CTL COVID-19 Student
Experience Survey (SP 21)
Background:
We conducted our survey after the spring, summer, and fall 2020 semesters, and the spring and
summer 2021 semesters. It was distributed to undergraduate and graduate students from all schools
at Baruch College and students were free to choose to respond to the survey. There were no incentives
for completing it or consequences for not doing so. The questions address the following: how students
define flexible learning; concerns about technology; faculty communication; student engagement;
what students want faculty to know about their current circumstances; and preferred course formats.
Since most respondents in spring 2021 were undergraduates from Zicklin and Weissman (both full-time
and part-time students), our analysis focuses primarily on those groups(data shown below, where the
sample size [n=413] and is largely comparable to the fall 2020 undergraduate sample [n=462]). The
reflections below primarily represent our thoughts about the spring 2021 data, although, where
applicable, we comment on changes in students’ responses over time. A more robust consideration of
what we have learned from the data going back to spring 2020 is in the section titled “Final Thoughts.”
As you review the data below, please note the sample sizes for each chart, as that varies by question.

*This chart includes both part- and full-time undergraduate students.

“CTL COVID-19 Student Experience Survey (SP 21)” compiled by Pamela Thielman, Katherine Tsan and Ron Whiteman for
the Baruch College (CUNY) Center for Teaching and Learning is licensed under Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International — CC
BY-SA 4.0

Theme 1: Communication
Our questions:
Question 1: “On average, how satisfied are you with how well your professors communicated
with you about course information and expectations?”
Results: More than ¾ of the full-time undergraduate students were at least somewhat satisfied with
the ways faculty were communicating with them (data shown below). Moreover, satisfaction rates
substantially increased between fall 2020 and spring 2021. (Note that this is a stark reversal in the
change-over-time trend that was observed between summer 2020 and fall 2020, where satisfaction
with instructor communication was on the decline.)

*These charts represent full-time undergraduate responses only.
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Question 2: “What is at least one thing that your professors could do to improve
communication with students?”
Results: Despite general increases in satisfaction with instructor communication, undergraduate
students still provided substantive suggestions about how instructors might improve their
communication. Each response to this open-ended (ie., qualitative) question was placed into one of
several mutually independent categories and then tallied (i.e., coded and quantified) to generate
frequencies. The most frequent suggestion was a request for improved clarity and consistency (i.e.,
organization) in communications, and this was followed by a desire for communication that
encouraged student engagement and learning in community. Students also continued to frequently ask
for quicker and more abundant communications from the instructor, especially in their emails.

* This chart features frequencies from both part- and full-time undergraduates from all schools. 169
respondents did not at all answer this question; as such, their non-responses are omitted above.
Students’ quotes about improving communication:
Better clarity and consistency (i.e., organization) in communication
“Communicate more with their students using clear and concise wording. Also, by sending out
information ahead of time so it's not last minute.”
“I find it really helpful when professors repeat upcoming deadlines/assignments even if it is
already in the syllabus. I would note all of my deadlines on my schedule, but I find a reminder
from my professor to be helpful as it acts as a second confirmation that something is due.”
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Increasing communications that promote student engagement and learning in community
“Promote a culture of participation and discussion.”
“Make the class more interactive and [make it] feel like a class instead of watch[ing] a video.
“The professors can encourage other students to participate and use the digital platform in a
better way to help share their ideas.”
“One professor talked far too much in a participation class. Would ramble and then leave barely
any time for all 25+ students to participate for their daily grade.”
Better, quicker, more emailing
“I have professors with constant email communication, [giving us] weekly updates of what they
expect to be completed, however I also have a professor that barely responds to email and most
times we don't know what is due or what is going on.”
“Try to respond quicker or at least confirm receipt of email.”
Actionable suggestions for better communication:
● Set up a regular communication schedule (e.g., weekly email announcements with reminders
about upcoming work; using the first/final 10 minutes of class to answer questions)
● Create and include real chances for formal discussion and/or informal conversation in your
course (e.g., using poll questions and discussing results; using breakout rooms to apply content)
● Save time to show students your “human side” in any communications (e.g., providing timely
responses to students; listening to students, allowing students time/space to work through
their course-related challenges together with you)
● Re-visit, update, and/or clarify your “email response” policy; challenge yourself to be consistent
● Actively promote chances for 1:1 meetings (office hours; feedback; other kinds of check-ins)

Theme 2: In-session engagement
Our questions:
Question 1: “Describe at least one way that your professors have successfully kept you engaged
throughout the process of Distance Learning in your current online course(s). By ‘engaged,’ we
mean that you feel a sense of investment in the topic, and/or in keeping up with the
reading/assignments, and/or in staying connected to the other students.”
Question 2: “What is at least one thing that your professors could do to improve student
engagement in future online classes?”
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Results: As in previous iterations of this survey, most students reported that synchronous sessions
were key to engaging them. This is also the topic on which students provided the most commentary
about what worked and what could be improved. Suggestions for improvement focused on making live
sessions interactive in meaningful ways. Student suggestions have become more detailed over time.
For example, early survey responses sought interactivity generally, while recent responses specify
modes of interaction such as asking questions, small group discussions, and full class discussions.

Students’ quotes about improving in-session engagement:
On discussion...
“[...]have more open discussions about topics”
“Have open discussion rather than just professor reading and students listening.”
“Less breakout rooms and more full class discussions”
Questions and answers
“Call on more people who don't regularly participate. Structure class around student questions/
inferences.”
“Have students respond to more questions (although this may take away from lecture time)”
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“[C]all on people specifically instead of hearing the same voices over and over participating.
Sometimes those people were advanced and made others feel shy to speak up or not have a
chance to follow along because they were too fast. It would have been nice to stop those people
from time to time and reach out to random students. I feel this would be effective in catching
the shy students falling behind.”
Using chat
“Allow us to use [the] chat function. A lot of professors discourage it and don't even look at chat
on zoom. I think it helps everyone feel less anxiety when they can write it instead of saying it
out loud. It also lets more people participate instead of only one person being able to answer a
question a bunch of people can write in chat at the same time.”
“Make the chat function seem as equally valuable of input as unmuting and speaking”
“One thing that my professors can do to improve student engagement is encouraging students
to use the chat box or using the reactions instead of merely telling them to open their cameras
or unmuting their microphones. I think any participation is better than no participation[….]”
Actionable suggestions for stronger in-session engagement:
● Provide opportunities for discussion as a full class, as well as in small- and medium-sized groups
(in breakout rooms). Students are looking for a variety of interaction options.
● Make a plan for using the chat feature. This is the best way for some students to participate so
think about how to incorporate chat contributions in a way that works for your teaching style.
● It is ok to call on students at random. Though many students say they don’t love it, they admit it
may be the only way to get some of them to respond. Just remember, not everyone can
respond on camera or out loud without notice, so be open to written responses in the chat.
● If having cameras on is important to you, incentivize it! Student responses indicate that they are
persuadable on this issue. Consider offering extra credit for a certain number of classes
attended on-camera or offer a homework hint by email after the session for those who turn on
their cameras. Just remember to use “carrots” not “sticks.” Students have different work and
home situations, and you cannot punish anyone who doesn’t appear on camera.
● Consider introducing digital tools for engagement (ex: Vocat; MindTap; Connect; Discord;
Tableau; Voicethread; Qualtrics; TopHat; WebAssign), and/or introducing games (Kahoot).
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Theme 3: Flexible learning
Our question:
"For me, the idea of learning flexibly right now means... (Choose all that apply):
❖ Having flexible deadlines for homework and other assignments.
❖ Having different types of assignments to work on.

❖ Having the option of alternative assignments to complete if the planned assignment
won't work for me.

❖ Being able to choose the order in which I complete some assignments or course tasks.

❖ Never having to be online for a full video class session in the regular class time slot.”

Results: Although there remains a good degree of variability in undergraduate students’ perceptions
about what flexible learning means, the ‘flexible assignment dates’ descriptor continued to be selected
the most by both schools. Interestingly, however, compared to fall 2020, when the idea of an
‘alternate assignment’ had growing interest, in spring 2021, interest in this descriptor by both schools
(but especially Weissman) declined. Instead, there is now more interest in being able to ‘choose the
order’ of assignment completion. Finally, ‘never having to use a video camera’ increasingly defines
flexibility for Zicklin, but the opposite is true for Weissman, compared to fall 2020.

Figure Caption: Percentage of Zicklin (N = 294) and Weissman (N = 99) students (FT
and PT undergraduates are combined) identifying what ‘flexible learning’ meant to
them. Students were free to choose as many of the five descriptors of ‘flexible
learning’ as was applicable to them (X axis). Yellow boxes and upward-pointing arrows
indicate an increase in the percentage of students choosing a given descriptor in the
Spring 2021 semester compared to Fall 2020. Gray boxes and downward pointing
arrows indicate a decrease. Arrow lengths index the actual magnitude in change
across the two semesters. The absence of a box/arrow indicates stability in perception
from Fall 2020 to Spring 2021.
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Students’ quotes about flexible learning:
On how vital flexibility can be for students during this time:
“I work full time and have two disabled parents that I care for; online classes make it possible
for me to meet my responsibilities to the above and my own family.”
On ‘prioritizing flexibility’ even while you challenge students to learn
“Be flexible with deadlines and assignments and understand [that] the amount of workload you
give to students could be too much.”
On including students’ voice/perspective in defining what ‘flexible learning’ means
“More flexibility with the syllabus. I had one professor who had the students ‘build up’ the
syllabus together and while it took some time, made it easier for us to understand and input
suggestions.”
Actionable suggestions for flexible learning:
● Keep deadlines fluid and/or have a lenient but clear ‘late work’ policy for the whole class.
● Consider letting students choose the order of assignments.
● Consider working with students to collectively decide how to define flexibility in your course.
● Consider not requiring synchronous engagement, but rather record lectures / make lecture
slides available and/or vary between synchronous and asynchronous class sessions.
● Provide recordings or transcripts of all synchronous sessions.
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Theme 4: Understanding
Our question:
“Life has become more complicated and difficult for many people in the Baruch community. Is
there anything you think would be helpful for faculty to understand about your reality and how
it impacts how you are learning?”

This corpus has 1 document with 9,633 total words and 1,597 unique word forms. Vocabulary Density: 0.166
Average Words Per Sentence: 21.9
Most frequent words in the corpus: students (114); time (69); professors (64); work (55); online (51); semester
(49); credit (48); home (48); class (45); understand (42); hard (41); school (41); baruch (38); just (38); classes
(37); learning (37); need (37); think (33); difficult (32); family (31); assignments (30); people (29); having (28); it’s
(27); mental (27); policy (26); faculty (25); pandemic (25); health (21); help (21)

Figure Caption: The image and text above are from an analysis of the question using Voyant
Tools, a suite of open-source natural-language-processing tools, which includes a collocates
graph, a document summary, and a frequent word analysis. The collocates graph shows a
network of higher-frequency words that appear in relation to one another, where keywords
are featured in blue and collocates (words in proximity) in red. In student responses,
“Understand” and “understanding” were most closely related to “professors,” “time” and
“students.” The summary shows that the term “students” came up 114 times in the various
responses to this question, “time” 69 times, and “professors” 64 times. Meanwhile,
“understand” came up 42 times and “understanding” 19 times. The term “mental” came up 27
times, usually in association with the term “health” and “help” came up 21 times. While this
data comes from the Spring ‘21 survey, the results from the Fall ‘20 survey are very similar.
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Results: This question is usually tackled by half of survey participants. Most responses reiterate
the importance of referring to students’ new realities in class rather than proceeding with the
class material as usual. Many of these are consistent with national trends at secondary
institutions, as reported in polls since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. 1 The most
common responses refer to a rise in learning difficulties, specifically, an inability to focus due to
trauma and/or anxiety. A significant number of students report loss—of the lives of family and
community members, of a sense of security (this survey cites fears of anti-Asian attacks), and of a
“real” educational experience. Meanwhile, responses relating to issues that disproportionately
affect the CUNY population cite hardships that come with combining work and school, a necessity
due to socioeconomic factors 2. Top stressors mentioned are unreliable wi-fi, especially in
large/shared households—the problem most commonly mentioned in Spring and Summer ‘20;
insufficient privacy and lack of time while acting as a caretaker at home; and/or the need to
combine studying with working outside the home. Students have responded to the phrasing of the
question “Is there anything you think would be helpful for faculty to understand?” by
overwhelmingly focusing on affect. Rather than making specific demands, most ask for instructors’
acknowledgment of, and sensitivity to, their situations and challenges. Faculty should account for
the fact that, at this time, a number of our students are expressing mental health concerns in their
qualitative responses.
Students’ quotes about understanding:
“Learning this semester has not been the same as we are missing out on our once-in-a-lifetime
college experience.”
“...We’ve lost friends and family. My family and I have lost jobs. My mental state is rapidly
deteriorating, I’m worried about making ends meet... Also give us some time to adjust!!! I have
professors on Zoom, Slack, Notion, Blogs, Blackboard Collaborate Ultra, Teams, Hangouts,
Piazza, etc. They only have to master their chosen method. Please understand that.”
“Be more vocal and have more sessions explaining and showing students and professors they
are not alone/ going through things alone.”

1

Copeland, W.E., McGinnis, E., Bai, Y., Adams, Z., Nardone, H., Devadanam, V., Rettew, & J., Hudziak, J.J. (2021). Impact of
COVID-19 pandemic on college student mental health and wellness. Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent
Psychiatry. 60(1), 134-141.e2. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2020.08.466; CUNY plans expansion of mental health services
to address escalating need of students struggling with effects of pandemic. (2020, October 16) City University of New York
homepage. Retrieved April 8, 2021 from https://www1.cuny.edu/mu/forum/2020/10/16/cuny-plans-expansion-of-mentalhealth-services-to-address-escalating-need-of-students-struggling-with-effects-of-pandemic/.
2
Jones HE, Manze M, Ngo V, Lamberson P, Freudenberg N. (2021). The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on college
students’ health and financial stability in New York City: Findings from a population-based sample of City University of New
York (CUNY) students. Journal of Urban Health. https://doi-org.remote.baruch.cuny.edu/10.1007/s11524-020-00506-x.
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Procedural and affective suggestions for demonstrating understanding:
● Acknowledge the realities of the COVID-19 pandemic
● Try to build a shared sense of community in the class by:
○ reaching out to individual students
○ building in icebreakers
○ creating groups outside of class (e.g. study meetings or résumé review sessions)
○ making in-class conversations a “judgment-free” zone
○ being available for conversations outside class time
○ ensuring students are in regular touch with you and each other
● Survey or poll students about what you or the college could do to be helpful to them personally
or academically
● Share links to, and raise awareness of, virtual and on-campus student support resources (e.g.
Writing Center, BCTC, Student Academic Consulting Center, Tools for Clear Speech, Student
Disability Services, and the Baruch College Counseling Center)

Theme 5: Organization
“Organization” is a new theme emerging from the Spring 2021 responses. While there are no single
survey questions pertaining to this topic, many of the answers to other questions (such as “Name 3
specific things your professor did well” and “Name one thing your professor can do to improve
communication”) specifically mentioned the value students place on clarity and good course
organization. Moreover, requests for more structure and planning in the way faculty set up and keep
students up to date in their classes has increased throughout the responses over time. For instance,
while ~14% of undergraduates in fall 2020 suggested increased organization and clarity as the main
way faculty could improve communication with students, in spring 2021 this number rose to 23%.
Notably, of the suggestions offered for improving communication this past spring, improving
organization and clarity was the most frequent.
Students’ quotes about organization:
“[I] was most engaged in classes w[h]ere the professor communicated effectively and was
organized. Knowing what to expect and being able to easily orient myself made me enjoy those
classes far more than classes where professors seldom communicated.”
“Communicate more with… students using clear and concise wording. Also, [send] out
information ahead of time so it's not last minute.”
“I find it really helpful when professors repeat upcoming deadlines/assignments even if it is
already in the syllabus. I would note all of my deadlines on my schedule, but I find a reminder
from my professor to be helpful as it acts as a second confirmation that something is due.”
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“There needs to be simple ‘onboarding material’ with all necessary individual info... Please
streamline the process.”
“...simpler instructions with simpler tasks to keep up with… since it’s extra hard to reach out for
help from home.”
“...giving feedback. Organize the course work in a way students could get their grades quicker.”
Actionable suggestions for improving organization:
● Post assignments (including slides and notes) ahead of, or right after, the lecture
● Send weekly reminders/notifications about upcoming assignments
● Maintain consistent communication and give clear, but concise, directions
● Consider including language in your syllabus about your feedback policy, including when and
how grades for assignments and any corrective comments will be made available to students
● Use helpful Zoom features (breakout rooms, polls, whiteboard, hand-raising, emojis)
● Consider trying new digital tools that help with organization, such as Google Docs and Discord

Looking ahead: post-COVID course format preferences:
Our questions:
Question 1: “It is currently the point of view of NYC and CUNY that it is now becoming more
safe to resume some in-person learning (i.e., face-to-face classes) on campus. With that point
of view stated - and with the assumption that Baruch will aim to take the utmost precautions
for personal health and safety on campus - we would like to ask you what YOUR personal
preferences are for course formats. (Please respond by using the *rank order* technique for
each option below.)”
❖ Fully-online, synchronous (live sessions required)
❖ Fully-online, asynchronous (no live sessions)

❖ Fully-online, synchronous/asynchronous mix (some live sessions and some
asynchronous learning)
❖ Hybrid (some face-to-face sessions, some asynchronous online learning)
❖ Fully face-to-face

Question 2: “Why did you choose to rank the course formats in the way that you did for the
previous question? For example, has your work schedule necessitated new preferences?
Perhaps you have discovered that you enjoy online learning? Perhaps you strongly wish to get
back to in-person learning? Please briefly explain.”
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Results: 52% of undergraduates (153 of 295) preferred as their top choice some type of fully-online
learning as they looked ahead to the fall 2021 semester. (See BLUE bars in the figure featured below.)
As rationale for their preference, these students voiced concern for a “safe” and “flexible” learning
environment. On the other hand, 26% of undergraduates (77 of 295) as their top choice preferred inperson learning in fall 2021. (See YELLOW bar featured below.) The thrust of their reasoning was a
desire for a more “authentic” learning experience. Falling in the middle on this issue, the remaining
22% of undergraduates (65 of 295) preferred the hybrid format moving forward. (See RED bar below.)
Their hope was to experience “the best of both worlds”, where they might reap the benefits of being
able to engage in both online and in-person learning formats.

Students’ quotes about their course format preferences:
Offering a rationale for preferring the fully-online course format (~52%)
“I personally enjoy online learning, and there have been so many changes in my life in the past
year that necessitate this shift to an online learning environment. Please, consider continuing
online classes for those of us that need it.”
“I actually enjoy online learning. I feel like I’m given a lot more freedom on how I schedule and
go about doing all my assignments and work. It saves a lot of transportation time and even
though many say they prefer in person to be more connected with people and other students I
actually feel like I’ve been more connected with other students while online compared to in
person through clubs, internships, class, and group projects.”
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“Online learning is more time-efficient for me: 1. I don't need to commute, which not only takes
up hours of my time but also is not safe (the ongoing pandemic + anti-Asian crimes) 2. I can
review the recorded sessions online to better understand the materials. Also, I do have full-time
work during the day, so online learning allows me to be flexible with my schedule."
“… a mix of synchronous and asynchronous is a good way to maintain a balance between work
inside and outside of the classroom and encourage student engagement. Online classes have
personally worked for me and I will prefer it over in-person sessions even after campus opens.”
“Since the pandemic, … I do not feel safe having to be at in-person classes again, even with the
vaccines, as the news [is] saying that even with vaccines, we are still not immune and we will
require a third vaccine on top of that. I had family [at] risk of having or had COVID-19 and I
refuse to go through that again. I have a few friends that lost loved ones due to COVID-19 and I
was there to comfort them. Yes, I enjoy online learning and no I definitely do not at all strongly
wish to get back to in-person learning in the meantime. Please be aware that a lot of students
have been traumatized due to their personal experiences with Covid. The option for more online
classes should be [offered] at CUNY.”
Describing the reasoning for wanting to take in-person classes (~26%)
“I believe in-person learning is the best way to truly receive an education. I felt a huge
disconnect from my peers and professors considering I never actually saw them… there is no
motivation when everything starts to feel the same. Students need an environment that is
motivating and professional, not their bedroom.”
“Just in general it's hard to do school at home because not everyone has their own space… there
[is] often a lot of noise in the background. That makes me nervous about unmuting myself and
participating in class, and thus I do it less than I used to in person. Also, there is [no] separation
between family and school life. I cannot ever 100% focus on my school because there [is] always
more pressure and responsibilities while being home. I miss having the library."
“I strongly wish to go back in person. There is no replacement. I feel like I've been denied the
college experience for over a year, and haven't learned as well as I used to.”
Explaining why hybrid courses are preferential (~22%)
“I think Hybrid is best because this way I can have the best of both worlds. I like the convenience
and ease of online learning, but I think… in-person learning [is] more fun and engaging. I also
think that in-person learning would make it easier for me to get motivated to do my work.”
“I feel more comfortable remaining at home where I feel assured about my safety. That being
said, I do believe interacting with teachers and other students in person will foster a better
sense of engagement than remaining entirely online.”
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“I think some classes may work better when it’s in person while others could work better
asynchronous or synchronous.”

Final thoughts:
This survey marks a full year that we’ve been able to learn from the COVID-19 Student Experience
Survey instrument; the datasets we’ve collected extend from the initial transition to fully-online
learning through the (projected) final semester of the fully-online learning mandate (i.e., Spring 2021).
This spring, several key take-aways emerged pertaining to the themes of instructor ‘communication’,
‘organization’, and ‘understanding’, as well as ‘learning flexibility’ and ‘in-session engagement’. As
much as these themes appear to be of regular interest to students, there is also evidence that
viewpoints on these matters are shifting, semester by semester. While there is value in reflecting on
how the student perspective has changed over time, we would urge the reader to interpret such
changes with caution. The period in question has obviously been tumultuous, and one thing our
respondents have made clear is that for many Baruch students, things remain that way. Looking ahead,
we would therefore prompt instructors to be flexible and adaptable in how they think about and apply
the suggestions offered in this report for improving their teaching. Here we offer some final thoughts
on our current findings…
● In Spring of 2020 the majority of the students we surveyed (65%) reported having had only “a
little experience” with online classes prior to the transition to online learning. Moreover, 28%
reported having had “no experience at all”. This suggests that many of our students
experienced a steep learning curve with respect to the online modality in the beginning of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Moving forward, faculty teaching online or hybrid courses can safely
assume that their students are coming into the semester with some online learning experience.
● Improving communication was one of the main foci of the responses in the Spring ‘20 and
Summer ‘20 surveys. While a subset of respondents continues to register dissatisfaction with
the way their professors are communicating with them, in Spring ‘21 there is now substantially
less dissatisfaction than before. Nonetheless, the urge remains high (and is in fact increasing)
for instructors to demonstrate greater clarity, consistency, orderliness, and organization in their
communications. Moreover, there is now a new plea for instructors to use more
communication that aims to encourage and enhance student engagement in online classes.
● A desire for increased engagement in synchronous learning sessions continues to be a principal
focus in students’ comments. A similar, albeit softer, plea also exists for asynchronous classes.
Students would like their live classes to feature a variety of activities—for instance, a chance to
participate in peer-to-peer learning via breakout groups or group projects. They also wish to
receive class content through diverse modes, from the traditional lecture to videos they can
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annotate and even to guest speakers. Meanwhile, for engagement in asynchronous classes,
discussion boards and digital communication tools were seen as the most effective vehicles.
● Flexibility in the learning experience continues to be on the minds of students. While some
instructors may be concerned that the term “flexibility” connotes completely acquiescing to
students, or foregoing rules, on the contrary introducing flexible learning can allow for greater
accessibility and therefore a richer learning experience for a wider range of students. Although
students have varying opinions about what “flexible learning” means, as in previous data sets
the current undergraduate sample continued to care mostly about having flexible deadlines for
their work. There was also some interest in being able to order their work as they saw fit and
not having to be online at specific times. Thus, flexibility seems mainly to be defined as having
some governance over the timing of their work. Perhaps instructors can consider relaxing
within reason the time frames in which work is to be completed and submitted.
● Requests for understanding/empathy featured prominently in students’ responses when they
were prompted to discuss how challenges of the current time have affected their learning.
Similar sentiments also came up in response to questions dealing with ‘engagement’ and
‘communication’. The need for compassion is an important takeaway, and is consistent with the
CTL’s ethos that building a classroom community—indeed, practicing good pedagogy—means
trying our best to “meet the students we teach where they’re at”. A willingness to check in with
our students, to gauge their feelings, and to express affirmation of the specific situation they
are in and/or the difficulties they might be experiencing is a characteristic we should always
strive for as instructors, independent of the moment we are in with the COVID-19 pandemic.
● Good organization remains a basic prerequisite for a successful class. Teaching fully-online or
hybrid courses requires particular attention to clarity and consistency in posting materials and
assignments ahead of—or right after—the lecture, posting reminders about upcoming dates
and overall maintaining a predictable pattern of communication. This includes reaching out to
students before the semester begins to make sure they are set up to succeed online.
CTL staff members Seth Graves, Allison Lehr Samuels, Hamad Sindhi, Pamela Thielman, Katherine Tsan,
and Ron Whiteman contributed to the design of the survey instrument. Pamela Thielman, Katherine
Tsan, and Ron Whiteman performed data analysis and wrote up the findings.
For follow-up questions, contact:
Pamela.Thielman@baruch.cuny.edu
Katherine.Tsan@baruch.cuny.edu
Ron.Whiteman@baruch.cuny.edu
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APPENDIX: Graduate Student responses
Prior to Spring 2021, we did not analyze graduate student responses in detail. In part, this was because
of this population’s lower response rate. It was also a strategic decision on our part to focus on
undergraduate data in order to get actionable information to the largest number of faculty as quickly
as possible. In Spring 2021 we looked at some of the graduate student data in preparation for the
Summer Student Engagement Seminar at the CTL. We present this information below with minimal
comment.
Preliminary findings: Prior to transitioning to fully-online learning in Spring 2020, our graduate student
respondents had mostly (or in some cases, entirely) experienced in-person instruction only. This group
reported experiences in Spring 2021 that were similar to those of undergraduates. However, their
responses focused even more on the quality of the synchronous online experience. Having a variety of
engagement modes mattered to grad students—in particular, the ability to reach out to their peers
and advisors (“I need a mentor” was a sentiment expressed by several individuals). Respondents also
brought up the importance of on-campus resources, notably the library, suggesting that their current
experience in this regard was not on par with their former experiences. Graduate students’ desire for
connection should be understood in the context of their particular needs—usually, a greater demand
for research guidance and tutelage, and a concern with pre-professional development. These things
need to be taken into particular consideration in the context of remote instruction.
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As with undergraduates, Zicklin students made up the highest proportion of responses in this iteration
of the survey. Among graduate responses, Zicklin students were even more overrepresented. However,
in terms of individual majors, the second largest group of students after those working on their MBAs
were Master of Public Administration students from the Marxe School.

In response to the question about how faculty engaged them, graduate responses were more evenly
distributed between synchronous and asynchronous methods than undergraduate responses. More
graduate than undergraduate students provided specific write-in responses, some of which are cited
just below.
“I found that group assignments and group discussions have kept me engaged, as have
community chat spaces, such as Slack.”
“All professors have made themselves available to speak, outside of class, if needed, either via
email, a Zoom call, or a telephone call.”
“Professor tailored the class to focus on real world applications, what would work outside the
classroom.”
“We would work on Excel sheets together and he would go step by step so we would not get lost
and just give up.”
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By a small margin, synchronous learning was the top response for how graduate students were being
engaged in Spring ‘21. Their top suggestions for improving synchronous learning focused on keeping
students engaged verbally, mentally and visually (please note that, per CUNY policy, faculty may not
require camera use). See students’ quotes about improving synchronous learning just below:
“Break class into segments so we’re not just looking at 1 powerpoint for 3 hours! Each segment
should be no longer than 1 hour”
“Actively monitor the chatbox. Focus live class time on answering students’ questions and going
over concepts we need to know, instead of rehashing the textbook...Perhaps give more weight
to participation grades -- give points for participating either by chatbox or by speaking in class.”
“More breaks to grab coffee or a snack.”
“Break stretches and coffee talk”
“Use synchronous class meetings as workshopping time rather than lecture.”
“[P]rovide more opportunities for in-class discussion and time to speak up and answer
questions.”
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Most graduate students cited good organization of online materials and regularly updated
assignments; ease with technology (Zoom, Microsoft Teams, Excel); and an ability to engage the class
as being key to a class going well. The latter category featured suggestions such as guest lectures and
networking opportunities/mentorship. A number of graduate respondents mentioned the benefit of
having materials available ahead of time—such as lecture notes and Vocat videos—so that students
can do advance prep work. See a particularly relevant student quote below.
“One of my current professors does a fantastic job of teaching online. He is very engaged and
makes the class interactive. He does not rely on slides to teach; instead, he simply lectures and
poses questions to the class. He gives a variety of participation options, including a class group
chat where we can share articles and a spreadsheet where we can volunteer to enter data
about the course topic. He fosters a sense of support by offering real-world knowledge about
how the class material impacts us and how we can benefit from it.”

For further details about the graduate student responses, please email the survey team (see contact
information at the conclusion of the report above).
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