ACADEMIC WELLBEING INITIATIVE

Academic Wellbeing
in the Classroom

Research-Informed Practices that Strengthen Learning, Rigor, and Faculty Sustainability

Supporting students while sustaining the work of teaching


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
"Good morning, everyone. I want to start by acknowledging something that I think is really important.
Faculty are already doing an extraordinary amount to support student learning and development.
So this presentation is not intended to be a list of things faculty need to do differently, or one more set of responsibilities.
Instead, what I want to do is share some of what we heard through the Academic Wellbeing Initiative and then look at a few research-informed practices that many of you are probably already using.
The question is really whether there are ways to strengthen student learning and wellbeing while also maintaining rigor -- and, importantly, supporting the sustainability of the work of teaching."
Transition: "So let me start with what we're seeing in the student landscape."


The Student Landscape Has Changed

Students arrive with increasingly varied:

1  Academic preparation

2 Executive functioning skills

3 Learning needs and neurodivergence
4 Responsibilities outside the classroom

5 @ Relationships with technology and Al

Faculty are navigating a more complex teaching environment, too.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
"Students are arriving with increasingly varied levels of academic preparation, executive functioning skills, learning needs, and experiences.
We're also seeing students balancing a lot outside the classroom -- employment, athletics, internships, family responsibilities, leadership, and service.
And then there's the digital environment, which has fundamentally changed how students experience attention, distraction, information, and now AI.
None of this means that today's students are somehow worse students.
It means there is greater variability in how students arrive and in what they're navigating.
And that creates challenges for students -- but it can create additional complexity for faculty as well."
Transition: "So we wanted to listen before deciding what, if anything, we should recommend."


We Listened

Academic Wellbeing Initiative
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Presentation Notes
"As part of the Academic Wellbeing Initiative, we held 24 listening sessions with 73 faculty and administrators, and 15 student sessions involving 106 students. We also conducted faculty and student surveys.
And several themes came through pretty consistently.
We heard about executive functioning and neurodivergence.
We heard about academic overload and competing demands.
We heard about digital distraction and difficulty knowing where to begin.
We heard about mental health strain.
But one theme that I think is particularly important for today's conversation was the importance of relationships and connection.
Students weren't simply describing academic challenges. They were describing how they experience learning within a community."
Transition: "And that led us to a fairly simple question."


How do we design learning environments that...

Support student success

Academic Wellbeing Initiative

Maintain academic rigor

Strengthen relationships

Support faculty
sustainability



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
"How do we design learning environments that support student success, maintain academic standards, strengthen relationships, and support faculty sustainability?
That's really the question behind the two documents I'm sharing.
And I want to emphasize the word design.
We're not talking about responding to every student difficulty individually.
We're asking whether there are things we can intentionally build into courses and learning environments that make learning work better from the beginning."


Five Practices

Five lenses on work many faculty already do

Lead with Clarity

Build Flexibility into Structure

Design for Engagement & Access

Make Learning Strategies Visible

Foster Connection & Belonging

Academic Wellbeing Initiative


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
"The faculty guide organizes those ideas into five areas.
First, lead with clarity.
Second, build flexibility into structure.
Third, design for engagement and access.
Fourth, make learning strategies -- executive functioning and metacognition -- more visible.
And fifth -- and I think increasingly importantly -- foster connection and belonging.
These aren't five new initiatives.
Think of them more as five lenses through which we can look at things many faculty are already doing."


1 Lead with Clarity

Students benefit from knowing Practical approaches
=  What is expected »  Clear calendars and expectations
=  What matters most =  Rubrics and grading criteria
=  What quality looks like *  Examples or models
=  How assignments connect to learning goals =  Explaining the purpose behind assignments and policies

Clarity doesn’t lower the bar. It makes the expectations of the bar more visible.

Five Practices — Academic Wellbeing Initiative


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
"First is clarity.
Students benefit from understanding what is expected, what matters most, what quality looks like, when things are due, and how an assignment connects to the larger learning goals.
That can mean a clear syllabus and calendar, rubrics, examples, reinforcing important expectations both verbally and in writing, and explaining the purpose behind an assignment or policy.
And I want to emphasize something here because this can sometimes sound like we're suggesting that faculty need to make things easier.
I don't think that's the goal at all.
Clarity doesn't lower the bar. It makes the expectations of the bar more visible.
And that can actually allow us to maintain very high standards while reducing unnecessary ambiguity."


2 ' Build Flexibility into Structure

Students’ lives don’t always follow the syllabus.

Students may be balancing Flexibility can coexist with structure
*  Employment *»  Grace days
= Athletics *»  Deadline windows
=  Family responsibilities *  Dropping a lowest score
=  Health concerns »  Low-stakes practice before high-stakes assessment

Predictable flexibility beats case-by-case negotiation.

Five Practices — Academic Wellbeing Initiative


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
"The second is flexibility within structure.
Students' lives don't always follow the syllabus.
They're working. They're participating in athletics. They're doing internships. They're caring for family members. They're dealing with health issues. Sometimes things simply happen.
There are a lot of ways faculty already build flexibility into courses -- grace days, deadline windows, dropping a lowest score, limited revision opportunities, low-stakes practice before a major assessment.
And the key idea here is predictable flexibility.
There's a difference between having a clearly defined amount of flexibility built into the course and having repeated individual negotiations every time something goes wrong.
In fact, predictable flexibility can sometimes be a faculty sustainability strategy because it reduces those one-off negotiations."


3 ) Design for Engagement & Access

Universal Design for Learning

Possible practices Also consider

Slides or outlines available in advance Processing time before discussion

Verbal + written instructions Regular, actionable feedback

Scaffolding complex assignments Accessible course materials

Appropriate choice in demonstrating learning Reflection and metacognition

Same learning outcomes. Fewer unnecessary barriers.

Five Practices — Academic Wellbeing Initiative
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Presentation Notes
"The third area is designing for engagement and access, including principles from Universal Design for Learning.
Again, this isn't about lowering expectations.
It's about reducing unnecessary barriers to reaching the same learning outcomes.
Things like providing slides or outlines in advance, giving both verbal and written instructions, breaking complex assignments into stages, allowing some processing time before discussion, providing appropriate choices in how students demonstrate learning, and giving regular feedback.
Many of these practices benefit virtually everyone.
The underlying question is simply: Can we design the course in a way that allows more students to engage successfully without changing what we're asking them to learn?"


4 ) Make Learning Strategies Visible

Executive Functioning + Metacognition

Faculty can make learning processes visible by Also consider
=  Narrating expert thinking *  Modeling backward planning
=  Modeling how to approach complex problems =  Asking students to reflect on strategies

=  Breaking major assignments into stages

»  Using drafts and checkpoints

And Al makes this increasingly important.

Emphasize process, reflection, application, and thinking — not simply the final product.

Five Practices — Academic Wellbeing Initiative
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"The fourth area is making learning strategies more visible.
Higher education often assumes students know how to learn.
But we know that students come with very different levels of preparation around planning, studying, approaching complex assignments, managing time, and monitoring their own learning.
This doesn't mean faculty need to become study-skills instructors.
Sometimes it's as simple as narrating your own thinking.
'Here's how I would approach this problem.'
'Here's where I would start.'
'Here's how I would know whether this argument is strong.'
Or breaking a major assignment into stages and having students reflect briefly on what strategies helped them.
And I think AI makes this even more important.
If students can increasingly produce a polished final product with technology, there's even more value in creating opportunities where we can see the process -- the thinking, the application, the reflection, the revision, and the discussion.
So the question becomes less about simply evaluating the final product and more about creating opportunities to assess thinking."


5) Foster Connection & Belonging

Academic wellbeing is relational.

Students engage more deeply when they feel Small practices matter
=  Known * Learn and use student names
=  Respected =  Create recurring opportunities for interaction
* Included » Normalize office hours and help-seeking
=  Connected =  Reach out when patterns of disengagement emerge

=  That they belong

Small practices communicate something powerful: you belong here.

Five Practices — Academic Wellbeing Initiative
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"The fifth practice is connection and belonging.
And honestly, this is one of the areas I would emphasize most.
Academic wellbeing isn't simply about course architecture.
Students experience courses through relationships.
They notice whether their professor knows who they are.
They notice whether the professor seems genuinely interested in the subject.
They notice whether it's safe to ask a question.
They notice whether someone reaches out when they've started to disengage.
And these don't have to be huge interventions.
Learning students' names.
Creating recurring opportunities to interact.
Inviting different perspectives.
Normalizing office hours.
Doing a brief mid-semester check-in.
Reaching out when you notice a pattern of disengagement.
Those relatively small things can communicate something powerful:
You belong here. I see you. Your learning matters.
And that brings us to something I think is especially important at Loyola."


Relationship-Rich Education

Students don’t just learn from faculty.
They learn through relationships with faculty.

“You belong here.” “Your ideas matter.”

“I believe you can do this.” “Let’s figure out how you can get there.”

Relational support and academic rigor can reinforce one another.


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
"Students don't just learn from faculty.
They also learn through relationships with faculty.
A faculty relationship can communicate:
'You belong here.'
'Your ideas matter.'
'I believe you can do this.'
And sometimes, 'Let's figure out how you can get there.'
That doesn't mean removing challenge.
In fact, I think the opposite can be true.
A strong relationship can give us a better foundation for holding students to high expectations.
That's part of what makes this so consistent with the Jesuit tradition.
Cura personalis doesn't mean removing the challenge.
It means seeing the person who is undertaking the challenge."
[Pause briefly.]


Academic Wellbeing Is Also About Faculty

What supports students can sometimes support faculty, too.

Intentional course design can
The goal isn’t:

“" n

=  Reduce repetitive exception handling
=  Clarify expectations

= Decrease crisis management

=  Create predictable processes

*  Protect faculty time and boundaries

=  Make support more systematic

“Design so that fewer things require
extraordinary intervention.”

Academic Wellbeing Initiative
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"I also want to make sure we don't lose the faculty side of this.
If academic wellbeing becomes another list of things faculty are supposed to do, then we've missed the point.
Some of these practices can actually make teaching more sustainable.
Clear expectations can reduce repeated clarification.
Predictable flexibility can reduce individual exception handling.
Scaffolding can reduce the number of students who reach a crisis point right before a major deadline.
And intentional structures can create more predictable processes for everyone.
So the goal isn't: 'Do more for students.'
It's: 'Can we design things so that fewer situations require extraordinary intervention?'"


The opportunity is to hold both.
Rigor + Compassion
Standards + Flexibility

Accountability + Belonging

Rigor with Humanity

High expectations + clear structure e Academic challenge + meaningful support e Accountability + relationship


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
"And that brings me to what I think is the central idea of this presentation:
Rigor with humanity.
Academic wellbeing isn't about choosing between rigor and compassion.
It isn't standards versus flexibility.
It isn't accountability versus belonging.
We can hold both.
We can have high expectations and clear structure.
We can have academic challenge and meaningful support.
We can have accountability and relationship.
We can have flexibility and boundaries.
And I think that's actually a very Loyola way of thinking about education.
We don't have to choose between caring about students and challenging them.
We can communicate:
'I believe you can do this -- and I'm going to hold you to a meaningful standard.'
Those two messages can coexist."
[Pause.]


Academic Wellbeing Is a Partnership

THE FACULTY GUIDE ASKS THE STUDENT GUIDE ASKS

What can we do in the learning environment? What can students do to strengthen their own
academic wellbeing?

Students are encouraged to:

Take ownership of learning Build structure into their time Use resources early

Manage digital distraction Build connection and belonging

Academic wellbeing lives in the space between them.



Presenter Notes
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"The other thing I want to make clear is that this isn't all on faculty.
We created a companion student guide for exactly that reason.
The faculty guide asks: What can we do in the learning environment?
The student guide asks: What can students do to strengthen their own academic wellbeing?
For students, that includes taking ownership of learning, building structure into their time, using resources early, managing digital distraction, and building relationships.
Faculty contribute structure, expertise, feedback, and relationships.
Students contribute preparation, effort, reflection, help-seeking, engagement, and responsibility.
So academic wellbeing really lives in the space between the two."


Academic Wellbeing at Loyola

A Jesuit approach to education asks us to attend to the whole person.

Students are developing

Knowledge Habits of Learning Reflection Resilience

Relationships Responsibility Purpose

Academic wellbeing is an upstream expression of cura personalis.

Academic Wellbeing Initiative
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"At Loyola, I think this has a particularly strong connection to our mission.
A Jesuit approach to education asks us to attend to the whole person.
Students aren't only developing knowledge.
They're developing habits of learning, reflection, resilience, relationships, responsibility, and purpose.
So I don't see academic wellbeing as something separate from our academic mission.
I see it as one expression of cura personalis.
And importantly, it's an upstream expression.
We're not waiting until a student is in crisis to think about wellbeing.
We're asking what we can build into the learning environment from the beginning."


The Takeaway

Academic wellbeing and academic excellence are not competing goals.
They can be mutually reinforcing.

Clear expectations Intentional structure
Accessible learning Explicit skill development
Meaningful relationships Reasonable flexibility

These practices help students learn — and they can help faculty sustain the work of teaching.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
"So if I could leave you with one takeaway, it would be this:
Academic wellbeing and academic excellence are not competing goals.
They can actually reinforce one another.
Clear expectations.
Intentional structure.
Accessible learning.
Explicit skill development.
Meaningful relationships.
Reasonable flexibility.
None of these require us to lower our academic standards.
They can help students engage more fully with those standards -- and they can make the work of teaching more sustainable."


The Takeaway

Academic wellbeing and academic excellence are not competing goals.
They can be mutually reinforcing.

Clear expectations Intentional structure
Accessible learning Explicit skill development
Meaningful relationships Reasonable flexibility

These practices help students learn — and they can help faculty sustain the work of teaching.
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"So if I could leave you with one takeaway, it would be this:
Academic wellbeing and academic excellence are not competing goals.
They can actually reinforce one another.
Clear expectations.
Intentional structure.
Accessible learning.
Explicit skill development.
Meaningful relationships.
Reasonable flexibility.
None of these require us to lower our academic standards.
They can help students engage more fully with those standards -- and they can make the work of teaching more sustainable."


Syllabus Activity

Notice language that:

e Builds trust versus creates anxiety.

 Clearly communicates expectations while preserving instructor flexibility.

* Encourages students to seek help early.

 Reflects an understanding that attendance and participation are related but distinct.

* Normalizes the use of campus support resources rather than treating them as a last resort.
* Recognizes that well-being and accountability can coexist.

* Reinforces a growth mindset instead of a punitive one.

 Makes expectations transparent without relying primarily on penalties.

 Uses language that is equitable for students managing illness, disability, caregiving responsibilities, or other legitimate life

circumstances.



Potential Areas for Improvement

* Automatic grade penalties based solely on absences.

e Requiring documentation for every circumstance.

e Policies that unintentionally discourage students from staying home whenill.
* Vague language such as "the instructor will determine" without explaining guiding principles.

* Framing support offices as solely the student's responsibility rather than part of a shared partnership.
* Participation defined only by speaking in class, which may disadvantage some students.

* A late work policy that provides no pathway for communication or recovery.

* A concluding message that emphasizes compliance more than learning or belonging.



Let's try this again...

Notice language that:

* Builds trust versus creates anxiety.

Clearly communicates expectations while preserving instructor flexibility.

* Encourages students to seek help early.

* Reflects an understanding that attendance and participation are related but distinct.

* Normalizes the use of campus support resources rather than treating them as a last resort.
* Recognizes that well-being and accountability can coexist.

* Reinforces a growth mindset instead of a punitive one.

* Makes expectations transparent without relying primarily on penalties.

* Useslanguage that is equitable for students managing illness, disability, caregiving responsibilities, or other legitimate life

circumstances.



Questions to Guide Your Syllabus Review...

Is the Expectation Clear?

Students understand
what success looks like.

Academic Wellbeing Initiative

Does the policy support
learning?

The policy advances the
learning outcomes rather
than simply enforcing
compliance.

Does it preserve faculty
discretion?

The instructor retains
professional judgment
instead of relying on
rigid rules.

Does it communicate
belonging and support?

Students understand
that they are expected to
succeed and that help is

available when they

encounter obstacles.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
"How do we design learning environments that support student success, maintain academic standards, strengthen relationships, and support faculty sustainability?
That's really the question behind the two documents I'm sharing.
And I want to emphasize the word design.
We're not talking about responding to every student difficulty individually.
We're asking whether there are things we can intentionally build into courses and learning environments that make learning work better from the beginning."


Resources & Closing

( Y (

FOR FACULTY FOR STUDENTS

Academic Wellbeing in the Classroom Academic Wellbeing as a Student

Research-informed practices that strengthen learning, rigor, Practices that strengthen learning, balance, and success

and faculty sustainability

Rigor with Humanity

Challenged intellectually. Supported relationally. Held accountable. Given room to grow.

Thank you for the work you do to support student learning and development.
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"The two guides are available here.
The first is the faculty guide, Academic Wellbeing in the Classroom.
The second is the companion student guide, Academic Wellbeing as a Student.
I'd encourage you to take a look and share with your students.
And I'll close where I started.
We don't need to make learning less challenging.
We can create environments where students are: challenged intellectually, supported relationally, held accountable, and given room to grow.
That's what I mean by rigor with humanity.
Thank you for the work you do every day to support our students and their learning."
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