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BACKGROUND
The COVID-19 outbreak has had an unprecedented impact on educational institutions, spurring temporary closures and
unplanned switches to online classes (e.g., UNESCO, 2020) which may disproportionately harm women and students of
color (Doyle, 2020). These rapid changes have led to the closure of physical environments that foster social interactions
and learning communities. Collaborative learning environments such as laboratories, maker spaces, tutoring-centers, and
physical spaces that support office hours and study groups have been rendered inactive—potentially dissolving associated
social structures and learning communities that are crucial for learning.

Interpersonal engagement is considered central in sociocultural learning theory (Cobb, Wood, & Yackel, 1993; Nasir,
Hand, & Taylor, 2008; Wenger, 1998) and fulfills basic psychological needs to feel connected and to belong in a learning
community (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995), which is particularly important for supporting women and students of color
persist in STEM fields (Gutiérrez, 2018; Johnson, 2012; Joseph et al., 2017). Schools and educators across the world have
made efforts to adapt to rapidly changing circumstances of COVID-19 and to support their students through academic and
life challenges (UNESCO, 2020). However, little is known about specific instructional methods that instructors have used
to adapt to ever changing circumstances and how these practices affect racially underrepresented students in critical
transition classes in STEM. The purpose of this study was to investigate online teaching practices that undergraduate
STEM instructors have employed to adapt to the transition to online instruction and their impacts on students affective and
cognitive engagement. 
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BACKGROUND / THEORY
To examine the influence of different modes of distance instruction on student engagement, we drew from Self-
Determination Theory (SDT) and Kahu’s (2011) sociocultural model of student engagement. 

 
Self-Determination Theory

Self-determination theory proposes that students are more likely to engage and learn if they feel competent to meet the
challenges of their schoolwork, autonomous in that their actions stem from their own interests and values, and if they feel
a sense of social belonging and relatedness in the classroom and academic community. Students must meet these needs to
internalize that their academic performance stems from an internal locus of causality, take ownership of their learning,
view academic behaviors as stemming from their own volition, and develop intrinsic motivation and engagement (Ryan &
Deci, 2000).

Learning Environments, Belonging, and Engagement

Kahu’s (2011) sociocultural model of student engagement explains how learning environments can support belonging and
engagement by supporting relationships between students and teachers that build affective, cognitive, and behavioral
engagement. Notable indicators of engagement are feelings of interest and belonging in STEM, positive emotional states,
deep cognitive engagement, and a willingness to deeply engage in course content—all of which are thought to support
academic achievement, social well-being, long-term persistence and retention, and personal growth.

An essential indicator of affective engagement in this model is the need to belong. The sense of belonging to one’s
institution and classroom community is a key factor that motivates students to pursue and persist through undergraduate
STEM programs and is associated with achievement outcomes, self-efficacy, interest, and expectancies for success—
particularly for women and students of color (Anderman, 2002; Strayhorn, 2012; Goodenow, 1993; Goodenow & Grady,
1993; Gutman & Midgley, 2000; Roeser et al., 1996; Walton & Cohen, 2011).

Consistent with Kahu’s (2011) model, instructors can choose online instructional methods that maximize students’ sense
of belonging and affective and cognitive engagement. The use of online instructional techniques that emphasize
synchronous social interaction—such as live discussion, live chat, or breakout groups—could facilitate social relationships
and a sense of belongingness when compared with asynchronous slide show presentations, individual work, or live
presentations that limit interpersonal interactions (for a review, see Delahunty et al., 2014).

Much of the research on online teaching strategies was conducted in a time when interpersonal connections could be
readily reinforced with physical infrastructure. We were interested in how engagement might be maintained and fostered
by instructors in a time of forced mass transition to online learning and physical distancing. Towards this end, we
conducted online focus-groups, interviews, and surveys with undergraduate students taking math-intensive STEM courses
shortly after all courses transitioned online and a local lockdown was instituted during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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METHOD
RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1. What accommodations have STEM educators made to their courses to maintain learning, community, and support
interpersonal connections?

2. To what extent are different online teaching methods related to students’ sense of well-being and belongingness
in STEM during times of crises? And are the impacts different for ethnic/racially minority? students?

 

Method

Participants comprised of students taking math-intensive STEM courses at a Hispanic-Serving Institution (HSI) in the
southwest USA. Students were recruited from a pool of students who had previously taken or were currently taking either
a calculus II or a calculus-based Newtonian physics course. Participants were contacted through email and invited to
participate in virtual focus groups. At the end of each focus group, students completed a survey on the topic of learning
during COVID-19; only survey results are presented in this paper. In all, N = 43 students completed the survey. Students’
gender (42% Female), age (M = 19.8 years), and ethnicity (40% Hispanic, 30% Asian, 28% White, 2% African American)
was representative of the school itself. They had completed an average of 2.1 years as an undergraduate. Participants
received $50 in campus funds for their participation.

Materials and Procedure

Student surveys contained ten scales, seven of which are presented in detail in the current study.  Two scales were used in
our models as explanatory variables and five were included as separate response variables. Explanatory variables were
student reports of online teaching methods and basic needs impacted by COVID-19 (Conway et al., 2020). Response
variables were measured with scales for course belonging (Goodenow, 1993), positive and negative emotions experienced
during STEM classes (Fredrickson et al., 2003), STEM interest (Hulleman et al., 2010), cognitive engagement (Greene &
Miller, 1996), and perceptions of instructor quality (Barnes et al., 2008). All scales had a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of
at least α = .85. Instrument details as well as all survey materials are included in the Supplemental Materials. Mean time to
complete the survey was 29 minutes.
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RESULTS

What accomodations have STEM educators made to their courses to maintain learning, community, and support
interpersonal connections?

To answer our first research question, we tabulated and compared descriptive statistics (see Table 1). Results show that
students reported that their instructors most frequently required individual work from students (Median = “80-100% of the
time”), interactive live lecture (Median = “40-60% of the time”), noninteractive live lecture (Median = “40-60% of the
time”), prerecorded lecture, (Median = “20-40% of the time”), breakout groups (Median = “20-40% of the time”), and
least frequently engaged in synchronous discussion (Median = “0-20% of the time”).

Which teaching methods explain belonging and engagement?

To answer our second research question, we ran three OLS regression models for each of the four response variables
(belonging, emotions, cognitive engagement, and STEM interest). The first included teaching methods as explanatory
variables, the second included the same predictors as well as the COVID-19 threat and impacts scale, and the third
included interactions between race and teaching methods (see Table 2 for full results). For race interactions, an indicator
variable was created to represent Black and Hispanic students (making up 42% of the sample, hereafter referred to as
“nonwhite”).

Belonging. After adjusting for COVID threat, belonging was negatively predicted by reported use of non-interactive
synchronous lectures and was marginally but positively predicted by the use of breakout groups. We found similar results
after including the “nonwhite” indicator and interaction terms, as well as a significant and positive interaction effect of
nonwhite students who reported greater rates of interactive lectures.

Emotions. When positive emotions were the main outcome, we found that reported use of breakout groups was a positive
predictor after adjusting for COVID threats and interactions. When negative emotion was the main outcome, we found
that they were positively predicted by use of individual learning techniques, and marginally associated with prerecorded
lecture. After including COVID threat, however, teaching methods were no longer significant predictors of negative
emotions. No significant interactions with race or gender were found.

STEM Interest. The use of non-interactive lecture predicted lower reported interest in STEM for all three models. When
COVID threat was included as a predictor, asynchronous individual work positively predicted STEM interest, and COVID
threat negatively predicted it. No interactions with race or gender were found.

Cognitive Engagement. Cognitive engagement was positively predicted by the use of individual teaching methods for all
three models. Reported use of breakout groups was significant only after adjusting for COVID threats, and there was a
negative main effect of nonwhite students on cognitive engagement.
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SIGNIFICANCE / CONCLUSIONS
Significance

We sought to explore whether the use of different online teaching methods supported undergraduate students’
psychological well-being and belongingness in their STEM courses. We found that non-interactive live lectures tended to
negatively predict students’ sense of belonging and interest in STEM, whereas the use of interactive live lecture and
breakout groups were positive predictors of belonging, and positive emotions. That is, instructional strategies that bring
students and instructors together in live interaction seems to boost affective engagement. We also found that interactive
live lecture had added benefits for students of color in supporting their feelings of course belongingness, which is
consistent with previous findings (see e.g., Delahunty et al., 2014).

We also found that higher reported levels of asynchronous individual work were associated with more negative emotions
in some cases, and curiously, greater cognitive engagement and STEM interest overall. One explanation for this finding is
that individual work may require students to exert more effort which may have been captured in the engagement measure.
Generally, this finding reflects the complex nature of group vs individual work found in the existing literature showing
that the effectiveness of group work is dependent on a host of contextual factors (Delahunty et al., 2014; Guerin, 2010;
Micari et al., 2010). Future research might investigate why and under what conditions individual work is supportive of
student engagement outcomes, and when it is not.

Conclusion

Our findings support the idea that students, particularly students of color, benefit from live human interaction during times
of crisis. Findings from this study might be useful for college instructors and policy makers redesigning online learning
environments to best support students’ cognitive and emotional engagement and who aim to close the race-gap in STEM.

 

Appendix
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ABSTRACT
The COVID-19 outbreak spurred unplanned closures and transitions to online classes. Physical environments that once
fostered social interaction and community have been rendered inactive. We examined undergraduate STEM students’ feelings
of social connectedness, interest, and engagement while in physical isolation and identified online teaching modes associated
with these feelings. Surveys from a racially diverse group of 43 undergraduate students revealed that interactive synchronous
instruction was positively associated with feelings of interest and belonging, particularly for students of color, while
noninteractive instruction had the opposite relation. Curiously, asynchronous individual assignments were associated with
negative emotions but also greater cognitive engagement and interest. Findings reflect the complexity of interpersonal
interaction yet reaffirm that live interaction supports feelings of belonging for minoritized groups.
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