Loyola University Maryland
Academic Wellbeing in the Classroom
Research-Informed Practices that Strengthen Learning, Rigor, and Faculty Sustainability
Faculty across higher education are teaching in a student landscape that is meaningfully different from even a decade ago. Many students arrive with highly variable academic preparation and increased rates of neurodivergence (ADHD, autism, learning differences). Others navigate executive functioning challenges, digital distraction that shapes attention, significant responsibilities outside the classroom, or heightened mental health strain. These realities can make learning more difficult and can also make teaching more demanding.
At the same time, faculty already devote extraordinary care, time, and expertise to supporting student learning. The practices outlined here are not intended to add new responsibilities. Instead, they highlight approaches that many faculty already use that can make teaching more sustainable while strengthening student engagement, persistence, and academic success.
The strategies below highlight five research-informed practices that support academic wellbeing while maintaining strong academic standards and supporting faculty sustainability. This work is rooted in our Jesuit tradition and reflects an upstream approach: designing courses that promote learning and wellbeing from the outset rather than reacting when problems emerge.

How to Use This Guide
This document is intended as a menu of options. Many faculty already use some of these approaches; others can be adapted to fit your teaching style, discipline, and course format. The goal is not uniformity, but thoughtful alignment between course design and student learning.
We also recognize that faculty enter learning spaces with varying degrees of authority and respect shaped by identity and context. Strategies should be adapted in ways that feel authentic, culturally responsive, and sustainable within your discipline. The practices below move from foundational course design decisions to learning strategies and classroom climate.

Five Research-Informed Practices
1. Lead with Clarity
Why it matters
Students often expend significant cognitive effort trying to interpret expectations rather than engaging deeply with course material. Clear expectations reduce unnecessary cognitive load and help students direct their effort toward learning. Clarity also allows faculty to maintain rigorous standards while making the path to success more transparent.
Practical strategies
· Provide structured syllabi with clear calendars and major deadlines
· Clearly communicate weekly expectations
· Articulate late work and communication policies explicitly
· Share grading criteria and rubrics in advance
· Share examples or models of strong work when possible
· Explain the purpose behind assignments and policies
· Reinforce key concepts and expectations both verbally and in writing
Common faculty concern
Does increased clarity reduce rigor?
Research suggests the opposite. Clear expectations allow faculty to maintain high standards while ensuring that students understand what strong work requires.

2. Build Flexibility into Structure
Why it matters
Students today often navigate multiple competing demands, including employment, caregiving responsibilities, and health concerns. Thoughtful flexibility can help students remain engaged during challenging periods without compromising course expectations.
Flexibility works best when it is built into course design in advance rather than negotiated individually during moments of stress.
Practical strategies
· Offer a small number of automatic deadline extensions or “grace days”
· Drop the lowest quiz or assignment
· Provide flexible deadline windows rather than a single timestamp
· Offer limited opportunities for revision or reassessment
· Incorporate low-stakes practice before high-stakes assessments
Common faculty concern
Will flexibility encourage students to procrastinate?
When flexibility is structured and limited, it typically reduces last-minute crises rather than increasing them. Clear policies also reduce the need for individual negotiations. Flexibility within structure mirrors real-world professional expectations.

3. Design for Engagement and Access (UDL in Practice)
Universal Design for Learning encourages designing courses that are accessible from the outset, not as retroactive accommodation, but as sound pedagogy.
Why it matters
Courses designed with accessibility in mind reduce barriers to participation and learning. Many strategies that support neurodivergent students also improve learning for all students.
Practical strategies
· Share slides or outlines in advance
· Provide both verbal and written instructions
· Chunk complex assignments into milestones
· Provide processing time before discussion
· Offer appropriate choice in how students demonstrate learning
· Build reflection or metacognitive prompts into assignments
· Provide regular, actionable feedback
· Ensure slides, handouts, and media are accessible (clear contrast, readable fonts, captioning when possible)
Common faculty concern
Does designing for accessibility lower academic standards?
Universal Design for Learning focuses on reducing unnecessary barriers to learning while maintaining the same intellectual expectations. Students may engage with material or demonstrate learning in different ways, but the core academic standards and learning outcomes remain the same.

4. Teach Executive Functioning and Metacognition Explicitly
Many students have not been directly taught the learning strategies that higher education assumes they possess.
Why it matters
Helping students develop planning, reflection, and learning strategies improves persistence and performance across disciplines.
Practical strategies
· Narrate expert thinking when solving problems
· Model how to plan, revise, and break down complex tasks
· Use drafts, checkpoints, and scaffolding for major assignments
· Incorporate brief reflection prompts (e.g., “What strategy did you use?”)
· Model backward planning before major assignments
· Encourage growth-oriented language about learning challenges
A note on AI
Students now have widespread access to AI tools, and purely punitive responses are rarely effective. Productive strategies include:
· Designing assignments that emphasize process, reflection, and application
· Using drafts and checkpoints
· Teaching ethical and transparent AI use
· Assessing thinking, not just the final product
Common faculty concern
Is teaching learning strategies the responsibility of the instructor?
Students often arrive with uneven preparation in areas such as planning, studying, and managing complex assignments. Briefly modeling how experts approach problems or structure their work can strengthen learning while requiring minimal additional class time.

5. Foster Connection and Belonging
Why it matters
Students are more likely to persist and engage deeply when they feel that they belong in the academic environment. Even small signals of inclusion and respect can shape motivation, participation, and willingness to take intellectual risks.
Research in higher education consistently links sense of belonging with improved academic engagement and persistence.
Practical strategies
· Learn and use student names when possible (e.g., name tents)
· Normalize early help-seeking and frame office hours as proactive support (e.g., “student hours” or “consultation hours”)
· Conduct brief mid-term check-ins or feedback surveys
· Organize students into small recurring discussion groups
· Reach out briefly when patterns of absence or disengagement emerge
· Humanize your teaching presence by sharing appropriate personal context and demonstrating enthusiasm for the discipline
· Invite multiple perspectives into classroom dialogue
· Use brief structured pauses or movement breaks in longer classes
An important note: Shifting from purely attendance-based expectations to engagement-based expectations can clarify why presence matters in your discipline while maintaining accountability and can greatly reduce student attempts to negotiate excused absences.
Common faculty concern
Does focusing on belonging dilute academic focus?
Creating an environment where students feel respected and included typically strengthens intellectual engagement and leads to deeper academic discussion.

Quick Wins
If you only make three changes:
· Add a small number of structured grace days
· Scaffold one complex assignment with a draft or milestone
· Reach out when you notice patterns of disengagement
If additional capacity allows:
· Share materials in advance
· Replace one high-stakes assessment with progressive components
· Incorporate one metacognitive reflection per month
Small shifts compound over time.

Institutional Alignment and Faculty Sustainability: Rigor with Humanity
This work reflects our broader institutional mission. In our classrooms, students are not only learning disciplinary knowledge but also developing habits of learning, reflection, and resilience.
Promoting academic wellbeing shifts the focus from reacting to problems toward designing course systems that support learning from the outset. This includes asking how we promote resilience, reduce unnecessary friction while preserving rigor, and partner with students in shaping a culture of learning.
These practices are not intended to add “one more thing.” When implemented intentionally, they often:
· Reduce repetitive exception handling
· Decrease crisis management
· Clarify expectations
· Protect faculty time and boundaries
Academic wellbeing and academic excellence are mutually reinforcing. Clear expectations, intentional structure, relational accountability, and explicit skill development reflect practices many faculty already use. This guide highlights ways to make those efforts more systematic, equitable, and sustainable.
Training and workshops are available for departments interested in exploring these practices further.
Thank you for the work you do to support student learning and development.
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