 

“confidence in my ability to do well in future science courses,” rated on a five-point Likert-type 

scale from 1 (“No gain”) to 5 (“Great gain”). We adapted these items by substituting the name of 

the department in which each CURE was offered, e.g., “confidence in my ability to contribute to 

the discipline of [Biology, Mathematics, etc.].”  

 We did not have access to grade data for individual survey respondents. However, we did 

have access to course-level institutional data that included average course grades and equity 

gaps. Since instructors widely reported changing their course expectations for students in 

response to the pandemic (Johnson et al., 2020; Zuckerman et al., 2021), we decided not to 

directly compare average course grades from Spring 2020 with grade data from previous 

semesters. Instead, we examined various equity gaps in Spring 2020 and compared these with 

previous semesters—asking not whether learning outcomes were higher or lower than in 

previous terms, but whether they were more or less equitable than in previous terms. We also 

chose to compare Spring 2020 to previous Spring semesters—Spring 2019 and Spring 2018—

because several of these courses have historically been offered in Spring but not Fall semesters. 

Equity gaps were computed by subtracting the mean course GPA (on a four-point scale) 

of an historically marginalized category of students from the mean course GPA of an historically 

relatively privileged comparison category. For example, if Non-Hispanic White students in a 

given course had an average final grade of 3.7 and Students of Color in the same course had an 

average final grade of 3.5, the equity gap between these two categories of students would be 

+0.2. This meant that equity gaps could also be negative; for instance, if non-Hispanic students 
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in a course had an average final grade of 3.2, and Hispanic students in the same course had an 

average final grade of 3.35, the equity gap between these two categories would be -0.15. 

 Given the widespread use of credit/no credit grading at many institutions during the first 

semester of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is possible that equity gaps may have been affected by 

students who elected to take courses credit/no credit rather than being assigned a letter grade that 

would factor into their GPA. We tested this possibility and found the proportion of students who 

elected a credit/no credit option was relatively low: on average, only 15% of the students in these 

10 courses chose this option. This ratio was relatively consistent across disciplines: letter grades 

were ultimately awarded to 88% of students in the three Social Sciences or Humanities courses 

in our study, 82% of students in the four Biological Sciences courses, and 86% of students in the 

three Math or Physical Sciences courses. However, in the previous Spring 2018 and Spring 2019 

offerings of these classes, 100% of students in all 10 courses had taken these courses for a letter 

grade. The increased use of credit/no credit grading is thus an important limitation of our equity 

gap analysis. Given the low number of courses (n = 10), we elected to share median, minimum, 

and maximum values for course-level outcomes rather than mean values.  

 

Findings 
 Table 3 shows the proportion of survey respondents who reported each type of 

instructional adaptation, disaggregated by ethnicity (Hispanic vs. Non-Hispanic) and by 

combined racial/ethnic identity (Students of Color vs. Non-Hispanic White students). Table 3 

also shows the mean motivational and personal gains reported by students in each category. 

Respondents who were missing both race data and ethnicity data are excluded. (Course-level 

median, minimum, and maximum values for these variables, including values for students 

missing race and ethnicity data, can be found in the “Descriptives” column of Table 5.)  
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Table 3  

Student-Level Means of Instructional Adaptations and Student Gains, by Ethnicity and Combined 

Race/Ethnicity (Survey Respondents) 

 Mean (SE) 

 Ethnicity Combined  

Racial/Ethnic Identity 

Variable Hispanic 

(n = 133) 

Non-

Hispanic  

(n = 131) 

Students of 

Color  

(n = 188) 

Non-Hispanic 

White Students  

(n = 78) 

Ensured Access to Class 

Resources 

0.50 (0.04) 0.60 (0.04) 0.54 (0.04) 0.59 (0.06) 

Ensured Access to Instructor 

Time 

0.41 (0.04) 0.33 (0.04) 0.38 (0.04) 0.33 (0.05) 

Ensured Communication 0.52 (0.04) 0.55 (0.04) 0.49 (0.04) 0.64 (0.06) 

Demonstrated Flexibility 0.75 (0.04) 0.80 (0.04) 0.78 (0.03) 0.77 (0.05) 

Demonstrated Patience 0.30 (0.04) 0.18 (0.03) 0.27 (0.03) 0.15 (0.04) 

Other Adaptations 0.23 (0.04) 0.22 (0.04) 0.21 (0.03) 0.26 (0.05) 

Motivational Gains 4.09 (0.09) 3.81 (0.10) 3.98 (0.08) 3.90 (0.12) 

Personal Gains 3.61 (0.08) 3.47 (0.08) 3.53 (0.07) 3.60 (0.10) 

Note. Includes survey respondents with non-missing demographic data (96% of respondents reported an ethnicity, 

while 97% reported either an ethnicity, a race, or both). For presence of instructional adaptations, mean values 

represent percentage of respondents who reported the adaptation, e.g., 0.51 represents 51% of respondents. 

 

The most widely reported type of instructional adaptation was demonstrated flexibility, 

and the proportions of students who reported this adaptation did not differ significantly between 

Hispanic and Non-Hispanic students (t(262) = - 0.97, p = .34, two-tailed) nor between Non-

Hispanic White students and Students of Color (t(264) = - 0.22, p = .82, two-tailed). We also 

found that Hispanic students reported their instructors demonstrated patience at significantly 

rates higher than Non-Hispanic students (t(262) = 2.40, p < .05, two-tailed) and reported higher 

motivational gains (t(262) = 2.07, p < .05, two-tailed). In comparing Students of Color with Non-

Hispanic White students, we found that Non-Hispanic White students reported their instructors 

ensured communication at higher rates than Students of Color (t(264) = 2.27, p < .05, two-

tailed). 

Table 4 shows the student-level correlations between each specific type of instructional 

adaptation and students’ self-reported motivational or personal gains, disaggregated by ethnicity 

(Hispanic vs. Non-Hispanic) and by combined racial/ethnic identity (Students of Color vs. Non-

Hispanic White students). Respondents who were missing both race data and ethnicity data are 

excluded. 
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Table 4  

Student-Level Correlations of Instructional Adaptations and Student Gains, by Ethnicity and 

Combined Race/Ethnicity (Survey Respondents) 

 Correlations:  

Hispanic 

Correlations: 

Non-Hispanic 

Correlations: 

Students of Color 

Correlations: 

Non-Hispanic 

White 

Variable Motivational 

Gains 

Personal 

Gains 

Motivational 

Gains 

Personal 

Gains 

Motivational 

Gains 

Personal 

Gains 

Motivational 

Gains 

Personal 

Gains 

Ensured Access to Class 

Resources 

   0.26**   0.18*  - 0.01   0.00   0.15*   0.14  - 0.01  - 0.02 

Ensured Access to 

Instructor Time 

   0.25**   0.24**   0.19*   0.18*   0.29**   0.25**    0.06   0.09 

Ensured Communication    0.09   0.09   0.11   0.09   0.13   0.11    0.06   0.03 

Demonstrated Flexibility    0.08   0.04 - 0.08   0.10   0.00   0.05  - 0.04   0.10 

Demonstrated Patience  - 0.04   0.10 - 0.03   0.07 - 0.05   0.09    0.08   0.12 

Other Adaptations  - 0.20* - 0.04 - 0.13   0.08 - 0.15*   0.01 - 0.18   0.02 

Motivational Gains -   0.63** -   0.64**       -   0.63** -   0.64** 

Personal Gains - - - - -  - - 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Correlations are calculated using Spearman’s rho. 

 

Table 4 shows that two specific types of instructional adaptations, ensured access to class 

resources and ensured access to instructor time, were positively and significantly associated 

with motivational gains and personal gains for Hispanic students, and ensured access to 

instructor time was also positively and significantly associated with motivational gains and 

personal gains for non-Hispanic students. When looking at Students of Color as a broader 

category, however, the association with ensured access to class resources appeared somewhat 

diminished, whereas the association with ensured access to instructor time appeared to be even 

stronger. Meanwhile, neither of these types of adaptations was associated with motivational or 

personal gains reported by Non-Hispanic White students. 

Table 5 shows course-level median, minimum, and maximum values for the percentage 

of students who reported each type of instructional adaptation and for motivational and personal 

gains. It also shows median, minimum, and maximum equity gaps across all 10 courses in the 

Spring 2018, Spring 2019, and Spring 2020 semesters. Finally, the last two columns show how 

each of these variables is correlated with equity gaps between Hispanic and Non-Hispanic 

students and between Students of Color and White Non-Hispanic students in Spring 2020. 
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Table 5  

Course-Level Medians and Correlations of Instructional Adaptations, Student Gains, and Equity 

Gaps  

 Descriptives Correlations with Equity Gaps in 

Spring 2020 

Course-Level Variable Median  

(Min, Max) 

Hispanic  

vs. Non-  

Hispanic 

Students of Color 

vs. White Non-

Hispanic 

% Respondents Reporting Adaptation in Spring 2020   

  Ensured Access to Class 

Resources 

57% (43%, 75%) - 0.33 - 0.37 

  Ensured Access to Instructor 

Time 

33%% (0%, 75%)   0.15   0.47 

  Ensured Communication 53% (31%, 90%) - 0.10 - 0.10 

  Demonstrated Flexibility 78% (64%, 94%) - 0.09 - 0.38 

  Demonstrated Patience 16% (4%, 60%) - 0.19 - 0.16 

  Other Adaptations 25% (8%, 39%)   0.40   0.23 

Gain Scores in Spring 2020   

  Motivational Gains 4.15 (2.63, 4.45) - 0.38   0.06 

  Personal Gains 3.52 (2.64, 4.34) - 0.33    0.20 

Equity Gap (Hispanic vs. Non-Hispanic)   

  Spring 2018 0.16 (0.02, 0.50)   0.36   0.75* 

  Spring 2019 0.35 (- 0.38, 1.06)   0.59   0.65* 

  Spring 2020 0.06 (- 0.44, 0.53)     -   0.69* 

Equity Gap (Students of Color vs. Non-Hispanic White)   

  Spring 2018 0.43 (- 0.01, 0.88) - 0.15   0.19 

  Spring 2019 0.55 (- 0.07, 0.91)   0.13   0.42 

  Spring 2020 0.14 (- 0.26, 0.31)   0.69*     - 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-

tailed). Course-level values (N = 10) calculated based on survey respondents (% respondents within this 

course reporting adaptation; average gain score among respondents in this course) or enrollees (course-

level equity gaps) within each course. Correlations are calculated using Spearman’s rho. Comparisons 

exclude students for whom neither race nor ethnicity data were available. 

None of the relationships between instructional adaptations and Spring 2020 equity gaps 

are statistically significant. This does not necessarily mean these variables are wholly unrelated; 

our survey response rates were relatively low in most courses, making it difficult to make 

compelling claims based on these correlations. We merely failed to find statistically significant 

evidence that these variables are related. Yet we argue it is still important to examine these data, 

since they complicate our interpretation of the student-level survey results. 
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Finally, Table 5 also shows that ethnic equity gaps in all three years were correlated with 

the size of racial equity gaps in 2020. In other words, courses with larger gaps in GPA between 

Hispanic students and non-Hispanic students in earlier years tended to show larger gaps between 

Students of Color and Non-Hispanic White students in 2020. Interestingly, though, the size of 

Hispanic/Non-Hispanic equity gaps in earlier years did not predict the size of the Hispanic/Non-

Hispanic equity gap in 2020, nor did the size of the Students of Color/Non-Hispanic White 

student equity gaps in earlier years predict the size of this gap in 2020. This suggests that there 

were substantial fluctuations in the equity gaps over time, raising the possibility that some of this 

fluctuation is obscuring relationships that might otherwise be visible in our data. 

 

Discussion 
We were concerned that, given the systemic inequities exacerbated by the pandemic, we 

might find increases in various types of equity gaps in course grades during Spring 2020. We 

were also concerned that historically marginalized students (e.g., Hispanic or Latinx students or 

Students of Color more broadly) may have had less access to instructional adaptations or weaker 

motivational and personal gains during these difficult months. Happily, we found that this did 

not appear to be the case. Many equity gaps shrank in comparison to the same courses taught in 

previous years (although this pattern could be partially explained by the increased use of 

credit/no credit grading during the pandemic). Furthermore, we found that Hispanic or Latina/o/x 

students reported their instructors demonstrated patience with them at even higher rates than 

non-Hispanic students, and on average, Hispanic or Latinx students in our survey reported even 

greater motivational gains from these courses compared with their non-Hispanic peers. We found 

this encouraging. 

However, these results must be interpreted with caution. For example, it was often 

difficult to infer from students’ responses what specific actions instructors had taken which 

constituted demonstrat[ing] patience. Causal relationships involving this variable could 

conceivably flow in either direction: some instructors may have taken actions which 

demonstrated patience and thereby supported students’ well-being, but it is also possible that 

students who felt for any reason that instructors cared about their well-being may simply have 

been more likely to ascribe the quality of patience to these instructors. 

In general, our qualitative findings strongly echoed those of Vielma and Brey (2021) 

mentioned above, who found that HSI engineering students identified instructor availability, 

high-quality online resources, clear communication, and expressions of compassion as 

instructional adaptations that they either experienced or wished they had experienced. One 

additional adaptation that students described, demonstrat[ing] flexibility, echoed the findings of 

studies in non-HSI contexts such as Prokes and Housel (2021) or Pagoto et al. (2021). Our 

dataset enabled us to extend such findings by matching them to multiple specific courses and to 

both institutional and student-reported outcome data.  

Students across many different courses reported several additional types of adaptations 

their instructors made in response to the pandemic. In parallel with the findings of faculty 

surveys (Johnson et al., 2020), many of our students reported that instructors demonstrated 

flexibility in terms of due dates and requirements for course assignments. This was the most 

commonly and consistently reported type of adaptation. Meanwhile, in parallel with the findings 

of other student surveys (Means & Neisler, 2021), many of our students reported that instructors 

also helpfully ensured communication during and following the transition to online learning. For 

instance, faculty responded quickly to academic or school-related queries or reached out 
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frequently to the whole class via email. Students mentioned weekly email updates or “walk-

through” emails that gave overviews of course requirements or content, clarifying instructor 

expectations for students during a time of uncertainty and transition. These findings are in 

keeping with past research on U.S. higher education in times of crisis, which has shown that 

many (but not all) faculty have historically made similar adaptations (DiPietro, 2003; Huston & 

DiPietro, 2007; Linsenmeyer & Lucas, 2017). 

Two other important types of instructional adaptations that students reported were 

ensur[ing] access to class resources and ensur[ing] access to instructor time. Ensuring access to 

class resources manifested in several ways; for example, sharing instructional videos and other 

resources on online platforms, or showing students how to use new tech tools. Some students 

mentioned they found recorded lecture videos, YouTube videos, or online labs to be particularly 

helpful, as well as digital access to course readings. Students also mentioned occasions when 

their instructors showed them how to use tech tools such as Zoom. It seems unsurprising that this 

type of adaptation would benefit students. The popular framework of Universal Design for 

Learning (UDL) draws on principles from architecture and disability studies to argue that 

teaching is likely to be most equitable when it represents information in multiple ways, provides 

students with multiple means of engagement, and provides students with multiple ways to 

express and communicate their thinking (CAST, 2018; King-Sears, 2009). Although online-only 

instruction during the pandemic may have limited students’ means of engagement or 

communication, access to class resources in a wide variety of formats may have provided 

multiple forms of representation and may even have provided several new means of engagement. 

Thus, increased access to class resources could have supported positive outcomes for Hispanic 

students and for Students of Color more broadly. 

Ensuring access to instructor time involved instructors providing extra office hours or 

unstructured time to interact with students in one-on-one or small group video conference 

conversations. Increased access to the instructor (e.g., through extra office hours) may have 

provided increased opportunities for students to learn about connections between the course 

content and their everyday lives, as well as opportunities to have their interests validated and 

reinforced. One-on-one interaction might also have helped instructors and students get to know 

each other and build positive relationships, which could have increased students’ social 

motivations to engage with their coursework and perceive it as meaningful and interesting. Such 

interactions could differentially benefit Students of Color by mitigating some of the harmful 

impacts of “belonging uncertainty”—a common phenomenon in which systemic racism and 

insufficiently supportive campus environments generate self-doubt and impede the formation of 

positive relationships (Fink et al., 2020; Thiem & Dasgupta, 2022). Pre-pandemic research 

suggested that students often lack clarity about the purpose of office hours and feel they are not 

worth the effort to attend in person (Smith et al., 2017). However, during the pandemic, with in 

person interactions reduced to zero, students may have felt an increased desire to seek out 

interaction with faculty.  

We found that both access to class resources and access to instructor time were 

positively and significantly correlated with the student-level gains reported by Hispanic students. 

When looking at Students of Color more broadly, access to class resources showed a smaller 

correlation with motivational gains and only a non-significant correlation with personal gains. 

Meanwhile, access to instructor time showed correlations with motivational and personal gains 

for Students of Color. These patterns do not necessarily imply causal relationships; for example, 

perhaps students in certain courses were (for unknown reasons) more likely to notice and later 
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recall resources available for online learning, and these same unknown reasons might have 

driven more equitable outcomes in these courses. On the other hand, this pattern could represent 

a causal relationship. With this ambiguity in mind, one story we could tell based on our findings 

is that providing students with substantial and deliberate access to instructor time (e.g., extra 

office hours) may be an especially valuable way to support Hispanic students and other Students 

of Color during a crisis, and providing access to class resources (e.g., high-quality online course 

videos) may be valuable for these students as well.  

However, a different story began to emerge when we looked at institutional, course-level 

outcome data. In these data, no type of instructional adaptation was significantly correlated with 

equity gaps—but the non-significant relationships among variables were suggestive. While four 

of the five specific adaptations students reported were negatively associated with equity gaps, 

there was one exception: the proportion who said their instructor ensured access to instructor 

time was positively associated with equity gaps. Thus, if our study had relied on course-level 

outcome data, we might have told a very different story: providing students with access to class 

resources, consistent communication, etc. may be valuable ways to support equity during a 

crisis, but providing students extra access to instructor time is associated with less equitable 

course outcomes. 

How are we to resolve these seemingly very different stories about access to instructor 

time? We might begin by noting that this adaptation was relatively rare. There was only one 

course in which more than 50% of students mentioned access to instructor time, and in another 

course, no students reported this type of adaptation at all. There are several possible explanations 

for this finding. Faculty members may have offered extra office hours or stayed after class to 

meet with students during the pandemic, but if students themselves did not have sufficient time 

to take advantage of these opportunities, such adaptations may not have been salient or 

memorable enough to be reported in response to our survey question. Alternatively, it is possible 

that some faculty members were unable to offer considerable extra time to make themselves 

available to students; while several of the reported adaptations were likely time-consuming for 

faculty, ensuring access to class resources would likely benefit all students in a classroom at 

once, while ensuring access to instructor time adaptation was more likely to benefit only one or 

a few students at a time. Faculty may therefore have prioritized adaptations that seemed more 

time efficient.  

We do not mean this as a criticism of faculty members; many instructors may have 

wanted to devote the necessary time to provide office hours or one-on-one meetings with 

students but may simply have been unable to do so given the time constraints generated by 

intensive teaching loads, large class sizes, and the casualization of teaching roles (Leathwood & 

Read, 2020). The logistical limitations on students’ access to instructor time might help explain 

why this adaptation was not associated with reduced equity gaps; unless extra time with 

instructors was available to, utilized by, and beneficial for most or all students who are 

struggling in a course, this adaptation would not be expected to reduce equity gaps. Furthermore, 

the relationships we found are not necessarily causal; perhaps students who simply enjoyed the 

course were more likely to take advantage of office hours and more likely to feel like they had 

gained something valuable from their experiences. Individual students’ enjoyment might not 

necessarily influence course equity gaps in a statistically significant way. 

There are strong theory-driven reasons to suspect that students probably benefited from 

both the new instructional resources provided by faculty and the extra time faculty provided to 

meet with students. Readers might infer that both new resources and the provision of extra office 
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hours are beneficial interventions in a crisis, and they might recommend that faculty use these in 

future crises. However, we do not necessarily make these recommendations—at least, not in a 

vacuum separated from the context of higher education policies and labor practices. There are a 

finite number of hours in a day, and we are acutely aware that many instructors may be unable to 

develop new resources or meet individually with many students if their class sizes are too large, 

if their teaching loads are too intense, or if they are adjuncts who must deal with responsibilities 

and time commitments spread across multiple institutions. With this in mind, we advocate for the 

use of evidence-based practices to support student success within the constraints of what is 

reasonable and feasible for faculty. Even more importantly, we argue that higher education 

administrators and policymakers must proactively allocate sufficient resources so that course 

sizes, teaching loads, and instructor roles ensure faculty have adequate time and resources to 

implement such practices, both now and in future crises. 

 

Limitations 
An important methodological limitation of the study is the use of content analysis to code 

very short text strings into researcher-derived categories for quantitative analysis. Jackson and 

Trochim (2002) have critiqued the reliability and validity of such methods, pointing out the lack 

of context often present in such short responses as well as other methodological concerns. To 

help address this concern, all responses in our study were coded by at least two undergraduate 

student researchers who had themselves recently experienced CSUMB instructors’ adaptations to 

COVID-19, increasing the likelihood that coders would be familiar with the context of survey 

responses. However, conclusions drawn from our analysis should still be interpreted cautiously.  

Equity gaps are an important but imperfect outcome measure, in part because they focus 

on only a single conception of equity while other comparably important conceptions go 

unmeasured (for a discussion of alternative conceptions of equity, see Gutiérrez, 2012). It is also 

possible–indeed, likely–that the decision of approximately 15% of students to take their courses 

credit/no credit may have reduced equity gaps in comparison to previous years. Furthermore, 

instructors or instructional teams in several courses changed from 2018 to 2019 or from 2019 to 

2020 (although teaching teams remained consistent in most of the courses in our study). Thus, 

some of the variation in equity gaps may have been influenced by year-to-year variation in 

instructors or in grading policies. Such effects are—with our limited dataset—impossible to 

distinguish from effects driven by changes in instructional practices. 

Finally, many quantitative outcome measures may be suspect during the pandemic. 

Readers may wonder whether reduced equity gaps “really” represent more equitable outcomes in 

terms of student learning, or whether they are instead an artifact of increased measurement error 

as some instructors became more flexible and created multiple paths for students to meet the 

grading requirements of their courses. In response, we might argue that instructor flexibility and 

multiple paths to success are often fundamental features of high-quality instruction that tend to 

promote equitable outcomes (see, for example, Cohen & Lotan, 1997). In other words, while it is 

certainly possible—indeed, likely—that the disruptions caused by the pandemic introduced 

greater-than-usual uncertainty into measures of student learning and achievement, it is also 

possible and even likely that many such instructional adaptations may have contributed to more 

equitable and effective student learning. 

We also wish to emphasize the situated-ness of our data in a particular geographic and 

sociocultural context. Students in the study came from only 10 courses at one public university in 

the United States that serves a relatively high proportion of first-generation, Pell-eligible, 
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commuter, and Hispanic students. This context could have played a meaningful but as-yet-

unstudied role in shaping students’ affective experiences of campus closure and adaptations to 

COVID-19. Our findings may differ from those which may be found at non-HSIs and at 

institutions with a lower proportion of first-generation, Pell-eligible, and commuter students. 

 

Summary and Future Directions 
Our study sought to understand some of the ways that HSI faculty adapted their 

instruction to support students during an unprecedented crisis, and how student-level and course-

level outcomes were associated with these supports. We were pleased to find that several of these 

adaptations to instructional practices appeared to correlate with better individual student 

outcomes, especially ensuring access to class resources and ensuring access to instructor time, 

but the interpretation of these results was complicated by our analysis of course-level outcomes. 

We hope future research will expand on such analyses to better investigate the relationship 

between supports for individual students and classroom-level equity. We also hope that future 

research will explore how the effects of these instructional practices during the pandemic might 

relate to students’ long-term success and persistence in college. In the meantime, we hope these 

insights can be useful for instructors, university administrators, and higher education 

policymakers—not only in preparing for future crises, but also in working to make higher 

education more just, equitable, and humanizing today.  

We hoped to identify strategies that we could recommend faculty implement to support 

students during future crises. However, our findings also reminded us that teaching and learning 

do not unfold in a vacuum. Ensuring student access to instructors’ time was significantly 

associated with motivational and personal gains for individual racially marginalized students, but 

it did not appear associated with racial equity at the classroom level. Ensuring access to class 

resources was also associated with motivational and personal gains for individual racially 

marginalized students, but more weakly, and it too was not significantly associated with racial 

equity at the classroom level. Both adaptations are likely valuable but are also difficult to 

implement for faculty with heavy teaching loads or adjunct positions. Thus, while we 

recommend that faculty work to ensure students’ access to class resources and instructor time 

during future crises, we cannot make this recommendation without also arguing that higher 

education leaders and policymakers must collaborate to create working conditions in which 

faculty are able to make such adaptations. By understanding teaching and learning as situated in 

context, we can ease transitions in times of crises and ensure more positive, equitable outcomes 

for our students.  
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