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RECOGNITION OF
PREVIOUS EDITORS

The Forum for International Research on Students and Teaching is the evolution of Research and
Teaching in Developmental Education (RTDE), the scholarly journal of the New York College
Learning Skills Association. For over thirty years, RTDE provided a space to share best practices
for faculty and staff engaged in the often-challenging task of supporting students as the
transitioned — either from high school, work, or international studies — to the college classroom.
It is with sincere thanks that we recognize the editors of RTDE.

Rita Pollard, Fall 1985 1(1) — Fall 1987 3(1)

Rob Erwin & Janet Snoyer, Spring 1987 3(2), Spring 1988 4(2), Spring 1989 5(2) — Spring 1990 6(2)
Janet Snoyer, Fall 1987 4(1), Fall 1988, (5)1

Patricia A. Malinowski and Susan D. Huard Fall 1990 7(1) — Spring 1994 10(2)

Patricia A. Malinowski Fall 1994 11(1) — Spring 2006 22(2)

Mary Ellen Mulvey Fall 2006 23(1) — Fall 2010 27(1)

Marie Hannan-Mandel Spring 2011 27(2) — Spring 2017 33(2)

Kim Ballerini, Fall 2017 — Spring 2019

Jesse M. Redlo and Emily S. Ryan Radder, Fall 2019, Special Issue

Jesse M. Redlo, Fall 2021 and Spring 2022, Special Issues




LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

Our journal continues to reinvent itself and grow slowly but surely.

This issue of FIRST reflects our new open access journal model. As an open access journal, we
would like to move towards publishing articles as they have gone through the acceptance, peer
review, and revision process and then collecting the published articles in a volume to submit to
academic databases for curation twice a year. The shift in our publishing process will take some
time to achieve, but this issue is a move in that direction as it highlights one new contribution
to our field’s scholarship.

This issue of FIRST presents an academic article by Dr. Kathrynn DiTommaso,”My Professor Was
So Far Away: Lack of Interpersonal Connection and Developmental Student Disengagement in
Remote Learning,” which explores the impact of remote learning during COVID on a sense of
connection and belonging on students in their early studies with an institution. DiTommaso’s
gualitative study explores the perspective of students with grace and encouragement, both for
the students who found themselves in online classes and instructors who may have been
teaching online for the first time.

If you are interested in submitting an article for consideration by our editorial board and peer
reviewers, you may find the brief statement of the journal’s aims and scope at the end of the
issue helpful. If you have questions or feedback about the aims and scope, please let me know.
| welcome the opportunity to discuss FIRST.

Safe journeys,

Nichole LaGrow
FIRST Editor



“MY PROFESSOR WAS SO FAR AWAY™:

LACK OF INTERPERSONAL CONNECTION AND
DEVELOPMENTAL STUDENT DISENGAGEMENT IN
REMOTE LEARNING

Dr. Kathrynn DiTommaso

Professor

English Department

Bronx Community College, City University of New York (CUNY)

Abstract

This paper presents a qualitative study that used student interviews to investigate the influence
of non-cognitive barriers on developmental student success in a corequisite first-year
composition course that was offered online following the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Students answered open-ended questions about their previous educational experiences, their
experience in the course, and any variables that they believed had hindered or facilitated their
ability to pass the class. Findings indicated that a wide range of nonacademic variables had
complicated the educational success of this cohort of students. However, participants most
commonly described the online course modality as hindering personal connections with their
instructors, which created a sense of interpersonal distance that prevented academic
engagement. These results indicate that colleges must consider a wide range of potential
complicating variables when offering online course options to students with developmental
needs. Specific suggestions include proactive advising strategies to screen, monitor, and
support remote students, pedagogical approaches that promote interpersonal connection, and
increased research in effective online course models for developmental students.



Introduction

For nearly 25 years, Bronx Community
College, of the City University of New York
(CUNY) has offered a corequisite first-year
writing course, English 110 (English
Composition I: Fundamentals of Writing and
Rhetoric), for students with developmental
writing needs. This credit-bearing course
includes 4 hours of freshman composition
instruction with an additional 2 hours of
developmental writing support each week.
After many years of pass rates in this course
being close to 70%, these rates dropped to
55.8% in Spring 2020, to 48.1% in Fall 2020,
to 47.6% in Fall 2021, to 46.2% in Spring
2022. Course instructors also reported
observing lower student skill levels,
experiencing greater difficulties with
student retention, and noticing a wider
variation in writing ability among students
within the same class.

To investigate potential academic causes of
this drop in pass rates, the English
Department asked students entering English
110 in Fall 2020 and Fall 2021 to complete a
diagnostic writing assessment to determine
if overall skill level, entering the course with
particular skills, and/or mastery of specific
skills in the course related to course success.
While student diagnostic samples during
these semesters did indicate that students
were increasingly struggling in basic writing
skills, the significantly lower pass rates also
coincided with coursework at CUNY shifting

L Classes at CUNY shifted to a fully remote modality in
March 2020, and the college continued exclusively
offering remote options of English 110 until Fall 2021

to a remote modality due to the COVID-19
pandemic.! The fact that students
completed these writing samples and their
corequisite course in the middle of a global
pandemic further limited the ability of the
English Department to draw any conclusions
regarding the ways in which non-cognitive
variables might also be hindering student
success as well as the best methods of
addressing students’ needs to improve
course completion rates.

There are many potential variables in
addition to the skill level that could have
influenced student performance, including,
but not limited to, issues related to
childcare, lack of study space, employment,
housing instability, live-in family members,
financial hardship, housing, and COVID-
related illness. In addition, the sudden shift
to an online course modality due to the
global pandemic may have prevented
students from performing to the best of
their ability due to issues with internet
connectivity, access to the necessary
technology, computer skill proficiency, and
the availability of a quiet study space.
Further research was necessary in order to
determine the extent to which issues related
to non-cognitive variables influenced
student academic performance. Such
research could better enable professors and
the college to design interventions that
address students’ affective and situational
needs, which can profoundly influence
student pass rates, retention, and

when several in-person sections became available to
students. However, the large majority of students
continued to enroll in fully remote sections of the
course.



perseverance, particularly during periods of
crisis

To address the need for research in this area,
| conducted a qualitative study that utilized
in-depth interviews for data collection. |
randomly selected 10 participants who took
the college’s corequisite English course in
Fall 2020 and 10 participants who took the
course in Fall 2021 for interviews. While the
college did offer some in-person courses in
Fall 2021, all of the randomly selected
students in this sample were enrolled in fully
online sections of the course. | conducted
one ninety-minute interview with each
participant to examine students’ educational
experiences prior to, during, and following
their enrollment in the corequisite
composition course. In these interviews, |
explored the ways in which students
described the factors that hindered and/or
facilitated their success in the course and
asked open-ended questions about their
experiences at the college. These interviews
provided more in-depth information about
the ways that developmental students
describe their experiences with potentially
complicating variables while enrolled in a
first-year composition course. Many
patterns emerged from the data gathered in
this study; however, for the purpose of this
paper, | focus on the ways in which the
online course modality complicated
classroom interpersonal connection
between faculty and students, and,
consequently, successful course completion,
for this subset of students.

Developing a better understanding of the
ways in which students experience non-
cognitive challenges could provide valuable
information for colleges in designing their

corequisite  programs.  Following the
pandemic, many colleges that returned to in-
person instruction continued to offer online
course options based on student demand
and enrollment needs. Furthermore, while
taking online courses is no longer required
due to pandemic-related lockdowns, many
developmental students may nonetheless
feel obligated to choose the remote
modality due to life circumstances,
scheduling issues, or continued health
concerns. Online course options continue to
be popular among developmental students
for the flexibility and convenience that they
provide; however, this course modality may
also present students with additional non-
cognitive challenges that they must
overcome in order to experience academic
success. More information about the impact
of non-cognitive variables on student
outcomes could assist faculty and
administrators in designing interventions
that are specifically tailored to address the
needs of developmental students and
promote course success and credit
accumulation in online corequisite classes.

Challenges Facing Developmental
Students in First-Year Writing Courses

Studies have long emphasized the
importance of first-year courses in providing
a foundation for academic success and
degree completion, and research indicates
that success in First-Year Writing, in
particular, strongly predicts college success
and graduation (Goodman & Pascarella
2006; Porter & Swing 2006; Powell, 2009).
According to one study, of all first-year
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courses, performance in writing courses was
most closely tied to impacts on retention
(Garrett, Bridgewater, & Feinstein, 2017). In
addition, findings indicate that “among all
first-year GE courses, failing a writing course
is the best indicator of a student not
graduating. Students who fail writing twice
are particularly vulnerable” (p.107). Nearly
every student who comes to college takes
first-year writing courses, and research has
clearly indicated a correlation between
success in these courses and college
persistence; thus, it is imperative that
colleges have a firm understanding of these
students’” needs to promote successful
course completion.

Educational researchers have also often
discussed the influence that non-cognitive
variables (e.g. circumstantial,
environmental, dispositional, attitudinal,
psychosocial, personal, or emotional factors)
can have on the academic success of
underprepared students. Even prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic, studies had long found
that students experience a wide range of
these challenges in their pursuit of higher
education, including issues with time
management, access to a quiet study space,
negotiation of the college environment, low
confidence, self-direction, anxiety, family
obligations, and lack of engagement,
employment, family support, childcare, and
healthcare (Barbatis, 2010; Boylan, 2009;
Escobedo, 2007; Gerlaugh, Thompson,
Boylan, & Davis, 2007; Hawley & Harris,
2005-2006; Kozeracki, 2002; Liff, 2003;
Linderman & Kolenovic, 2013; McCabe,
2003). Non-cognitive challenges may
contribute to low retention and success

rates of a significant number of
developmental college students.

Recent research has also described
addressing non-cognitive barriers as a key
component to effective corequisite program
design. Instructors of these courses are
advised not only to help students develop
basic writing skills, but also, to assist them in
developing non-cognitive skills to address
challenges that they face outside of the
college (Adams, 2020; Adams, Gearhart,
Miller, & Rogers, 2009). Corequisite classes,
which typically include additional support
hours for students, “are designed to offer
just-in-time support based on individual
student needs, which often include
noncognitive skill development” (Shanahan,
2020, p. 162). Effective corequisite program
design requires colleges to determine the
non-cognitive challenges that their students
face, understand the ways in which these
variables may influence academic success,
and develop targeted interventions to meet
student needs (Adams, 2020).

Research conducted since the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic has also indicated that
this public health crisis exacerbated non-
cognitive challenges for students, further
hindering their ability to experience
academic success in higher education. For
many college students, the pandemic caused
high levels of mental distress, uncertainty
about higher education, lack of engagement,
technological concerns, social isolation,
decreased family income, increased
difficulties focusing on academic work, and
challenges related to online learning,
obtaining medication, changing work
schedules or losing jobs or work hours,
reduced wages, food shortages, depression,
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anxiety, and stress, all of which contribute to
poor college attendance, incomplete
assignments, course failures, and even
college dropout (Browning et al., 2021;
DiMarco 2020, Fruehwirth, Biswas, &
Perreira, 2021; Katz, Jordan, & Ognyanova,
2021; Kecojevic, Basch, Sullivan, & Davi,
2020). When the pandemic forced colleges
to move their courses online, many students
who had exclusively received in-person
instruction their whole lives were suddenly
required to manage the academic and
technological requirements of a remote
course modality while simultaneously
coping with increased family responsibilities,
financial instability, health issues, and social
isolation (Fruehwirth, Biswas, & Perreira,
2021; Johns & Hawkes, 2020). Studies have
also indicated that pandemic-related issues
had severe effects on the mental and
emotional well-being of students, including
increased feelings of anxiety, depression,
worry, frustration, and fear, causing them to
be less focused on academics and to drop
out of college (Girten, Heyward, & Vance,
2020; Kecojevic et al, 2020).

These pandemic-related variables, which
hinder academic success, maybe even more
challenging to overcome for the
underprivileged students that the City
University of New York aims to serve. As
Kecojevic et al. (2020) note, “An abrupt
migration of traditional face-to-face courses
to the online mode may be particularly
difficult for students, who are used to in-
person classes and to those from
academically  marginal  undergraduate
student groups, or in courses that are poorly
suited for online learning” (p. 12). In fact,
one study of students at City College of

New York (CUNY), found that the pandemic
had placed serious impediments on the daily
lives of students in terms of typical home,
work, and social interaction, resulting in
negative effects on their emotional and
physical health. The authors report that “low
income” and “predominantly
Black/Hispanic/ Latinx communities within
NYC shared a disproportionate burden of the
pandemic, including higher risk of infections,
deaths, and job losses, burdens that
exacerbate prevailing health and economic
disparities among under-resourced
communities” (Lopez-Castro, Brandt,
Anthonipillia, Espinosa, & Melara, 2021, p.
3). It is imperative that colleges consider
these potentially complicating variables as
the non-cognitive challenges that students
experience can have implications for college
enrollment, course retention, course
completion, academic progress, and
graduation rates.

In sum, there is an urgent need for more
research to determine the ways in which
non-cognitive  variables may impact
developmental student engagement and
outcomes in remote corequisite
composition courses. There has been
significant research on the influence of non-
cognitive variables on academic success, as
well as the correlation between success in
first-year writing courses and college
persistence and graduation; more recently,
limited research has also focused on the
ways in which the pandemic caused a shift in
students’ priorities, further complicating
educational success. However, there is a lack
of research that provides in-depth
descriptions of student experiences with
non-cognitive factors and the potential



academic effects of these variables in
remote corequisite courses. In order to meet
the needs of its first-year writing students,
colleges need a deeper understanding of
student experiences with these complicating
variables. More research that examines the
ways that online learning may exacerbate a
complex set of challenges that students
often already face and the influence that
these increased barriers may have on
students” educational experience and
achievement could assist educators in
providing more comprehensive student
support in future program design.

Methods

This study represents an attempt to fill this
gap through investigating the ways in which
a group of developmental students describe
their experiences taking a corequisite first
year writing course during the COVID-19
pandemic. In order to focus my interview
protocol, | conducted a literature review that
closely examined the developmental
education literature  catalogued in
educational databases with a focus on
studies since 2000, and | also reviewed
articles related to students’ experiences in
higher education during the pandemic. |
used this literature review to develop my
interview protocol and codes to analyze the
interview data. My review of this literature
indicated that researchers most commonly
described the following five nonacademic
variables  as most  influential to

2 While the college did offer several hybrid and in-
person sections of the course in Fall 2021, all of the
students who

developmental student success: finances,
psychological factors, interpersonal
relationships, college support, and course
modality. Based on this literature review, |
conducted an interview study that asked
students open-ended questions regarding
their educational experiences prior to,
during, and following the pandemic with a
focus on these particular variables. | asked
students to describe their high school
experience, their reasons for enrolling in the
college, and their experiences at the college
and in their English course. | also asked
students questions related to online
learning, the extent to which they felt that
the college had been supportive of them and
their success, and any other factors that they
believed had influenced their ability to pass
their first-year composition course.

For the student sample, | emailed an
invitation to participate in this study to all of
the students who were enrolled in English
110 in Fall 2020 and Fall 2021. Of the 98
students who responded to this email, |
randomly selected 10 students from each of
these semesters for a total of 20 student
participants, all of whom had taken online
sections of the course.? | then conducted 90-
minute semi-structured student interviews,
which focused on the challenges and
supports that students experienced while
enrolled in the course during these two
semesters. In order to conduct a thorough
exploration and provide a context for the
study, | also conducted sixty-minute
interviews with three randomly selected full-
time faculty members who taught English

were randomly selected for this study had taken fully
remote sections of the course.
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110 in Fall 2020 and Fall 2021. | asked open-
ended questions about the learning
environment during these two semesters
and the challenges that faculty and students
experienced in the corequisite composition
course.

To analyze this data, | transcribed these
interviews verbatim, conducted a close
reading of the transcripts through line-by-
line analysis, and marked sections of the text
where participants mentioned variables that
influenced their educational experiences
(Maxwell, 1996; Seidman, 1998; Strauss &
Corbin, 1998). In order to compare student
descriptions of their educational
experiences across Fall 2020 and Fall 2021, |
used pseudonyms beginning with letters A-J
for Fall 2020 students and P-Z for Fall 2021
students. | then coded interview data using
the following deductive codes drawn from
educational research on non-cognitive
variables and COVID-related challenges:
finances (e.g., financial aid, employment
challenges); psychological factors (e.g.,
mental health, isolation, self-worth/self-
doubt); interpersonal relationships (e.g.,
support of family members, friends, peers);
college support (e.g., college resources,
advisors, teachers); and course modality
(e.g., technological issues, pedagogical
approaches, ability to focus). | also organized
excerpts from transcripts into categories to
search for common themes and patterns to
develop inductive codes and include
emergent themes (e.g., physical health,
course content, mentors, goals), examined
my expanded code list to create a list of
categories and sub-categories, organized
codes by type of experience (positive or
negative) and considered any differences or

commonalities that emerged among student
responses. | used these analytic methods to
examine central themes in relation to the
educational experiences of this group of
developmental students in their first-year
composition course (Seidman, 1998; Strauss
& Corbin, 1998).

Results

These interviews provided more in-depth
information about the ways that a subset of
students describes the influence of non-
cognitive factors on their educational
experiences. While students in Fall 2020
sample were required to take the course
remotely and students in the Fall 2021
sample chose the remote option,
participants similarly described the influence
of these variables with surprisingly little
variation across the two semesters. Students
described all five variables (i.e., finances,
psychological factors, interpersonal
relationships, college support, course
modality) as influential to their educational
success; however, they described negative
experiences with the remote course
modality to a much greater extent than any
of the other factors. Although most
participants stated that they had
experienced feelings of depression, anxiety,
and fear as a result of the pandemic, they
overwhelmingly attributed their difficulties
with passing the corequisite course to the
online format and not to other pandemic-
related factors. Students most commonly
described the online modality as preventing
personal connections with their instructors,
which they viewed as a requirement for their
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educational success. They described the
need for their instructors to be physically
present in order to understand course
material or feel comfortable asking for help.
Although they struggled in silence, they
expected their professors to know that they
needed help and proactively “reach out” to
them to offer support. Without in-person
interaction with the professor, students
seemed to interpret the physical distance of
their professors as emotional detachment,
which may have negatively affected the
students’ academic engagement and course
progress.

Students described a profound need for
encouragement, direction, and support as
they experienced challenges navigating the
online college environment and
understanding what was required of them
for success. Many participants stated that
they believed that they had the writing skills
necessary to pass the course but were
anxious about starting their college careers,
understanding college expectations, and
succeeding in  remote classes. One
participant, William, described missing his
first week of classes because he did not
understand how to log in to class meetings,
and this confusion deepened his feelings of
self-doubt: “And this is now college. So not
being adjusted to this new [online] system, |
guess you could say it was really hard . . . It
was frustrating for me. . . . Everything was
just still new to me, because now I'm in
college.” He described feeling unsure of
himself as he began college and did not have
the opportunity to witness other students
who were feeling equally lost, nervous, or
confused. As a result, when he experienced
difficulties navigating remote learning, he

falsely assumed that he was the only one
struggling, stating, “l thought it was me.”
Many students in this sample similarly
described having no idea how to access their
courses or what was expected of them,
feeling incredible pressure to figure it out on
their own, and becoming increasingly
frustrated and confused. In another
example, Isabella described, “I was trying to
learn all this new technology . . . | was
stressed. . . . | was learning new how to find
my classes, how to find my books, how to
find the material, how to find your
homework and your syllabus. | didn’t know
how to do none of that . . . | was literally
going into my classes without knowing what
to do.” These feelings of self-doubt and
frustration with remote learning caused
some students to give up on their courses. As
Jonathan explained, “It wasn’t good for me.
I'm not that type of learner” and
“psychologically, it just put me in the state
where it’s like. Okay. You know, school is not
really school anymore.” Discomfort with
remote learning caused many participants to
lose their academic motivation quite early in
the semester. They were not accustomed to
using the internet to learn, found the
adjustment to be challenging and
frustrating, and experienced frequent
technological glitches that caused a lack
confidence in their ability to succeed. As
they struggled to adapt to a new learning
modality, they required significant guidance,
assistance, and technological support from
their professors. Students also described the
lack of physical accessibility of their online
professors as a form of interpersonal
distance, unlike in a classroom where
teachers are “right there” to provide
support. In order to learn effectively or to
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receive help, students stated that they
needed to be physically present with the
teacher. Alex explained, “When it was in
person. It was fine, good, because . . . The
teacher’s right there.” In contrast, Alex
described being unable to process what the
instructor was saying or understand course
content without the teacher standing in
front of him. Similarly, despite the fact that
there are many additional students present
in a classroom, Isabella described in-person
learning as “better because you had the
teacher’s full attention. . . . If you didn’t
understand something . . . the teacher is
right there.” Students frequently
commented about the lack of interactive
teaching in the remote format and described
their online courses as trying to learn
without having their teachers’ “attention,”
or without their teachers “there,” as if their
professors were absent from class. As Zaya
explained, “l was so used to . . . being in front
of a teacher in a classroom learning, and it’s
just a change, having to do it through a
screen. | felt like there was no connection
between me and the teacher. . . . It didn’t
feel right for me” and “was still very
isolating.” She stated that this lack of
connection with her professor was the most
challenging aspect of her first semester in
college: “I feel like the hardest part about
being a student was the fact that | was so
alone like it really felt like...my professor was
so far away. It was just a lot of distance, and
| didn’t like that.” Even though professors
were teaching course content via
synchronous class meetings, and students
could see the teacher’s presence on the
screen, being physically distant caused
students to feel as though their teachers
were not present to convey course material,

provide support, or connect with them in a
meaningful way.

Most participants also described their belief
that, without this personal connection,
professors were not capable of knowing the
best instructional methods to meet their
academic needs. They described the online
modality as preventing professors from truly
knowing them, which they viewed as a
requirement for successful learning. Dayna
explained that in order to effectively teach
students, professors need “to make a
connection with every individual, because
you want them to be themselves, and that
way you can understand how to help them.”
She described knowing each individual
student as essential and teachers “always
have to make [students] feel comfortable,
and then that’s how you make them
understand.” For Dayna, it was the teacher’s
responsibility to connect with her, get to
know her, and then “make” her understand
the course content as a result of that
interpersonal relationship. Remote learning
hindered the ability of the students to feel
this connection with their professors. As
Pamela described, “l didn’t have like a
personal connection and that's
something that | really didn’t like because |
feel like as a student, my whole life, all my
teachers knew exactly who | was, at least just
for the type of person and student that | am,
and | felt like I've missed out on that, not
being in person, because | feel like | would
have had relationships with my teachers.”
Similarly, Samantha explained, “l felt
discouraged. ... The fact that it was all online
... like | feel like | needed something more
intimate, personal going in there and . .
.being around with the professors and
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gaining a personal connection with them.
That would have been way better for me.”
Without that interpersonal relationship,
students lacked faith in the ability of their
professors to know them well enough to
effectively teach them. When students were
academically disengaged or confused about
course content, they often associated these
feelings with the lack of a personal
connection with their professors rather than
with any academic or technological
challenges that they faced.

In addition, many students in this sample
interpreted these feelings of interpersonal
distance as their professors adopting a
hierarchal classroom dynamic. They
described the online modality as hindering
professor-student engagement in the kind of
dialogue and conversational, informal social
interaction that enables students to view
their  professors as relatable and
unintimidating guides; instead, students
often described their online teachers as
being “stern” or “not social enough.” Dayna
described her online professor as “just
professional, very professional” and “not
trying to make too much connection with
the student, like she was not trying to talk
too much.” She continued, “She was not, you
know, social enough, and | think that also
played . . . a big problem.” Similarly,
Samantha described her online professor as
“like a Dean, almost” and “very serious. . . .
It was never friendly,” which caused her to
decide, “l was kind of like yeah, I’'m over this.
| don’t even want to do this anymore.” In
another example, Jonathan expressed
similar challenges learning from his
professor: “But he was just too professional
if that makes sense. But he was really on like

a student versus teacher. ‘Yes, you know,
you do this. You do that.” It was no real like .
. . personal connection.” Without feeling an
interpersonal  connection  with  their
professors, students expressed feeling
intimidated by what they viewed as an
authoritative, “professional” relationship.
Student descriptions indicated that they
interpreted the lack of dialogue and casual
conversation in the remote modality as their
professors being cold, authoritative, and
uncaring; however, several students
described positive social interaction with
some of the same professors when they
returned to in-person classes. The online
modality seemed to create a sense of
physical, social, and emotional distance that
prevented professors from being able to
develop trust, rapport, and interpersonal
relationships with their students.

Without the physical presence of their
teachers, students also felt an overall sense
of social isolation that caused them to feel
disconnected from the entire college
experience and to further disengage from
their classes. They viewed learning in a
classroom setting as an intimate experience
that allowed for a personal connection with
their professors, which was also facilitated
by the physical presence of other students
and the energy of in-person classroom
discussion and interaction. In contrast, in
remote learning, students felt personally
disconnected from their professors whom
they viewed as “absent,” so they frequently
left their cameras off. As Dayna stated,
“Even though he would not let you have your
camera...turned off, | feel like everybody’s
camera was turned off, and he didn’t even
care. He would still give his class.” This
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aspect of online learning hindered the ability
of students to engage academically as
classroom interaction and participation
were largely replaced by faceless boxes on a
Zoom screen. Brianna described attempting
to address these feelings of disconnection by
keeping her own camera on: “Sometimes |
was the only one with my camera on.
Honestly, it felt really weird, so it was a
professor and me and then all these black
screens.” While Brianna tried to feel more
engaged with her course and more
motivated to learn course content, she
stated that being one of the only students
with a face on the screen only increased her
feelings of disconnection from the class.
Students reacted to feeling that their
professors were not “there” by often not
showing their own faces on the screen and
becoming emotionally and mentally absent
from the class themselves. William
described spending hours “just sitting there
staring at a screen that&#39;s totally
empty,” likening the experience to virtual
reality: “It’s like a VR headset. . . .It's like
you’re there, but you’re not really there, so .
. . [the students] are there . . .but in their
mind, they’re somewhere else.” As students
felt that their professors were not present in
class or connected to them, they seemed to
react by making their faces absent and
mentally disconnecting from the course.

These feelings of disconnection gradually
took a toll on students’ academic progress in
their classes as students described feeling
increasingly disengaged, being unable to
focus or follow course content, and quickly
falling behind. In contrast, they stated that
when they were in person, their teachers
“knew them,” and they felt a sense of human

connection that facilitated their ability to
learn. Gorge described the effect that
“spending the whole day in the same chair in
front of the same screen” had on his ability
to succeed in his classes: “I started having
some cognitive issues because of the
isolation. For a couple of months, | couldn't
concentrate or even retain information.”
Students gradually felt so disconnected from
their courses and the college that they lost
interest in the course content and
assignments. They described remote
learning as “tiresome” and reported getting
distracted easily, focusing on their phones,
not paying attention to class, and frequently
procrastinating. As students continued to fall
behind in their work over the course of the
semester, their disengagement from the
course made it impossible for many of them
to feel capable of catching up on their
assignments. Pamela, who withdrew from
the course, explained, “I feel like when
you're detached from it ... and then you fall
behind, that's where things get tricky . . . |
allowed myself to fall behind here, and then
when | was trying to play catch up, |
couldn't.” Many students who did not pass
the course stated that if they had been in
person with a professor, they would have
known “who is behind the screen,” been
more engaged in their courses, and able to
learn necessary course content. When they
were in person, their teachers “knew them,”
and they felt a sense of human connection
that facilitated their ability to learn. Without
that in-person interaction and personal
connection, students found focusing on
class, learning course content, and keeping
up with coursework to be much more
difficult, and they described feeling
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completely helpless in knowing how to get
back on track.

While the online modality caused students
to need significant support, the fact that
they lacked interpersonal relationships with
their professors also made it much more
difficult for students to feel comfortable
asking for help. Students in this sample
described often pretending that they were
effectively managing the course
requirements and actively avoiding revealing
their confusion to their professors. Brianna,
for example, stated that despite feeling
“totally lost,” the online modality prevented
her from feeling comfortable enough to
communicate her needs: “lIt feels
intimidating to have to call a number to ask
a question or have to send an email and wait
for them to respond. Like, it's not the same”
and online teachers need to “keep in mind”
that “the students, even though they need
the support, it's harder for them to seek the
support.” Similarly, Zaya described, “It was
online . . . and that was why | felt like it was
so difficult. . . . It got really overwhelming
because | felt like | didn't really have that
connection with my professor that | could
reach out to him and ask him questions
about the work. Even though he did share his
email and said that we were able to contact
him . . . | just still didn't feel comfortable
doing it.” Even students who felt somewhat
connected to specific professors did not feel
a close enough connection via the remote
modality to ask for assistance when they
needed it. Veronika explained, “l feel
because we were like online. It just made it
like hard. Sure . .. I'll have like a connection
with that one professor, but it wasn't really
enough to actually ask for help, or reveal

that | am struggling or that | do not
understand the material because . . . | was
scared, you know?” Students stated that
they would have “communicated better”
and revealed their confusion if they had
been in class with their professors because
they would have felt more connected, less
intimidated, and more comfortable than
they did online. The online modality posed
increasing academic and socio-affective
challenges, and these factors contributed to
their academic disengagement; however, as
they fell further and further behind, their
lack of personal connection with their
professors made them feel too intimidated
and uncomfortable to seek assistance.

Many students also described never before
having to take the initiative to ask for help in
their previous in-person educational
experiences, which further complicated
their ability to feel comfortable contacting
their online professors. Students stated that
when they were learning in a classroom,
they never had to admit when they were
confused or lost because teachers would
automatically know from the look on their
faces. In contrast, receiving help in the
online format would have required them to
reveal to their professors that they were
academically struggling, which they had
never previously had to do. Veronika
explained, “Professors can just tell when
you're confused in person, so they will
approach you and through camera, it was
kind of hard for them to approach you.”
When asked why she did not let the teacher
know that she needed extra help after the
teacher did not notice, she stated that “it
would just be hard, like you wouldn't really
find a way to interact with them or let them
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help you. . . . In person, [the teacher] could
just tell if you need help or not, or . . . would
just come to you.” Students had never
before had to take the responsibility for
reaching out to their professors to
communicate their confusion and the
thought of doing so caused many of them to
feel exposed and ashamed. Brianna
described, “You had no idea what was going
on, but when you are in person...if you don't
get something you actually have, like a kind
of ‘what is going on’ face that they see, and
they go over the concept without even
having to call you out.” Because their
teachers could always tell when they had
needed help in their previous in-person
educational experiences, students expected
that somehow their current teachers would
be able to sense when students were
confused in the fully remote class without
them having to admit that they needed
assistance. The fact that they could not see
classmates who were equally struggling also
exacerbated their feelings of self-doubt as
they assumed that they were the only ones
who were confused and feared appearing
unintelligent if they asked a question.
Therefore, they silently struggled, fell behind
in their coursework, and became
progressively more and more disengaged
from their classes.

In  addition, participants commonly
described how they had expected their
professors to take the initiative to call them
or email them to provide clarification when
they were confused even though many
students had their cameras off, and they did
not ask for additional help. In students’
previous educational experience, teachers
had seen their look of confusion and

automatically provided support; therefore,
students stated that they similarly expected
their remote professors to “notice” that they
needed help and proactively “reach out” to
them without them having to ask. Alex, for
example, attributed his failing grades to his
professors not “talking to us, one on one,
you know, asking us what they can do for us
. .. for the professor to understand what's
happening.”  Although Alex described
needing additional academic support, he
stated that he did not express his needs to
his professor because it would have been
more helpful to have “the teachers
personally calling or emailing us and asking
like what's going on.” Similarly, in response
to a question about how the college could
have supported her more, Pamela
described, “It's kind of a little more, you
know, embarrassing to ask for help . . . so
maybe if your professor reach out to you and
ask you, you be more like ‘Oh yeah, | do need
help actually.” Maybe it would be easier for
you to ask because they reached out to
you.” Rather than viewing the professor-
student relationship as a two-way
communication in which students express a
need and the instructors provide support,
students commonly placed the responsibility
of sensing student confusion, knowing that
they were too afraid to communicate their
needs, and personally reaching out to
provide assistance solely on the
professors. When their online professors
were unable to intuit student confusion in
the same manner as they could in-person,
students interpreted their professors not
“reaching out” as indicative of them not
caring about their students’ success.
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The few students who did take responsibility
for contacting their professors when they
needed assistance with course content or
assignment submission described the lack of
immediacy in receiving help in the online
format as exacerbating their feelings of
frustration. Because their classes were fully
remote, they could not approach the
instructor after class or during in-person
office hours to receive an immediate answer
to their questions. Instead, asking questions
required sending an email to the professor
and waiting for a response, and any delay in
that response caused students to feel
increasingly unsupported. In one example,
Isabella described, “Through online, it was so
hard because if you did have a problem with
a homework. . . . You know how long it will
take for some professors to email you back?
By that time, that homework assignment's
already due, like you already failed.”
Comparing this to in-person instruction, she
explained, “If you was right in the class, the
problem would be solved.” Furthermore,
even a reasonable delay in response to a
guestion greatly complicated the ability of
students to complete their assignments.
Eliza described why she found contacting her
professor so frustrating: “When | email her,
oh my God, she's gonna respond in two,
three hours. I'm like how am | going to figure
out how to do this?” She stated that when
she was struggling with coursework, she
needed help “at the moment, not later, and
not . ..even 3 hours later.” Unlike in-person
interaction, communication via email made
it impossible for students to receive instant
answers to their questions. Students who
needed further clarification beyond the
professor’s initial response also described
having back and forth conversations via

email about assignments as significantly
delaying their ability to complete their
classwork. Their family, work, and school
responsibilities necessitated setting aside a
very specific block of time to complete their
assignments; as a result, any delay in a
response to a question incredibly frustrated
them, and compounded their feelings of
interpersonal distance with their
professors.

Students who gave positive descriptions of
the remote format often mentioned how
having the personal contact information of
their professors fostered an interpersonal
connection, which facilitated their success in
the course. Several students described how
they felt supported because their professors
provided their cell phone numbers, texted
and called students individually, and
checked in regularly to ask if the students
needed additional help. Brianna described
what helped her succeed when she retook
the course: “I was really lucky with the
Professor . .. because if you have a professor
that really doesn't care and you are like
navigating this all on your own, it will have
been such a different outcome.” When
asked how the professor showed that she
cared, Brianna explained, “It was a big thing
that you will give your . . . number to your
students for questions, like that's something
... like, ‘Literally, you can text me at any time
...  That was like a big thing for me.” Brianna
equated her professor providing personal
contact information to having a connection
with her and caring about her academic
success. Students stated that having this
immediate access to their professors made
online learning much more manageable.
When asked if remote learning had been

18



difficult, Thomas responded, “It wasn't
because, like some of the teachers, they
actually gave their phone number, and |
could just call them, and they'd help me, and
that was very helpful instead of like trying to
email.” While students often described their
online professors as distant and absent, they
described positive teacher-student
relationships with professors who provided
their cell phone numbers for students to text
guestions as they arose and receive
immediate answers. The immediacy of text
exchanges assisted them in feeling a
personal connection to their professors and
somewhat remedied the interpersonal
distance of online learning. The ability to call
or text their professors at any time
prevented students from viewing the
teacher-student relationship as a hierarchal
dynamic; instead, it they viewed their
instructors as helpful and caring guides,
which  encouraged them to take
responsibility for asking for help, be more
focused on the course content, and feel
more invested in successful course
completion.

While developmental education research
has long emphasized the influence that
situational and affective variables can have
on the educational success of students,
results from this study indicate that remote
courses can exacerbate these challenges,
particularly in terms of the development of
interpersonal relationships between
students and faculty. The necessity of caring
faculty has frequently been cited as a
necessary component to an effective
developmental program (Astin, 1993;
Damashek, 1999; Horn, 1997; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 1980). Research in teacher-

student relationships has also indicated that
faculty regularly contacting students to offer
support and effectively communicating that
they care about student progress through
personal interactions can influence student
success (Beckowski & Gebauer, 2018; Cox
2011; Horn, 1997). In one interview study of
19 students who had persisted for four years
from an original cohort of 125 students,
Valeri-Gold, Kearse, & Deming (2001) found
that some students attributed their success
to their teacher “who tirelessly worked to
make sure they understood the material,”
called them at home, and “really seemed to
care about the students” (p. 31). Other
studies have similarly indicated that the
belief that faculty care about the students
can have impacts on the retention, degree of
effort, engagement, and success of
developmental students (Clagett, 1996; Cox,
2011; Phillips, 2001; Schreiner, Noel,
Anderson, & Cantwell, 2011). Phillips (2001)
surveyed developmental students to test the
correlation among subscales of the
Institution Integration Scales to explore
college persistence and
withdrawal. Students who interacted more
with faculty tended to have stronger goals
and show more concern in their own
development, indicating that if “students
perceive that the faculty is concerned about
them, then the students will be more
concerned with their academic goals and
their commitments to their programs of
study” (p. 21). While this research
emphasizes that students are more
successful when they believe that faculty
members care about them, results of this
study indicate that the remote modality
greatly complicates the ability of professors
to convey that they genuinely do care about
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student progress, which may hinder student
success.

Implications

This study represents a first step in beginning
to develop a deeper understanding of the
various challenges that developmental
students experience in online
learning. Nearly all of the study participants
who were new to higher education
described struggling considerably with their
online courses and feeling disconnected
from their professors and the college
whether they were only offered remote
classes (Fall 2020) or chose the remote
option (Fall 2021). While the current state of
the pandemic has enabled colleges to return
to in-person instruction, many programs
continue to offer online course options for
students who prefer this modality or cannot
attend in-person courses due to scheduling
issues, work hours, commuting costs, and
other responsibilities. Therefore, it is
imperative for colleges to consider the ways
in  which non-cognitive challenges can
complicate student success in the design and
implementation of any remote course
offerings for developmental students.

Results of this study indicate that
developmental students could benefit from
college’s utilizing a screening process to
determine which course modality might be
the most effective course delivery model for
individual students. Colleges need to
consider that some students might choose
online modalities or feel forced to attend
remotely due to life circumstances,
regardless of their ability to manage these
courses. Thus, to whatever extent possible,

colleges should encourage students with
developmental needs to take in-person
courses, particularly in their first semester at
the college, to facilitate relationship-
building, positive social interaction, and
increased  familiarity, comfort, and
confidence in the college environment. If a
developmental student indicates a
preference for online courses, college
advisors should meet with the student to ask
guestions about previous educational
experiences, technological knowledge, past
and current employment, study habits,
internet availability, computer access, and
non-cognitive needs to assess whether the
student has the ability to succeed in the
online course modality and make
appropriate recommendations. Colleges
should also offer an orientation for students
who choose the online option prior to the
start of their classes to introduce students to
the college’s learning management system,
ensure students have the necessary
technological requirements in place, and
inform students about available college
support.

As developmental students begin their
coursework and throughout their program,
they would also greatly benefit from having
a program advisor who is responsible for
online courses. While these interviews
indicated that most students need to feel
more personally connected to faculty in
order to feel academically capable and
communicate their needs, developmental
students also may have significant non-
cognitive needs that require considerably
more assistance than professors can
provide. In addition, the few participants
who reported feeling supported at the
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college and used campus support services
were in special programs on campus that
included an advisor who called the students
weekly to monitor their progress.
Developmental students in online classes
would benefit from a program advisor who
is responsible for contacting students on a
regular basis to provide additional academic,
socio-affective, and technological support
and direct students to appropriate services
as needed over the course of the semester.
Having a dedicated online program advisor
would also enable advising staff and faculty
to engage in a team effort to promote
student  success through frequent
communication about any specific issues
that arise and individual student needs.

Faculty teaching these courses also need to
be acutely aware of the ways in which the
online modality may increase the non-
academic challenges that developmental
students face. To whatever extent possible,
professors  should  monitor student
attendance, engagement, and assignment
completion and reach out as early as
possible to students who are struggling.
Reaching out to students who are at-risk of
failing or not completing the course can help
students feel supported and positively
impact retention and course
completion. Faculty should also ensure that
all students are aware of the many student
resources on campus, remind students of
these resources often, refer students to
support services as needed, and follow up
with students to demonstrate that they care
about meeting students’ needs. Faculty
should make every effort to foster a
classroom environment that promotes
understanding, human connection, and a
sense of community. This approach involves
flexible deadlines when possible, showing

compassion and empathy for struggling
students, and building relationships and
rapport in the classroom. Colleges should
ensure that professors of these courses are
appropriately trained to consider the
complicating variables that developmental
students face in online classes and that their
course policies and classroom approaches
reflect  an environment of care,
understanding, and support.

Findings from this study also emphasize the
importance of classroom approaches that
allow  for  positive  teacher-student
relationships in online courses. Professors
should be aware that that the remote
modality will likely complicate their ability to
develop personal, supportive relationships
with students and convey that they care
about the students’ success. If possible,
professors should require students to keep
their cameras on to promote effective
communication, focus, and interaction.
Consistently addressing students by name
and even  participating in  casual
conversations with students can also make
the teacher seem less intimidating and more
“caring.” Faculty need to be accessible and
readily available to answer student
questions about assignments and
technological issues either by phone or the
use of texting apps (e.g. What’sApp, Remind,
ClassDojo), which allow the professor to
create a group text with the class to send
important reminders, answer student
questions, and foster a sense of community.
In addition, teacher-student conferences are
essential for faculty to regularly notify
students of their progress and build a
personal connection that could facilitate
student engagement. Course content like
response journals that ask students to
reflect on their learning can also provide
valuable opportunities for teachers to
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provide individual feedback to students,
strengthen the teacher-student relationship,
and assist students in feeling cared for in the
academic environment. Through personal
contact, regular conferences, and frequent
and supportive feedback, instructors could
assist developmental students in feeling
more comfortable in online courses and a
sense of personal connection and
community, which could positively influence
student success.

This study represents an important first step
in providing a deeper understanding of the
particular challenges that developmental
students face when taking college courses in
a remote modality. However, as colleges
continue to offer remote options for these
students, much more research is needed in
order to determine the most effective
program design models to meet student
needs, promote effective learning, and
improve student retention and course
success. While students in this sample
attributed their lack of personal connection
with their professors to the online modality
and not to pandemic related factors, it is
possible that these students had an
increased need for faculty support due to
the timing of these interviews. Future
research could utilize interviews and/or
focus groups with developmental students
who are currently enrolled in remote
courses to determine the extent to which
the lack of in-person interaction complicates
student success in a post-pandemic
environment. Future research could also
focus more deeply on the extent to which
particular characteristics enable students to
be better suited to the online course
modality to advise students during the

registration process. In addition, future
studies could determine if particular remote
program designs that combine limited in-
person meetings with the convenience of
online courses such as hybrid or hy-flex
models provide students with adequate in-
person interaction to promote engagement
and facilitate success while also providing
the convenience that often motivates
students to select online courses. Results of
such studies may have implications for how
educators and administrators conceptualize
and design online programs for
developmental students to determine the
most effective methods of providing more
comprehensive support to improve student
retention and educational success.
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FROM THE ARCHIVES

March, H. (2008). Sabbatical Report. Research and Teaching in Developmental Education,
25(1), 77-87. http://www.jstor.org/stable/42802324

Summary

March’s “Sabbatical Report” explores her transition from teaching Sign Language to
developmental reading at Mount Wachusett Community College. March initially aimed to
investigate computerized reading laboratories but found her experiences as an interpreter
valuable in understanding her adult learners' reading processes. She identifies various student
groups, including those needing basic remediation and those facing significant challenges due
to psychological or economic factors. The report details her professional development
activities, such as workshops on reading technology like Kurzweil 3000, and emphasizes the
importance of integrating technology and comprehensive assessment in the developmental
reading program. March concludes that her sabbatical enriched her teaching approach,
allowing her to apply best practices and better support her students' diverse learning needs in

the upcoming academic year.

March’s “Sabbatical Report” reflects the
early inclusion of digital technologies and
computer classrooms in the developmental
classroom. Her sabbatical intended to
explore computerized reading laboratories
in order to better understand how her
institution could adopt and adapt these
technologies into their curriculum and
classrooms. While there definitely are
recommendations for such technologies
included in her report, the cataloging of her
sabbatical experiences reminds us all that
professional development opportunities are
present for all of us.

March catalogs the various experiences she
had including engaging in scholarly research,
attending academic conferences, and
visiting other campuses to learn more about
how developmental reading is taught. While
some of the resources she recommends may
no longer exist, the value of such an
intentional approach to professional

development is emphasized in the
penultimate sentence of her review.

I learned through my travels and research
that it is a nationwide challenge and is best
dealt with through comprehensive and
cooperative programs which use a wide
range of tools and approaches.

While it is always a challenge to make time
for such endeavors, participating in
professional development not only
enhances the work we do on our campuses,
it connects us to a broader network of
colleagues who share our interests and our
challenges.
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FIRST JOURNAL VISION AIMS AND SCOPE

Nichole LaGrow
Forum for International Research on Students and Teaching
Journal Editor

The Editorial Board of the FIRST has been hard at work reframing our journal’s vision, aims, and
scope. As a board, we have made a commitment to revisit these statements biannually in order
to ensure that our journal remains current within the field of higher education.

These resources not only guide our editorial board in selecting and including articles in our
journal. They also guide our authors in determining if the journal is a good space to showcase
their scholarship. And they also guide you, as the reader, to alert us if the content we share is not
in line with our purpose or does not help us reach our aspiration.

Vision Statement

Our journal is a space to explore those intersections of our field where developmental education,
academic support, and student support programming overlap and can inform one another.

Aims and Scope

FIRST exists to serve the community of secondary and postsecondary professionals in sharing
research and best practices in the intersectionality of developmental education, academic
support, and student support programming for secondary and postsecondary education. It is
particularly interested in promoting inclusive research that leverages sound research design
practices and their application in diverse teaching and learning settings.

FIRST is sponsored and made possible by the New York College Learning Skills Association
(NYCLSA), a regional chapter of the International College Learning Center Association (ICLCA). We
have a strong heritage of publishing a scholarly journal as FIRST is the evolution of Research and
Teaching in Developmental Education (RTDE). The current scope balances honoring the
traditional definition of developmental education as a core foundation, while also seeking to
keep up with current trends to expand what developmental education encompasses.
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Published biannually (Fall and Spring issues) as an open-access journal, FIRST accepts articles
from scholar-practitioners, graduate-level students in relevant fields, and undergraduate
students working with faculty in the field. Specifically, FIRST seeks articles on topics such as, but
not limited to:

e Theories and applications of teaching and learning in developmental education (both
literacy and mathematics) and academic program courses.

e Social, emotional, and cognitive support and preparation programming, e.g. STEM-
specific strategies, PLTL, student services, and summer bridge programs.

e Engaging specific learner populations, e.g. dual credit, early college high school, and
returning adult learners.

e Leveraging student success interventions, e.g. academic support, academic advisement,
and tutoring.

e Exploring assessment practices, both student and programmatic, and their implications.

e Sharing innovations in research in teaching and learning, e.g., corequisites, embedded
tutoring, technology inclusion, etc.

This is by no means an exhaustive list of acceptable topics. Articles on other topics may be
considered; please direct any inquiries to FIRST editor Dr. Nichole LaGrow (lagrowna@mlc-
wels.edu) for more information.

Open Access Journal

FIRST is an Open Access Journal that provides immediate open access to its content on the
principle that making research freely available to the public supports a greater global exchange
of knowledge. All articles published in our journal are shared with the author’s permission as CC-
BY-NC-ND.

Authors who publish in this journal agree to the following terms:

Authors retain copyright and grant the journal right of first publication with the work
simultaneously licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution License that allows others to
share the work with an acknowledgment of the work's authorship and initial publication in this

journal.
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