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Increasing Classroom Inclusivity:

What if crisis is the new baseline for our students? 
By Prof. Heather Olins

The last two years have been challenging for almost all of us. When things are hard for everyone, 
they become near impossible for those who were struggling previously. Our most vulnerable 
students have been hit hard, and this elevated level of stress isn’t going away any time soon. In 
addition to the global pandemic there is war, domestic injustice, and ecological catastrophe - to 
name just a few of the crises weighing on us. I was speaking with a colleague recently who described our needing to 
think in terms of inevitable, impending crises. I used to treat a crisis as a rare extenuating circumstance that a few 
students might experience in a given semester. I now assume that at any time some of my students are struggling in 
profound ways. I try to remember that many students will never share their struggle with me.  If I accept that some of 
my students are always facing substantial challenges, and if I believe that it is my job to help students succeed and make 
the most out of their college experience, then I need to find new ways to support my students. I need to support them 
even though I may not know the specific challenge(s) they face. It is important, of course, to offer support to students 
who are able to ask for it. But waiting until someone asks for help may not be enough.

	 One simple intervention to help all students succeed is to build flexibility into course design, and be 
transparent about the reasons for this flexibility. In my courses this flexibility often looks like dropping the lowest scores 
for different assignment types. In a recent course, I created a system of grading and assignments such that any student 



Boston College Biology Department DEI Committee Summer, 2022

https://www.google.com/url?q=https://time.com/5434826/stress-good-health/&source=gmail-imap&ust=1649768351000000&usg=AOvVaw0aXJob6iuIjzSmvMYCtDwt
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://time.com/5434826/stress-good-health/&source=gmail-imap&ust=1649768351000000&usg=AOvVaw0aXJob6iuIjzSmvMYCtDwt
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0091302218300098?casa_token%3Dd21RDjY1d6wAAAAA:uZPjwEIhxMUvTpc-fzF6qqMwS1SkFCH8hpBVkErxgULG9RY6HoPCkhjKP1gjguClQMBa9EuFfphj&source=gmail-imap&ust=1649768351000000&usg=AOvVaw0RsKIR3jhKGDLzre1LXsKr
http://cteresources.bc.edu/documentation/what-faculty-learned-about-teaching-in-a-pandemic/
http://cteresources.bc.edu/documentation/fall-2021-teaching-considerations/cura-personalis-community-building/
https://cat.wfu.edu/resources/tools/estimator2/
/content/bc-web/offices/human-resources/sites/oid/Programs/Diversity-and-Inclusion-Summit.html
https://events.bc.edu/event/fathers_day_virtual_event#.YnwOTsYpBqt
mailto:BiologyDEI-ggroup@bc.edu
https://twitter.com/bc_bio_dei
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