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Disruptions in the delivery of academic content in higher education had been minimal as recently as 2020. 

Learning obstacles have not only become more frequent but also exhibit increased duration due to climate 

related natural disasters, and most recently, global health pandemics. The primary investigators explore 

the negative impacts these events have had on students’ academic success, and the best practices 

implemented by colleges and universities to help students overcome these issues, and persist in attaining 

personal and academic goals. Analysis will examine institutional-based efforts for academic student 

support, guidance, and motivation together with the students’ resiliency efforts. Analysis will also describe 

the effects on the online delivery of academic content. Findings demonstrate that one of the best ways 

institutions can encourage academic success is through self-resiliency, and that proactive steps mitigate 

stressful events. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Even before the Covid-19 pandemic, higher education had been experiencing incremental evolution 

throughout the early 21st century. Similar changes have been manifesting in the modern workplace. 

Employers demand new skills in virtually work-all aspects, including: critical thinking, communication, 

creativity, team work and entrepreneurship. College-graduates must incorporate these new skills, skills that 

have been relegated to senior executives in the past (Smith, et al., 2019).  

According to Wolf (2021), 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic brought about an unprecedented disruption to both K-12 and 

higher education at a national and worldwide scale. Classrooms across the country and the 

globe were forced to adjust to a new virtual educational landscape. Students are no 
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strangers to this considering all of the past academic year was conducted fully 

online. (Para. 1) 

 

Since 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic has been a significant motivating factor for abrupt incorporation 

of cutting-edge pedagogic practices throughout academia, but more especially in online learning 

environments. The primary investigators will explore how significant disruptions to higher education affect 

student success, and what strategies might mitigate some of the long-term effects. 

 

ACADEMIC IMPACT OF NATURAL DISASTERS 

 

The increasing number of climate related natural disasters exacerbates the challenges encountered by 

institutions; the resulting impact on students in higher education can vary depending on type of disaster, 

demographics of the students as well as institutional preparation and response. In 2004, Hurricane Katrina 

affected over 50,000 students in the New Orleans area (L’Orange, 2010). Of the students impacted by this 

storm, almost 75% of them perceived a negative impact on their academic performance and over a third of 

them withdrew from classes (Ladd et al., 2007). In 2011, Thailand experienced monsoon flooding that 

lasted for months and resulted in two major universities delaying the start of the semester by 3 months and 

caused students to have to adjust their educational plans due to damaged infrastructure and limited 

educational resources (Kanthawongs, 2013). Students impacted by these prolonged floods had a significant 

decline in their overall test scores (Thamtanajit, 2020).  

In spring 2015, severe snowstorms affected the northeast United States resulting in multiple extended 

interruptions of in-class instruction. Wynne, et al. (2018) evaluated how these snowstorms impacted 

students’ perceptions of their academic experience. Faculty members were encouraged to recover missed 

contact hours by either holding asynchronous online meetings, adding in-class weekend sessions, or 

assigning additional homework. Using a survey, the authors measured the perceived impact by comparing 

self-identified student groups. The statistical analysis found that students attending a suburban university 

perceived a significantly greater impact in their overall educational experience, their preparation for 

remaining required courses for degree completion, and the level of rigor to the course compared with their 

urban university peers. The study went on to find a similar perception issue when the student groups were 

categorized into resident and commuter students. 

Wynne et al. (2019) went further into evaluating these long-term disruptions and their perceived 

impacted on students within different years of study, different business majors, grade point average (GPA) 

groups, and between genders. This study found that students in the junior and senior year perceived a greater 

impact, as compared to freshmen and sophomore students, in their overall educational experience, 

additional hours to catch up on course work, as well as a negative impact in preparation for remaining 

course work. Students with lower GPA had similar concerns when compared to their higher GPA peers. 

However, neither the student’s major nor gender had an impact on these categories of concern.  

Much has been learned about the impact of these extended weather disruptions specifically focused on 

traditional college students. In 2017, Hurricane Harvey stalled over the Houston, Texas area. “While face-

to-face students were not severely impacted, more than a thousand online students were in the impact zone 

and in danger of dropping out” (Holzweiss et al., 2020, p. 22). With widespread electric and internet 

outages, institutional communications announced campus closures, but failed to differentiate between 

student types leaving online students confused and anxious about their academic responsibilities. The 

institution had a dedicated support team for online students and ultimately delayed the start of the semester 

as well as shortened the instructional period in half. The results showed there was a slight increase in 

students receiving failing grades, but the incomplete/withdrawal rate remained similar to previous years.  

 

ACADEMIC IMPACT OF COVID-19 

 

Natural disasters have proven to be a challenge for college students, but no one could have been 

prepared for the problems created by a global pandemic. In early 2020, the rapid spread of COVID-19 led 
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to a global shutdown of educational institutions. There were 106 countries that implemented national 

quarantine mandates impacting an estimated 1.4 billion students (Jain, 2020). In response, many traditional 

face-to-face institutions of higher education quickly transitioned to an online learning model. The e-learning 

approach proved to be the best option under these circumstances, but it does not come without challenges 

(Maatuk et al., 2021).  

One of the major hurdles of online learning is the stigma it carries of being a lesser quality educational 

experience than traditional methodologies (Schultz & DeMers, 2020). Younas et al. (2022) studied how 

student attitudes toward e-learning impacted their academic success and achievement. They surveyed 1,200 

students varying in age and educational background, and inquired about their motivation for and attitude 

toward online learning, adoption of online education channels, and students’ digital competence. The 

analysis found that a positive attitude in each component had a positive correlation with satisfaction about 

e-learning, which in turn resulted in a positive academic achievement. Although a positive attitude suggests 

positive academic outcome, there are other factors that may impact overall perception and ultimately 

success. 

Early in the pandemic, Besser et al. (2022) evaluated 1,217 college students and the impact of a sudden 

migration to synchronous online learning. They surveyed students focusing on their cognitive focus, depth 

of learning, and expected performance along with other mental health questions. Overall, students had a 

negative perception of the synchronous online learning experience compared to the traditional model. The 

study further correlated students’ personality variables with their perception of the unfamiliar online 

learning experience. Those students who had tendencies of neuroticism and conscientiousness perceived a 

more negative impact in their academic experience than those who had tendencies of extraversion, 

openness, and agreeable personality traits.  

Despite positive attitudes and personality traits, research shows that minority and first-generation 

college students can have some unique challenges to overcome (Palmer et al., 2011). Many of these students 

lack community support, experience elevated financial need, and lack guidance needed to navigate the 

higher education environment (Blackwell et al., 2014; Pratt et al., 2019; Folger et al., 2004). Boserup, et al. 

(2020) suggested that COVID-19 had higher infection and death rates within racial and ethnic minorities 

communities. DeRossett et al. (2021) explored how the pandemic impacted this community’s academic 

success. Using a self-reporting survey to collect the data, they found that minorities exhibited lower 

academic motivation than their white peers; however, first-generation college students and those with 

essential worker status did not experience the same negative effect. Despite the perceived impact on 

students, academic institution can often measure success by different standards.  

Some of the some of the supplementary metrics used include: non-cognitive factor scores, predictive 

risk scores, degree of co-curricular engagement, level of classroom engagement and academic performance, 

campus resource usage, assessment responses, and, number and type of early alerts (Anthology, 2019). The 

effort to better accommodate individual students can help identify unique needs, and identify intercessions 

that will enhance opportunities for success. A better understanding of each distinctive student’s journey 

will in turn advance the success of the student population at-large.  

 

ACADEMIC SUCCESS 

 

Academic success is often used as a performance metric for higher education institutions (Alyahyan & 

Düştegör, 2020; “National Commission for Academic,” 2015). Thus, it is important for these institutions 

to understand how best to manage the student experience to maximize success. Academic success is defined 

in a variety of ways in literature. The bulk of existing literature associates academic success with academic 

achievement (Cachia et al. 2018; Self, et al., 2018). Others use retention as a measure, which is challenging 

as it is “is simply a marker in time and does not demonstrate whether a student is making progress towards 

their intended goal” (Moore, 2019, para. 3). Recent definitions have emerged that more comprehensively 

reflect the student experience. York et al. (2015) argued that the concept of academic success is subjective 

and can change depending on the perspective. In their study of the term in literature, they identified six 

elements of academic success: academic achievement, satisfaction, acquisition of skills and competencies, 
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persistence, attainment of learning objectives, and career success. Fishman et al. (2021) described academic 

success as a “a combination of affordable access, persistence, completion, and transition to the workforce” 

(para. 1).  

Stress has been reported as the foremost barrier to academic success (Benson et al., 2021). Students 

already have a higher level of stress than other populations (Eskin et al., 2016), and long-term college 

disruptions resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic have further increased that level of stress (Barbayannis 

et al. 2022, Son et al. 2020). Clabaugh et al. (2021) found that in addition to the emotional impact of 

COVID-19, students also experience increased stress from an unfamiliar online learning environment. As 

online learning has become the solution for long-term college disruptions, it is more important than ever 

that institutions of higher education refine and evolve their approach to academic success and disruption 

planning. This review of best practices is focused on four major aspects of the student experience: student 

support, student guidance, student motivation, and student resiliency, which encompass many of the 

elements listed above.  

 

Best Practices: Student Support 

Advising 

When it comes to student support, most institutions currently support a holistic approach (Karp, 2016; 

Escobedo, 2007; Scrivener et. al, 2009). According to Karp et al. (2021), although student advisors have 

traditionally served the role of helping students choose and register for courses, more and more institutions 

of higher education are asking these advisors to serve a more holistic role. Further, they view the holistic 

approach to student advising as providing,  

 

all students with the types and intensities of information, services, and resources they need 

to identify, select, and progress on the best pathway toward achieving their educational and 

career goals; as well as engaging students where they are developmentally, addressing their 

individual needs, leveraging their strengths, and focusing on student learning and 

development. (p. 55)  

 

Additionally, they recommend incorporating mentoring and coaching to support academic success.  

Mintz (2019) envisioned a support structure that would give students access to financial aid, 

registration, as well as other support services with a single contact. Unfortunately, many of these holistic 

services go unused, as students have been conditioned to consider student advisors as a last-minute resource 

for course selection and registration (Thach, 2022). To increase the use of holistic student advisor services, 

Bailey et al. (2016) recommend incentivization. They proposed that small stipends could be provided to 

students for attending a minimum number of advising sessions throughout a specified period. Studies have 

shown that there is a statistically significant effect between students who attend mentoring and holistic 

advising sessions and college-level credit accumulation (Cousert, 1999; Scrivener et al., 2009; Visher et 

al., 2010). 

 

Tutoring 

Tutoring has long been a support mechanism for the student academic experience, which provided 

indispensable social and academic opportunities for students during the COVID pandemic because face-to-

face interaction with faculty was limited (Gregg & Shin, 2021). Research has shown that students benefit 

from the individual attention and safe environment provided by tutoring (Martin et al. 2018; Lee 2015; 

Felder-Strauss et al., 2016). According to Ciscell et al. (2016) many students encounter barriers to tutoring 

access, such as lack of service awareness, and personal and systemic obstacles found that educational 

institutions can mitigate the systemic obstacles by providing better education on the benefits of tutoring, 

while also socially normalizing participation in tutoring services. Others are finding that embedded tutoring, 

in which the tutoring is integrated into the class, can help to mitigate personal obstacles (Moore, 2019).  

Zhang (2021) found in their study that embedded tutoring allowed students to alleviate confusion that 

had accumulated in class, and in a safe environment free of peer-pressure, resulting in increased confidence. 
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Not only are there social benefits to embedded tutoring, but academic benefits as well. Marshall et al. 

(2019), conducted a pilot program, in which they found that embedded tutors positively affected students’ 

writing ability. Koselak (2017) found that not only did all students benefit from the increased attention of 

tutoring, but it also provided a significant change in the experience of nondominant students. Channing and 

Okada (2020) concluded that embedded tutoring strategies improved grades as well as retention rates. 

 

Community 

McMillian and Chavis (1986) proposed that a sense of community requires a combination of 

membership, influence, integration and fulfillment of needs, and a shared emotional connection. Greenfield 

and Marks (2010) found that a sense of community improves mental health, regardless of whether past 

trauma had occurred. Thomas and Bowie (2016) concluded that a sense of community builds resilience, 

another major aspect of the student experience. A sense of community is important for students, as it is how 

they connect with their college experience, and how they obtain information crucial to the academic 

experience (Karp, 2016). Jacobs and Archie (2008) found sense of community to be positively related to 

student persistence, and McCarty et al. (1990) found sense of community to be negatively related to 

burnout.  

Benson et al. (2022) concluded that a sense of community may have the potential to increase the ability 

of college students to manage the COVID-19 pandemic. Given the increased emotional impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic (Reuter et al., 2021), one would presume this finding would generalize to other long-

term college disruptions with lesser emotional stress. Moore (2019) recommends building community into 

the student academic experience with learning communities, courses in which students enroll as a group 

that are linked by course activities and integrated around specific themes. Weiss et al. (2015) found that 

learning communities had a positive effect on credit accumulation. Although a lack of sense of belonging 

directly contributes to decreased retention, a sense of community is one of the factors most closely 

correlated with student success (Mintz 2019; Morrow & Ackermann, 2012). 

 

Best Practices: Student Guidance 

Planning 

Academic planning allows students to build out a long-term education plan, which in turn increases 

their confidence and belief in their own success (Moore 2019). However, many academic institutions do 

not provide the necessary guidance for new students to plan for success (Venezia et al., 2010). Moore (2019) 

recommends providing guided pathways or road maps to help students more efficiently navigate academic 

programs and degrees. Guided pathways are a significant reform for community colleges, increasing student 

persistence and easing the transfer process to four-year institutions (Wheeler, 2019).  

According to Jenkins and Cho (2013), properly implemented guided pathway strategies, academic 

programs are mapped out with clearly defined learning outcomes that align with further study and career 

advancement; they further suggested that this approach is not meant to limit students, but to enhance their 

choices and increase their chance of success. Hope (2017) found that guided pathways have led to increased 

completion rates. Visher et al. (2016) emphasized the importance of scaling academic planning programs, 

so that students can continue to receive the support they need as enrollments increase. 

 

Transfer 

However, academic planning can begin before a student even enrolls at a four-year college. Over one-

third of undergraduate students attend a community college (2022 Community College Statistics, n.d.). 

However, only 31% of students entering a first semester of community college in 2014 transferred to a four-

year educational institution within six years (Community College FAQs, n.d.). Only 13% of students who 

start at a community college earn a bachelor’s degree in six years (Barshay, 2020). Zinshteyn (2019) points 

to funding, lack of information, and transfer shock as obstacles in transferring from a community college 

to a four-year institution. Enhancing success for students transferring from community colleges can be 

problematic.  
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Mintz (2019) recommends collaboration between community colleges and four-year institutions, 

allowing for the simplification of the degree pathway and increased student success. Fishman et al. (2021) 

stated that this is already underway at some universities, with special programs being coordinated with two-

year feeder schools to create holistic guided pathways. The key to increased transfer success is to create a 

more seamless and frictionless transfer process (Mintz, 2019; Fishman et al., 2021). Moore (2019) has also 

seen increased success with reverse transfer programs, whereby transfer students are automatically awarded 

an associate degree by the community college after transferring to a partner four-year institution and earning 

the requisite credits. She found that students who earn one degree are more likely to earn a higher degree, 

thus increasing the potential for success on the bachelor level. 

 

Best Practices: Student Motivation 

Career Advancement 

Planning and training are important, when establishing a holistic approach to student support; the 

resources offer no benefits if they are not used. Motivating students to seek out these resources to succeed 

in completing their degrees is of the utmost importance (Morrow et al., 2012). The cost of tuition continues 

to increase, and at almost eight times faster than wages (Maldonado, 2018). So, it’s never been more 

important to help students connect their education with their career in a meaningful way. When students 

associate value with what they are learning, and connect with it in a practical way, their commitment and 

persistence is increased, which in turn improves academic outcomes (Karp, 2016). 

Lynam and Cachia (2017) found that students attributed more value in their assessments if those 

assessments substantially related to their career. Mintz (2019) concluded that a perception of value in their 

courses increased the level of persistence in students. Thus, students are more likely to engage when there 

is a connection between their academic achievements and their career goals (Cachia, 2018). Many 

educational institutions have long provided a career services or placement office; however, some are 

recommending a more integrated approach in the form of career coaching (Moore, 2019). Moore further 

suggested embedding coaches into introductory courses to establish early relationships with students that 

can be built on throughout their academic career. She further recommended an approach called “stacked 

credentials” in which a series of courses lead to credentials, which when combined would not only result 

in a degree but would also align with a specific career plan.  

There are varying ideas on whom should be responsible for career coaching, ranging from faculty 

(Waddell et al., 2015) to academic advisors (Karp et al., 2022) to alumni (Jenkins & Cho, 2022) to industry 

representatives (Tudor, 2018). In fact, Tudor (2018) found that industry help in career coaching resulted in 

increased student retention, higher graduation rates, and increased completion rates. Regardless of the 

source of career coaching, there is a consensus related to the benefits provided to students. Hur et al. (2018) 

found that a career coaching program increased the career preparation of students.  

Villachia et al., (2020) concluded that career coaching builds confidence as well as contributes 

positively to workplace performance. Lee et al. (2022) conducted a study in which students participated in 

online career coaching. They concluded that the students responded positively, and that there were 

advantages in not being limited by space or time. This is encouraging, given the increase in online education 

because of the COVID-19 pandemic (Diaz-Infante et al., 2022). Support for career advancement can go 

beyond coaching, however. Jenkins and Cho (2022) recommend backward mapping college programs to 

ensure they properly prepare students to secure jobs after graduation. Curriculum design and assessment 

should be structured to ensure that students reach their career goals (Gaze, 2018). 

 

Incentives 

Another way to motivate students to academic success is to provide incentives. Financial incentives 

have a significantly positive effect on academic success (Le, 2020). Barrow et al. (2020) found that 

performance-based scholarships increased the quantity and quality of effort students spent on educational 

activities. Ding (2022) concluded that incentive methods improved student learning and the psychological 

well-being of students. Recognizing the importance of academic advising on student retention, success, and 



 Journal of Higher Education Theory and Practice Vol. 23(4) 2023 7 

career preparation, Karp et al., (2022) recommends incentivizing continued student participation with 

scholarships based on academic milestones, or small stipends or other financially related campus benefits.  

Bailey et al. (2016) also encouraged financial benefits for achieving academic milestones, and for 

participation in student support services. They further recommend that incentives be targeted to low-income 

students and other at-risk student populations. Mintz (2019) recommends incentivizing a minimum number 

of credit hours per semester, by not charging students for courses over the credit hour threshold. Moore 

(2019) suggests completion scholarships, to aid in student retention and degree completion. 

 

Best Practices: Student Resiliency 

Self-Efficacy in Time Management 

Possibly the most important way to support students in achieving academic success is to teach them 

how to support themselves. Broadbent and Poon (2015) found that time management and self-regulation 

were predictors of academic success. And in modern education, students are expected to operate with 

increasing autonomy and initiative (Wegner et al., 2013). This was never truer than during the COVID-19 

pandemic, when a complete move to online education rendered self-learning the only option (Heo et al., 

2021).  

Eom (2019) found that intrinsic motivation was a stronger predictor of academic success in online 

learning than external motivation. Bai and Gu (2022) concluded that self-regulated learning was the key 

predictor of the success of online learning. Further, Heo et al. (2021) found that self-efficacy in time 

management improved self-efficacy in online learning and significantly influenced learning engagement. 

Students who practice good time management, are aware of their personal learning style, and are persistent 

in understanding course content achieve higher grades, despite the challenges posed by online learning 

(Broadbent & Poon, 2015). Learning strategies have been shown to be closely related to academic success 

and significantly influence students’ learning satisfaction and their performance in an online setting (Wu et 

al., 2021). However, many students begin their undergraduate education without knowledge of how to learn 

or awareness of which study strategies work best for them (Bailey et al., 2016).  

Because learning strategies are closely related to academic success, it’s important to ensure that 

students have the strategies they need to succeed. Barbayannis et al. (2022) findings suggested time 

management and study strategy training improved the stress level of students, which has been shown to 

improve academic success (Benson et al., 2021). Cachia et al. (2018) suggested that educational institutions 

should incorporate time management training into their academic programs. Mintz (2019) recommends 

integrating time management and study skills strategies into lower-level courses to ensure that students 

have these skills at the outstart. Karp et al. (2022) advocate integrating time management training and study 

skill development into the holistic student support paradigm. 

 

Self-Efficacy in Online Learning 

As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, over 1.5 billion individuals around the world have had to adjust 

to learning online (“Startling Disparities,” 2020). Darby (2020) suggested that this is likely a permanent 

pivot in the higher education landscape. Given the increased enrollments in online learning (“Growth in 

Online Learning”, 2022) and the trend of many educational institutions moving towards hybrid courses and 

programs (McMurtrie, 2020), it is more important than ever to ensure that students have the technological 

background and resources necessary to navigate this new learning landscape. Yusuf (2021) stated that 

online learning is essential in an education environment, and that students must be prepared to engage with 

related technological tools. Heo et al. (2021) found that self-efficacy in technology use improved self-

efficacy in online learning, which in turn improved learning engagement. Cho and Herron (2015) concluded 

that motivational and emotional variables of self-regulated learning were significant predictors of academic 

success.  

Karp et al. (2022) recommend using peer mentors to assist students in learning and using technology. 

Educational institutions should also target low income and other at-risk student populations with online 

learning support, as they have less access to technology resources (Bacher-Hicks et al., 2020). According 

to Bacher-Hicks et al., it is these students who lagged most during the COVID-19 pandemic. Preparing 
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students for self-efficacy in online learning and with technological resources, although important, is not 

enough. These self-efficacies must be combined with self-efficacy in time management in a holistic 

approach to truly prepare students to be resilient in achieving academic success (Heo et al., 2021). 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Whether it is climate disasters or public health crises, higher education institutions must meet the 

academic needs of a diverse group of students when long-term disruptions occur. The authors’ research 

found that institutional student services like holistic advising, embedded tutoring, and purposeful 

community building can have a positive impact on academic success.  

Similarly, institutions that provide clear academic plans, goals, and transfer pathways setup their 

students for higher levels of academic success. Institutions that provided student motivation through 

connecting academic success to career goals and those who provided monetary incentives to academic 

achievement also helped students persist to graduation.  

Finally, one of the best ways institutions can encourage academic success is through self-resiliency. 

Teaching students how to manage their time and navigate an online learning environment can also increase 

their opportunity for successful completion of a degree. These are the proactive steps colleges and 

universities can implement before these stressful events happen. Further research into the best practices for 

providing mental health student support is needed. 
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