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COVID Research Series

• Plans for Fall 2020

• Who are They?

• Academic Preparation

• Post-COVID Challenges
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The COVID research series 
reports on a national survey 
of college and university 
students whose institutions 
transitioned to remote 
learning in response to 
COVID 19

Focus:

Understanding 

Stayers, 

Changers, and 

Contemplators



Plans for 
Fall 2020

68% of participants 
plan to continue at 
their current 
institution next fall.

Many students are 
planning or 
contemplating a 
change of institution.

When asked about their plans for fall of 2020, 
continuing students indicated...

• 68% plan to stay at their current institution 
• 17% plan to change institutions 
• 9% are contemplating a change 
• 5% plan to stop out for at least a  semester 

and return to their institution
• 1% plan to permanently leave
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Who Are They?
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• Males are more likely to change, while more females are 
contemplators.  

• Upper-level students are more likely to change, but 
relatively high contemplation among lower-level students

• Students within moderate distance (50 to 199 miles) are 
most likely to change  

Stayer Changer Contemplator

Gender
• Female
• Male

79%
67%

11%
25%

10%
8%

Year in School
• First or second
• Third or higher

73%
73%

16%
20%

11%
8%

Distance from Home
• Less than 50 miles
• 50-199 miles
• 200 miles+

77%
67%
80%

12%
27%
7%

11%
6%
13%
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Who Are They?
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• Pell-eligible students are more likely to change or 
contemplate change (32% combined) than all students ( 26%)

• First-generation students are also more likely to change or 
contemplate change (39% combined)

• Asian students are higher changers and contemplators while 
African American students are most likely to stay

Stayer Changer Contemplator

Financial Need
• Pell Eligible 68% 25% 7%

Generation
• First-Gen 62% 30% 9%

Race
• African American
• Asian
• Hispanic
• White

83%
63%
79%
73%

15%
24%
13%
19%

3%
13%
9%
9%
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Academic 
Preparation

Stayers are most 
likely to feel that they 
mastered coursework 
and are ready to 
move on. 

Contemplators report 
the greatest concern 
about academic 
preparedness.
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Agree/strongly agree:  
“I mastered my coursework this 
year”
Stayer 79%
Changer 68%
Contemplator 41%

Agree/strongly agree:  
“I am prepared to advance next 
year”
Stayer 77%
Changer 68% 
Contemplator 51%



Academic Challenges
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• Contemplators report highest challenges, changers lowest
• Adjusting to academic demands was challenging for all

Academic Challenges (Post-COVID) by Segment

Stayer Changer Contemplator

Difficulty adjusting to 
academic demands

33% 30% 43%

Difficulty attending 
classes

27% 23% 37%

Difficulty getting quality 
academic/career advising

33% 29% 37%

Difficulty passing 
required courses

31% 21% 46%

Lack of quality instruction 31% 21% 40% CO
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Personal Challenges
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• All shared high concern about time management
• Contemplators most concerned about safety and well-being

Personal Challenges (Post-COVID) by Segment

Stayer Changer Contemplator

Concern about 
acceptance and 
belonging

22% 22% 20%

Concern about safety and 
security

27% 17% 44%

Maintaining health and 
well-being

37% 27% 40%

Managing interpersonal 
relationships

34% 24% 37%

Managing Time 40% 35% 37% CO
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Financial Challenges
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• Changers struggle more with paying tuition and fees
• Living expenses largest challenge for stayers and contemplators

Personal Challenges (Post-COVID) by Segment

Stayer Changer Contemplator

Lost scholarship/ financial 
aid

22% 17% 26%

Not enough money to 
cover tuition and fees

32% 27% 34%

Not enough money to 
cover living expenses

34% 17% 40%

Trouble understanding 
scholarship requirements

28% 26% 34%

Trouble understanding 
institution’s bill/payment

23% 31% 26% CO
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Strategies 
for Fall 2020

Different factors shape 

stayers, changes, and 

contemplators.

Targeted communication 

strategies over the 

summer may  maximize 

retention of continuing 

students.

- Largest and most diverse segment; most can 
be reached with existing university 
communications

- Need assurance of a vibrant campus 
experience

- Offer tips related to personal challenges such 
as time management and health/well-being to 
prepare for an on-campus or online start

STRATEGY:  MESSAGES NEEDED FOR ALL 
STUDENTS
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STAYERS
- Women more likely to stay
- Most likely to feel they are prepared for fall
- Greatest concerns:

- Time management (40%)
- Health and well-being (37%)
- Living expenses (34%)
- Interpersonal relationships (34%)



STRATEGY:  TARGETED COMMUNICATION
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CHANGERS
- High proportion of first-generation, Pell-eligible, 

male, upper-level, and  students close to home
- Moderately prepared for fall
- Greatest concerns:

- Time management (35%)
- Paying institution’s bill (31%)
- Academic demands (30%)
- Academic advising (29%)

- Second largest group, but demographically 
most diverse with a broad range of 
concerns

- Send targeted messages based on 
demographics

- Focus messages on total experience for 
these students as well as potential transfers

Strategies 
for Fall 2020

Different factors shape 

stayers, changes, and 

contemplators.

Targeted communication 

strategies over the 

summer may  maximize 

retention of continuing 

students.



STRATEGY:  TARGETED ENGAGEMENT
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CONTEMPLATORS
- Women, lower division, and students 200+ 

miles from campus likely to contemplate
- Least prepared for fall
- Greatest concerns:

- Passing courses (46%)
- Safety and security (44%)
- Academic demands (43%)
- Health and well being (40%)

- About 10% of the continuing students 
with relatively high number who are far 
from home

- Less driven by financial considerations 
than others

- High levels of concern about health, 
safety, academic success

- May be reached by digital engagement
- Opportunities to engage  with successful 

alumni in their region could be impactful

Strategies 
for Fall 2020

Different factors shape 

stayers, changes, and 

contemplators.

Targeted communication 

strategies over the 

summer may  maximize 

retention of continuing 

students.
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E sally@torchstared.com

W www.torchstared.com

TorchStar Education, Inc.
Knoxville, Tennessee

Data were collected from April 29 to 
May 4, 2020. More than 500 
participants were  traditional-aged 
college students (18-25) located in 
the United States whose campus 
had transitioned to remote 
instruction during spring of 2020. 

Demographics:

• 55% male, 45% female
• Average Age:  22
• Residence:   45 of 50 States

Institutions:

• 46% four-year publics
• 34% four-year privates
• 20% two-year institutions

Additional information on 
methodology available upon 
request.

Survey Methodology TorchStar Education

TorchStar Education, Inc. is a 
consulting firm focused on higher 
education.  We help institutions 
understand stakeholder 
perspectives and use insights to 
improve student recruitment, 
retention, and philanthropy 
outcomes.

Contact TorchStar for more 
information on products and 
services related to student insights.


