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Abstract
This study examines how faculty adapt curricula to serve diverse student populations across a 
university system in a post-COVID environment. Through semi-structured interviews with six 
faculty members teaching a foundational writing course at four co-located campuses, we ex-
plored how instructors navigate different instructional needs between traditional and non-tradi-
tional students, particularly those with varying access to technology. Using a social constructivist 
framework, our analysis revealed two key findings: differential expectations for faculty communi-
cation exist across student populations, and both faculty and students seek varied forms of social 
support. The study offers a practical guide for faculty adapting to new learning environments 
and contributes to understanding how curricula can effectively evolve to support diverse student 
learning experiences in higher education. These findings highlight the need for flexible yet stan-
dardized approaches that consider both student population characteristics and environmental 
factors affecting learning outcomes.

While the slow pace of change in academia has long 
been lamented, COVID-19 became a catalyst for ed-
ucational institutions to search for innovative solu-
tions in a relatively short period of time (Tam, 2020). 
The pandemic has brought along improvement op-
portunities in higher education (Benito et al., 2021), 
responding to student needs. Higher education insti-
tutions are now adopting a student-centered learn-
ing model (Treve, 2021), and there is a growing need 
to understand how to implement those modalities 
(Voogt, Pieters, & Roblin, 2019), especially amid an 
increase in cultural, generational, and ethnic diversi-

ty of higher education (O’Brien et al., 2019). Since 
curriculum design is an iterative process, in which 
knowledge is intertwined with the realities of many 
different stakeholders, curriculum should be seen as 
a social and cultural practice with active involvement 
of faculty in design (Voogt et al., 2019). As such, 
scholars have explored the challenges of collaboration 
(Kent-Drury, 2000) and found that it can be partic-
ularly challenging when collaborators must cross or-
ganizational cultures (Spilka, 1993). Indeed, over the 
last 10 years, the university system examined in this 
case study has expanded its offerings across the state 
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to meet the changing needs of its student body and 
demands of industry, and the pandemic accelerated 
the need for adaptation and collaboration. 

While researchers have examined the challeng-
es of collaborating across professional boundaries as 
well and developing curriculum for culturally-diverse 
populations (Kent-Drury, 2000), little has been done 
to examine collaboration across a university system 
when the student bodies differ in life phases and de-
mographics. And to our knowledge, little research has 
been done to shed light on the perceived experiences 
of faculty who are tasked to work with such a diverse 
student population under the rigorous standardiza-
tion of curricula. 

One of the vulnerabilities exposed in the wake of 
the pandemic was the difficulty many students had 
joining virtual classes due to the lack of access to re-
liable internet services. Based on statistical data from 
the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) it 
is estimated that up to 20 million Americans still do 
not have access to the internet and that a large per-
centage of those are students of color ( Jaisinghani, 
2020). Researchers note that increasing the accessi-
bility of university education is a complex and mul-
tidimensional social issue (Cahalan et al., 2022) that 
requires further efforts in higher education, especially 
since economically and socially disadvantaged stu-
dents are typically less likely to engage with online 
education (Ortagus, 2017). 

The university examined here reported that 31.5% 
of students across all campuses are minority, 32.5% of 
students are first generation; for one campus, 44.7% 
are first generation. There is a 12-year age deviation 
between the traditional and non-traditional student 
body across the college system. Thus, the challenges 
facing the college are three-fold: (1) curriculum to 
create consistent, yet individualized delivery by fac-
ulty; (2) multi-campus (co-locations) collaboration to 
meet these rapidly changing needs; and (3) teaching 
in a post-COVID environment informed by shared 
pedagogical experiences. Researchers argue that if 
colleges today hope to serve all students, it is vital to 
recognize the great influx of nontraditional, or older, 
students (Houser, 2005). Therefore, this case sought 
to share the insights of faculty, who are designing cur-
ricula and working with traditional and nontradition-
al students.

Benito (2021) suggest that many universities 
need to shape higher education for a better learn-
ing experience. Scholars like Bates (2015) have ar-

gued that we need to redesign traditional courses for 
new learning environments, particularly given the 
“detraditionalization” of social life in that periods of 
learning, work, unemployment, caregiving, or resting 
have spread throughout the course of life in recurrent 
cycles, sometimes resulting in a challenging com-
bination of tasks for individuals when different life 
stages overlap (e.g., Ortagus, 2017). And now we see 
a redistribution of age levels within the university un-
dergraduate population. Indeed, Ross-Gordon (2011) 
claimed that the majority of college students could be 
defined as “nontraditional” now with a growing di-
versity of populations, ages, and responsibilities. And 
since more older adults are enrolling in college, Chen 
(2017) argued that the support for post-traditional 
students in college should be different than the sup-
port needed for traditional 18- to 24-year-olds. Adult 
learners over the age of 25, defined as the nontradi-
tional student in this study, are becoming the fastest 
growing group of undergraduates in North America 
(Carney-Crompton & Tan, 2002). Traditional and 
nontraditional students view the learning process dif-
ferently. Therefore, during a collaborative curriculum 
re-design for a changing student body – ignited by a 
post-COVID world – this case study reveals the per-
ceived experiences of faculty who must meet the high 
standards of delivery for a diverse student population.

 
The college’s writing course 
The foundational writing course at the examined col-
lege of communication, under its university system, 
provides students with the training and discipline 
necessary to succeed as a communication practitioner. 
By the end of the course, students are able to select 
information, knit that information into relevant as-
signments, write with deadline pressure, use outside 
resources, conduct interviews, and edit work, with ac-
curacy and clarity. The college set a standard to make 
its students more competitive for internships and jobs, 
astute media consumers, and critical contributors. 

The course is taught by several full-time faculty 
members, who teach one to five sections of the course 
across four co-located campuses. Each semester there 
are about 15 sections of 18 students each. For one of 
the co-located campuses the student enrollment is 32. 
Currently, there are 875 communication majors, thus 
approximately 30% are taking the course at any one 
time. 
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Writing course amid COVID-19 
and post COVID-19

The virtual instruction required due to COVID-19 
was the impetus needed to shape the course to take an 
individualized approach to a standardized curriculum, 
based on the faculty’s individual expertise and student 
population. As a result, the faculty took a social con-
structivist approach to teaching and began collaborat-
ing to share experiences, focus assignments, suggest 
peer reviews, and added the opportunity for students 
to engage in the learning process. 

Since March 2020, the faculty agreed to create 
a shared collection of assignment materials for con-
sistency, saved in the Cloud. Faculty examined how 
they would need to communicate with students in 
synchronous and asynchronous environments mov-
ing forward, also known in the literature as blended 
learning (Azizan, 2010). Faculty encouraged students 
to take control of their learning by increasing expecta-
tions that students will study lessons outside of class, 
allowing more time for discussions in class. 

While faculty collaboration resulted in the mutual 
understanding that consistency across the four co-lo-
cated campuses would need to maintain the integrity 
of the college’s rigorous communication education 
during and after the pandemic, it also exposed differ-
ential expectations for faculty communication among 
the various student populations, namely between tra-
ditional and nontraditional students that needs to be 
addressed. Therefore, this case study is guided by the 
instrumental paradigm in curriculum design that is 
based on not what faculty should do but what students 
have shared as their needs with faculty (Vischer-Vo-
erman & Gustafson, 2004) and a social constructivist 
approach in that knowledge is constructed through 
social interaction and collaborative learning. The case 
study presented here reflects the collaborative steps in 
a redesign of curricula across a university system with 
a diverse student body based on the findings from fac-
ulty feedback. It aims to provide useful guidance for 
other higher education institutions that are planning 
curricula redesigns, to offer different learning modal-
ities, to meet the growing needs of a diverse student 
population amid a changing environment.

Literature Review 
Inequities among a diverse student population
The inequalities among college students, including by 
race, ethnicity, socio-economic position (SEP), and 
life phases have long been studied and only have been 

exacerbated by COVID-19 (Raifman & Raifman, 
2020; Hoyt et al., 2021), and there is a need to study 
these vulnerable groups amid the challenges of this 
change (Holmes et al., 2020). While many studies 
have examined the inequities among a student pop-
ulation (e.g., Jack, 2021; Kim et al., 2021; Taylor, 
2021), including first-generation students (e.g., Ricks 
& Warren, 2021), non-traditional students (Suther-
land et al., 2023), and student experiences through the 
pandemic (e.g., Hoyt, 2021; Maurrasse, 2021; Mar-
ron, 2021; Hope, 2021), little has been done to shed 
light on the experiences of faculty who are tasked to 
work with a diverse student population under the rig-
orous standardization of curricula. 

Curriculum design
Pathak-Shelat & Mehta (2023) argued that universi-
ties will not exist in their current form and will need 
to add a hybrid component to the physical campus 
experience. Thus, it is increasingly important that cur-
riculum design caters to the needs of those who learn 
in hybrid models (Chugh et. al., 2017). While re-
search has found that curriculum design for distance 
education makes education accessible for everyone 
(Carr, 2012) potentially and scholars have provided 
frameworks for designing blended learning curricula 
(Chang & Lin, 2024; Lopez-Perez & Perez-Mateo, 
2020), little has been done to reflect the life phases 
of students and what that means for learning. Brown 
and Livstrom (2020) examined the curriculum de-
sign processes for the needs of ethnically, culturally, 
and linguistically-diverse students, and much of the 
research has argued for a contemporary curriculum 
design for distance education in the form of a triad 
comprising pedagogy, technology, and an engaged 
community of learners (Chug et. al., 2017). The fa-
cilitation of all three requires an understanding and 
purposeful design approach to the socio-cultural ele-
ments of the community. 

Collaboration 
Designing curricula for the socio-cultural elements of 
the community takes collaboration (Glassman et al., 
2021). Lines (1997) defines collaboration as a ‘rela-
tionship.’ This form of collaboration exists as a rela-
tionship in which broad ranging conversation occurs 
between the faculty. While studies have examined the 
relationship between learner and faculty in education, 
(e.g., Ceratto & Belisle, 1995), Jones (2001) argues 
that there are few studies that examine the collab-



Teaching Journalism & Mass Communication 14(2), 2024 • 17 

oration between the designers, or faculty, in the de-
velopment of curriculum. A collaborative model for 
preparation and delivery of hybrid courses was devel-
oped by the faculty of business at RMIT University. 
That design found that collaboration starts with the 
academic discipline negotiating and mediating and 
provides the following: information in a way that is 
proactive and student-centered; an opportunity for 
continued negotiation; a forum for discussion; and 
further collaboration with other disciplines. Jones 
(2001) believes that the collaborative model enables a 
continuous dialogue, discussion and explanation, with 
technology supporting the educational aims set by the 
faculty. 

Social constructivism in education
Social Constructivism, developed from Vygotsky’s 
(1978) seminal work, explains learning and knowing 
as an inherently social process where knowledge is 
constructed through interaction with others (Brophy 
& Alleman, 2002; Lave & Wenger, 1991). This the-
ory emphasizes that learning occurs not in isolation, 
but through dialogue, collaboration, and social nego-
tiation of meaning (Palincsar, 1998; Wertsch, 1991). 
Recent studies have explored the integration of dig-
ital technologies with social constructivist approach-
es. Tondeur et al. (2020) examined how teachers de-
velop technological pedagogical content knowledge 
(TPACK) through collaborative learning environ-
ments. Their findings suggest that social constructiv-
ist approaches enhance TPACK development when 
combined with technology-rich settings.

The pandemic accelerated research into online 
learning through a social constructivist lens. Rapan-
ta et al. (2021) investigated how social constructiv-
ist principles can be applied in online learning envi-
ronments to foster student engagement and critical 
thinking. They found that carefully designed collabo-
rative curricula and peer feedback can effectively sup-
port knowledge construction in virtual settings.

Kim and Hannafin (2011) further elaborat-
ed on how social constructivist frameworks sup-
port scaffolded learning experiences, particularly in 
technology-enhanced environments. Their research 
demonstrates the importance of social interaction in 
knowledge construction and skill development. Addi-
tional key theorists like Bruner (1996) and Jonassen 
and Rohrer-Murphy (1999) have contributed to our 
understanding of how social constructivism shapes 
learning environments and pedagogical approaches.

Recent research has also focused on cultural as-
pects of social constructivism. Yeh et al. (2021) ex-
plored how cultural backgrounds influence knowledge 
in multicultural classrooms. Their study highlight-
ed the importance of culturally responsive teaching 
practices. Indeed, the theory emphasizes that learning 
is situated in specific contexts; however, Rapanta et 
al. (2021) highlighted the need for more research on 
how social constructivist principles can be effectively 
applied in blended learning environments, such as the 
one examined in this case. 

Building on Vygotsky’s (1978) principles, a key 
challenge in modern context-dependent learning en-
vironments is ensuring all voices are heard. The faculty 
from the four co-located campuses needed to identify 
the independent experiences among all of its students 
that required new ways of teaching. A breakdown of 
the student profile for each of the campuses – pseud-
onyms for each location were used to protect student 
populations – indicates the diversity across the uni-
versity system (Table 1). The question was, therefore:

RQ1: What are the perceived experiences of 
faculty who work with a diverse student popu-
lation, required to use rigorous standardization?

Methodology 
A case-based qualitative, semi-participatory, method 
was used to answer the question. Yin (2014) defined 
a case as an event, time, place, or phenomena, in this 
case a writing course. Semi-structured interviews were 

Table 1: Average headcount enrollment per campus

Campus % Minority % First Generation % Veteran Age

Location A 30.3% 30.3% .9% 20.1

Location B 29.5% 32.5% 2.6% 30.8

Location C 28.8% 46.4% 5.8% 24.7

Location D 32.8% 41.9% 5.2% 25.3
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conducted with the six faculty members in the college 
who teach the writing course, since the optimal size 
for group learning is four or five people in a social 
constructivist approach (Vygotsky & Cole, 1978), this 
case was ideal for collaboration. Several work sessions 
were conducted with the six faculty members to first 
understand the struggles, challenges, and needs of the 
faculty and perceived experiences of students; second, 
define work standards amid a new fluid environment 
that requires a blended component or student-cen-
tered learning. Initially, the faculty across the four 
co-located campuses met over a three-month period 
via Zoom to discuss how to adapt, improve, and make 
the writing course more accessible to a diverse stu-
dent population amid a changing environment. The 
following outlines the methodological steps taken: 
(1) Each of the six-faculty members agreed to take 
notes that included our own challenges and observa-
tions and to bring those notes to each work session. 
Through an iterative process, those notes became our 
question guide to understanding what we were all ex-
periencing during the pandemic and post-pandemic. 
(2) Semi-structured interviews among our participat-
ing six faculty were conducted. One faculty member, 
a part of this phenomena and who is also an assistant 
professor and trained Ph.D. at the college, gathered 
our note taking; this was our framework to develop 
a standard form of questioning to understand how 
other faculty across our system were handling the 
changing environment. These questions covered stu-
dent struggles from the faculty perspective; student 
intentions to complete their education that was iden-
tified by faculty via faculty-student conversations; 
adjustments needed to the curricula; and modalities 
for teaching. (3) A coding scheme was then devel-

oped while analyzing the Q&A data and reviewing 
the literature (Kang & Zinger, 2019). Data was coded 
using an analytic process, referred to as open coding 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Each data set was labeled 
as either traditional or non-traditional student popu-
lations to indicate the faculty’s teaching environment. 
Taken from the faculty interviews, the following 
themes were constructed: 

•	 Anecdotal evidence that differential expecta-
tions for faculty communication exist across 
student populations as perceived by faculty;

•	 Ways in which faculty and students seek coun-
sel and support from each other as perceived 
by faculty.

During data analysis, further categories around col-
laboration emerged to generate practical implications.

The following section provides a question guide 
for faculty in higher education for use in amending 
curricula for a diverse student population amid a 
changing environment (Table 2). Although this case 
study examines the experiences in a COVID and post-
COVID learning environment, each question that fol-
lows could be modified to address a specific changing 
environment. The faculty identified these questions as 
suitable to understand their colleagues’ current needs 
when teaching a diverse student population. 

Next, the conceptual categories that emerged: dif-
ferential expectations for faculty communication and 
social support, and the implications for faculty seek-
ing to build a standardized curriculum with needed 
flexibility are discussed. 

Faculty interpretation of student communication 
Theme 1. Communication needs differ among tradi-
tional and nontraditional students. Faculty feedback 

Table 2: Question guide for a changing learning environment with a diverse student population

What were those pre-existing student struggles that were exacerbated by the new environment?
When the new environment caused change to the learning modality, what struggles did your students share 
with you?
What were your conversations like with students who thought about dropping out rather than continuing 
their education?
What adjustments did you have to make to keep students moving forward?
How has the new environment changed your method of teaching this course? 
From your perspective, what student population was most severely impacted?
How do you continue to collaborate with your students amid this new learning environment? 
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revealed that faculty differences exist in their commu-
nication with students based on their student popula-
tions. Faculty who predominantly teach nontradition-
al students found that they were more aware of those 
in this cohort (compared with traditional students) 
who are struggling to stay enrolled in classes, often 
preparing to drop out rather than continuing their 
education after the pandemic. 

A faculty member who teaches traditional stu-
dents said:

In my class and generally on our campus we 
have had students who simply stopped com-
municating with us. Some we were able to 
reach out to and bring back into the course 
with flexibility on due dates, expanded formats 
of delivery of assignments, and some one-on-
one coaching. 
Another faculty member on a different campus 

who teaches nontraditional students said:
I’m working with two students now to ensure 
their “incompletes” from the spring semester 
are changed on their transcript. They commu-
nicated that they couldn’t complete a semester 
because of family or work.
Two of the faculty who teach traditional students 

expressed that they were not aware of any students 
who considered dropping out at any point during 
their college careers.

One faculty member who teaches nontraditional 
students said:

Throughout any given semester, I will have at 
least two students tell me that they are unable 
to come to class due to childcare. I have to 
work with them to extend deadlines. 

Another faculty who teaches traditional students said:
I don’t know many of my students as well as 
I should. Mostly, they’re immersed in their 
phones.

Whereas the faculty who teach nontraditional stu-
dents said: “I always get to know each of my students 
well – it could be my age – they talk to me.”

Another faculty member who teaches nontradi-
tional students said: “I often know exactly what my 
older students need from me. No ambiguity.”

Differential communication aligns with the work 
by Cooper (2018) who found that faculty with ex-
perience teaching nontraditional students reported a 
heightened awareness of the challenges these students 
face, including childcare needs and work-life balance.

Theme 2. Faculty and students seek social and infor-
mational support from each other. A prominent re-
curring theme to emerge was anecdotal evidence that 
social support exists between faculty-to-faculty and 
learner-to-learner. Each faculty described offering 
students various means of support including: one-on-
one coaching, discussions addressing fears of failure 
due to the added stress caused by the pandemic and 
conversations regarding keeping lines of communica-
tion open. 

One faculty member who teaches nontraditional 
students said:

Being there for the students and giving guid-
ance seems to help. I had one student who just 
needed to talk things out over the phone. And 
used this as a consistent tool to get through the 
semester. 

Another faculty member who teaches traditional stu-
dents said: 

After the first written assignment I decided to 
have individual Zoom meetings with every sin-
gle student, (80 of them) to go over my edits. I 
would have met with just a few after class who 
really seemed to be struggling, but because of 
the lack of engagement, I felt these individual 
meetings were crucial. I think it made a huge 
difference. 

And another faculty member shared that giving stu-
dents plenty of time to complete assignments seemed 
to help:

I need to provide more examples of what I was 
looking for. But by extending deadlines and 
being responsive, students performed well. 
The change in learning environment for many of 

the faculty expressed understanding and openness:
I try to be more understanding and flexible 
with students, and make sure everyone is com-
municating. I also stress to communicate with 
other instructors. 

A faculty member found that “personal check-ins 
with students” help:

We visit more one-on-one now. I’ve sent emails 
to each student individually, welcoming them 
to class and making sure they know how to 
reach me. That’s a little more than I usually do.

Another faculty member who teaches nontraditional 
students said:

Beyond what I hear from students, I know I 
use the guidance of my colleagues all the time. 
Those templates and previous work by faculty 



20 • Candello et al., Teaching diverse student populations across a university system

help me tremendously. 
This is consistent with previous research about 

social support, specifically informational support that 
provides advice, suggestions, and information that 
a participant can use to address his or her problems 
(House, 1981). Another faculty member said: “The 
students appreciate discussion and conversation to 
guide them through lecture and course content.” Sim-
ilarly, Sharma and Shree (2023) stated that blended 
learning must include allocated and organized uncon-
ventional study time accompanied by the study mate-
rial in the lectures and competence developed during 
the classroom experience.

A faculty member who teaches nontraditional 
students said that fellow students have been instru-
mental in the learning process:

Many of my students have stepped up to help 
others. I’m so appreciative of their time to help 
a peer. This doesn’t happen among all of my 
student groups; however, I think the interest to 
help is there, but many feel helpless and need 
just a little push in the right direction to help. 
We set out to share the perceived experiences 

faculty who work with a diverse student population 
across a university system transitioning to new syn-
chronous and asynchronous learning environment 
post-COVID. The collaboration among the six fac-
ulty on the four co-located campuses shared differ-
ential expectations for faculty communication, an op-
portunity for students to become active participants 
and supporters in the learning process, and overall, 
the importance of considering the environment of 
student cohorts when designing curricula for a new 
learning environment. 

Discussion
This case study supports previous research on curricu-
lum design that no one preferred design works for all 
students or even for one particular student population 
(Mestre, 2006). Research has found that blended/hy-
brid courses may be the best teaching format for a va-
riety of student learning styles (Mansour & Mupinga, 
2007). This case set out to share faculty experiences 
amid curriculum redesign across four co-located cam-
puses following a pandemic and found that experi-
ences in different communication and the need for 
social support exist across student populations that 
may prohibit the standardization of curricula. Instead, 
researchers have identified that curriculum in post-
COVID needs to be developmental, personalized, 

and evolving; pedagogy that is student-centered, in-
quiry-based, authentic, and purposeful; and delivery 
of instruction that capitalizes on the strengths of both 
synchronous and asynchronous learning (e.g., Zhao 
& Watterston, 2021; Trust & Whalen, 2021; Dar-
ling-Hammond & Hyler, 2020).

The implications of this case study highlights the 
increased need in practice for faculty across campuses 
to discuss needs, and identifies opportunities where 
students and specific learning environments should 
become collaborators in the learning process. There-
fore, this study suggests that the social constructivist 
principle that learning is situated in specific contexts 
and is influenced by the cultural and social environ-
ments in which students learn must be considered in 
learning environments post-COVID.

Indeed, research shows that interaction among 
students and faculty is critically important for student 
satisfaction and retention (Bovill et al., 2016). While 
Chugh et al. (2017) proposed a triad comprising ped-
agogy, technology, and an engaged community of 
learners to ensure curriculum needs, Bovill and Wool-
mer (2019) argued that there is a widespread lack of 
agreement over what students are invited to collabo-
rate on, this case study reveals an opportunity for fac-
ulty to first collaborate among each other to share ex-
periences, and their understanding of students’ needs 
and environmental changes should be a part of the 
pedagogical development. However, asking students 
to co-collaborate, when their resources may be limited 
and barriers to learning are high, should be tempered 
by each individual faculty member who understands 
the students’ particular needs and environment. 

Differential expectations for faculty communication
Adult learning scholars have consistently revealed 
differential learning expectations for mature learn-
ers as compared to traditional college students (Kas-
worm, 2003). This study supports the research that 
traditional and nontraditional students have differen-
tial expectations for faculty communication. Houser 
(2005) found that nontraditional students want clear 
instruction, focused on viewing them as individuals 
with life experiences that have created specific educa-
tional goals. Although this research does not demar-
cate between verbal and nonverbal immediacy, clarity, 
or affinity seeking, it does suggest that communica-
tion between faculty-student is more frequent among 
nontraditional students. This study also further sup-
ports the argument that no longer should we continue 
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to suggest, across-the-board, that every student will 
appreciate the same communication (Houser, 2005). 
Providing social support for traditional and 
nontraditional students
Consistent with the research that traditional and non-
traditional students seek social support, this research 
supports that the focus needs to be directed to the in-
terconnectedness of academic and social experiences 
(Meuleman et al., 2015) away from the university. It 
is advantageous then that Baruah et al. (2022) found 
that online support modalities is emerging as an ef-
fective tool for support in the college environment. 
Much has been studied on the relationship between 
social support and school outcomes that are strongly 
influenced by the social contexts in which they live 
(e.g., Rosenfeld, 2000), thus this case underscores the 
importance that both traditional and nontraditional 
students place on the support of faculty and peers. 
Support can also impact resource-limited institutions 
and smaller programs (Martinez-Cola et al., 2018). 
Beetham and Sharpe (2021) found that developing 
peer learning communities can be cost-effective strat-
egies. Consistent with this study’s findings, research-
ers like Aithal and Aithal (2023) have urged institu-
tions to implement the following practical approaches 
including: utilizing free digital tools; developing peer 
mentoring programs; creating collaborative learning 
communities for both faculty and students; and im-
plementing flexible assessment methods.

In this study, the faculty collaboration sought to 
identify appropriate learning experiences across tra-

ditional and nontraditional student groups. This case 
study’s recommendations include continuous dialogue 
between faculty and the flexibility of curriculum to al-
low students to be a part of the learning process based 
on communication needs and social support resources. 
To demonstrate this process, this case study contrib-
utes to Jones’ (2001) cross-functional and cross-disci-
pline collaborative model for asynchronous and syn-
chronous design and preparation (Figure 1.). Jones was 
concerned about the loss of autonomy that discour-
ages faculty to adopt a collaborative approach across 
universities. However, this case study uses the model 
to confront faculty concerns of not only collaborating 
with fellow faculty but integrating student collabora-
tion, although limited given levels of communication, 
in the process and extends the model by incorporat-
ing the consideration of the learning environment (F) 
to the process in that students’ needs differ based on 
life phases and accessibility to learning. As the mod-
el indicates, listening and collaborating with students 
should be a step in the curriculum re-design process, 
but it’s not until the learning environment is consid-
ered can real curricula reform take place. 

This model informs those institutions of higher 
education that the current environment, outside the 
institution, should be considered when developing 
curricula and help to dictate the pedagogy used by 
faculty. A one-size fits all curriculum is not viable giv-
en the expansion of university offerings across regions. 
This case strongly emphasizes the importance of con-
sidering the learning environment and context, which 

Figure 1
Cross-functional and cross-discipline 
collaborative model for online design 
and preparation post-COVID-19
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is a key tenet of social constructivism. It shows how 
the pandemic and post-pandemic environment affect 
the learning process. Therefore, this case demonstrates 
how social constructivist principles need to be adapt-
ed for diverse student populations, including tradi-
tional and nontraditional students. 

There are limitations to this case study that should 
be considered. As argued by Cooper et al. (2012) uni-
versity culture and even regional factors may have 
influenced the experiences expressed by faculty. In 
addition, the faculty were part of the phenomena ex-
amined here and were part of this iterative process, 
which raises questions of implicit bias and whether 
impartial analysis could be conducted; an external 
source or data set could eliminate those concerns. 
Lastly, this case study is not generalizable to a larger 
faculty-student population, but rather offers a guide 
for faculty needing to rethink their teaching amid 
a changing learning environment. Future research 
should examine student’s feedback on the collabora-
tive process of a curricula redesign to assess whether 
student needs are really being met versus faculty per-
ceived realities. 

Conclusion
Benito et al. (2021) argued that the pandemic has 
brought along improvement opportunities in higher 
education, opportunities in hybrid modes of instruc-
tion. Similar to Jones’ (2001) recommendation that 
collaboration enables a continuous dialogue, discus-
sion and explanation, with technology supporting the 
educational aims set by the faculty, the faculty expe-
riences shared encourages all higher education insti-
tutions to consider the learning needs of each student 
population and current climate and environment first 
and then establish a sustainable curricula. For exam-
ple, collaboration among faculty exposed differential 
expectations for faculty communication across a sys-
tem-wide university, specifically among traditional 
and nontraditional students, that affects the imple-
mentation of curricula. 

The curriculum design changes by the faculty col-
laboration were instituted in fall 2020 and have con-
tinued. Due to the changing learning environment as 
a result of the pandemic, the following changes were 
made: 1) a system of communication via multi-chan-
nel platforms was established for students to commu-
nicate with faculty as desired; 2) a peer mentorship 
program was initiated for students on the co-located 
campuses to connect and support one another; 3) a 

repository was created for all faculty responsible for 
teaching the writing course to share assignments, 
quizzes, tests, and grading rubrics. Since the pandem-
ic has exposed a need for systemwide reviews within 
educational institutions to increase adaptations for a 
diverse student population, the curricula changes in-
stituted acknowledge that student populations have an 
opportunity to contribute to the design of their curric-
ulum based on learning needs and environments. 
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