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Abstract Abstract 
This manuscript discusses the creation of online strategies to support belonging while de-stressing for 
learning community student participants during the compounded stress of the world epidemic of 
COVID-19 and final exams. De-stress techniques were implemented via Instagram Live and were 
presented and facilitated as an easily accessible activity to enhance the importance of well-being for 
students and provide a sense of community during quarantine social distancing/ restrictions. These 
strategies were intended to incorporate a holistic approach to working with students to help build a 
supportive learning community and overall well-being (SAMHSA, 2014). Discussion includes implications 
for a holistic/inclusive approach to establishing a online learning community event including an 
interdisciplinary collaborative approach. The authors examined strategies, which engaged students in 
effective holistic de-stress life skills. 
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COVID-19 impacted the world in many ways and higher education 

institutions were no different as they scrambled to adapt to the imposed challenge 

during spring 2020. It was understood the world epidemic, COVID-19, was 

impacting college students learning as they attempted to adjust to a new distance 

learning format in isolation while balancing additional stressors and demands 

within the home environment (child-care, employment or loss of income, lack of 

privacy, poor internet service). One university learning community implemented a 

series of online activities to maintain a sense of belonging and connectedness, and 

create a holistic supportive approach by helping alleviate the effects of compounded 

stress. Ultimately, the goal was to provide strategies to cultivate resilient students 

and learning communities.  

 The learning community program at this four-year institution was concerned 

about the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on students including isolation, stress, 

and academic success. Due to the historically rich collaborative approach between 

the campus learning communities, a supportive environment quickly developed 

providing solutions to address the compounded stress of COVID-19, online 

learning, and final exams. It is suggested students can receive a holistic academic 

experience through strong collaborative interactions that address stress reduction 

and create connectedness between learning community members in an online 

format.  

 Online Community Building through A Series of Holistic De-stress for 

Finals Week Activities  

The campus Learning Communities, academic faculty, and the Counseling 

Center collaborated to provide a sense of connectedness and holistic support to 

students during the challenging time of combined stress due to COVID-19, 

transition to distance learning, and final exams. The week before final exams, 

various individuals participated to develop and facilitate de-stress activities for the 

campus, targeting learning community students, to use as final exams approached. 

An Instagram Live approach was structured to be presented and facilitated as an 

easily accessible activity to enhance the importance of connectedness between 

learning community members and holistic well-being for students especially with 

social distancing restrictions. The social media application of Instagram was used 

to deliver the series of Instagram Live activities/sessions (20-30 minutes each) 

Monday through Thursday during the week before final exams. Learning 

communities hosted 4 sessions including self-care, aerobics and conditioning, yoga, 

and mindfulness. During all sessions participants were encouraged to share their 

learning community association which was highlighted by each facilitator. 

Additionally, voluntary participants were invited to complete an anonymous survey 

regarding the impact, if any, of each Instagram-live session. Each of the sessions is 

briefly described below. 

1

Ericksen et al.: COVID-19 Response: Holistic Student Success



 

Self-Care Tips 

Self-care has been suggested as a prevention technique for stress management 

(Esch et al., 2013). These tactics include eating a healthy diet, connecting with 

others, exercising regularly, and talking about fears.  

The first Instagram Live session was a general overview of self-care. During 

this session, the self-care wheel was introduced to participants.1 The learning 

community liaison facilitator discussed each of the six areas of the self-care wheel 

(physical, emotional, spiritual, psychological, personal, professional) providing 

examples from each area. Participants were encouraged to attend to all areas of self-

care and work towards building areas that needed strengthening. Participants were 

informed that each Instagram Live session applied to one of the six self-care wheel 

aspects. 

Aerobics and Conditioning 

Exercise has been known to be an effective stress relieving strategy for many 

years (Nguyen-Michael et al., 2006). It has been suggested students could benefit 

from teachers promoting the skills necessary for a balanced life between home, 

school, and work to incorporate time for exercise (Eichorn et al., 2018).  

The aerobics and conditioning Instagram Live session was meant to engage 

participants in an active, fun environment with music guiding the exercise. During 

the session, the exercise science director facilitator used activities to increase heart 

rate and move several different muscles especially the legs, arms, and the core of 

the body. Positive feedback and reminders about healthy eating and movement at 

their own pace was provided to participants. This supports the research related to 

the benefits of educating college students about the value of exercise and healthy 

eating, especially during times of stress (Eichorn et al., 2018; Nguyen-Michael et 

al., 2006).  

Yoga 

Yoga has been practiced for more than 3,000 years around the world as a 

means of improving health and as preparation for meditation (Atkinson & Permuth-

Levine, 2009). Dol (2019) demonstrated that yoga practice significantly improved 

the self-esteem of young college students. Yoga is inexpensive and, with practice, 

can be quickly drawn upon when a stressful situation arises (test anxiety, COVID-

19).  

The yoga Instagram Live session began with a brief explanation of yoga, 

which has become a popular exercise modality to improve health in the United 

 
1 https://practicingplay.files.wordpress.com/2015/01/self-care-wheel-blank.jpg. 
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States in recent years (Atkinson & Permuth-Levine, 2009; Dol, 2019). Throughout 

the session the Exercise Science faculty facilitator instructed the participants in 

strengthening and balancing activities while encouraging participants to adapt the 

activity as needed for their own comfort. 

Mindfulness 

One frequently utilized method to reduce stress is mindfulness (Leland, 

2015). Mindfulness is the psychological process of purposely bringing one's 

attention to experiences occurring in the present moment without self-judgment 

(Creswell et al., 2019).  

The mindfulness Instagram Live session was facilitated by a counselor from 

the campus counseling center. The session encouraged participants to recognize 

and minimize everyday stressors as well as stressors that may have developed as a 

result of the COVID-19 pandemic or anticipated exams. The participants were 

provided psychoeducation on mindfulness and the implementation of practices. 

Mindfulness techniques shared included guided meditation, guided imagery 

meditation, body scanning and deep breathing (Yamada & Victor, 2012).  

Promoting Connectedness, Stress Reduction, and Collaboration 

By manipulating the imposed distance from COVID-19, a synchronous 

supportive environment was created for students to participate together in an  online 

community. Incorporating social media (Instagram Live) further supported an 

easily accessible familiar format for students while emphasizing a holistic approach 

to connection between learning community members and supporting student 

success through well-being.  

Building Virtual Community Connections 

One of the known benefits of learning communities as a high-impact practice 

is the ability to provide a sense of belonging (Strayhorn, 2019). The situational 

environment has been shown to impact this sense of belonging (Ribera et al., 2017; 

Strayhorn, 2019) therefore it was the intent to recreate this benefit of belonging 

during this highly stressful time. It can be valuable for learning communities to 

offer opportunities for all students to congregate in a common learning community 

and offer various formats to meet the needs of different students. Additionally, this 

sense of belonging can impact the retention rate of students who might otherwise 

seek a different institution (Hausmann et al., 2007). 

Meeting students online in their area of comfort and interest in social media, 

specifically Instagram Live, demonstrates a commitment to reach and support 

student success. Learning community participants reported feeling supported and 
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connected to the other viewers with comments such as “connectedness- feeling 

supported” and “high energy instructor connecting with viewers” when asked what 

was most helpful about the sessions. By providing a common activity for students 

to join from a distance a continued sense of connectedness was maintained for 

learning community members. Participating synchronously facilitated this 

connection knowing that many other students were online at the same time. This 

“shared” learning experience not only provided perspectives on topics that may or 

may not have been new to the learner but, through the livestream, students could 

be assured that they were not alone in their need for connection to others. 

De-stress Implications 

Self-care and de-stress activities are important to incorporate all the time. 

COVID-19 heightened the level of awareness about stress and its’ impact but it 

would be valuable to provide de-stress programming and a more holistic approach 

to all learning communities during non-pandemic times.  

For many years, it has been known exams and increased academic loads, 

cause stress in students (Bland et al., 2012; Ross et al., 1999). Some have noted 

higher levels of anxiety associated with exam stress (Kumari & Jain, 2014). There 

is no doubt the COVID-19 pandemic has contributed additional stress to college 

students lives (Horesh & Brown, 2020) and the need to address the challenge 

(Buchter et al., 2020). 

Interjecting healthy self-care techniques to obtain a stress-resilient life-style 

described by Esch and colleagues (2013) can be achieved through online holistic 

strategies like those provided during the Instagram live de-stress activities. The 

research demonstrates self-care (SAMHSA’s Trauma and Justice Strategic 

Initiative, 2014), aerobics and conditioning (Nguyen-Michael et al., 2006), yoga 

(Atkinson & Permuth-Levine, 2009), mindfulness training (Creswell et al, 2019) 

are effective methods to help alleviate various stresses. Specific comments received 

from participants included “giving me tips to get through finals week” and 

“learning ways to ease stress, as it is something we have to endure on a daily basis” 

directly supported the intent in which the de-stress strategies were implemented. 

Learning community participants shared they gained new strategies and 

experienced a reduction in stress. The literature suggests offering de-stress 

strategies to students is beneficial for their stress management in general (Eichorn 

et al., 2018; Kumari & Jain, 2014) and the authors believe this supports their overall 

academic success. 

Collaborative Approach 

The implementation of livestream online de-stress activities for learning 

communities supports cross-discipline interactions and collaborations for the 
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holistic development of students. Beneficial alliance between student affairs and 

academic affairs for learning communities (Ericksen & Walker, 2015; Ericksen et 

al., 2015) has been shown to further support holistic student success and 

collaborative work. The Instagram Live event recruited experts across campus, in 

various disciplines and programs to incorporate and facilitate their best de-stress 

strategies to support student success.  

Ongoing engagement solidifies the connection for learning community 

members and supports various aspects of students’ development. This can be best 

achieved through a collaborative approach which models collaboration between 

campus groups and highlights the strengths of various individuals’ contributions. 

The Instragram Live activities offered methods to maintain connectedness between 

learning community members using a relevant media source to students while 

addressing their holistic needs, especially during stressful times. Attending to all 

aspects of a student’s well-being (social, spiritual, intellectual, physical, etc) lends 

support to their academic success. The pandemic increased the prevalence of stress 

in students but also highlighted the need to address students’ overall wellness which 

has been shown to impact academic success (Buchter et al., 2020). 

The Instagram Live de-stress activities demonstrated the powerful impact of 

a campus collaborative approach including student and academic affairs to develop 

innovative ideas and solutions for creating connectedness and meeting the holistic 

needs of the learning community students at a distance. As more learning 

communities operate at a distance, creating fresh, current methods to develop and 

maintain connectedness between members is crucial. Additionally, it is vital  to 

incorporate an approach to meet students’ holistic needs as the literature suggests 

it promotes academic success and ultimately produces a productive citizen in the 

world. Due to the success of these de-stress activities, the campus learning 

communities plan to continue to offer collaborative Instagram Live De-stress 

sessions during finals week every semester for all campus students. The knowledge 

gained from participant feedback provides rich information for future planning for 

higher education institutions where our “ways of doing business” have been 

upended due to this global pandemic. 
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