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Executive Summary 

Department-embedded support personnel in the Faculty of Arts in Science at Queen’s 
University were invited to share their thoughts and rate other participants’ thoughts on how 
the university could better support them in their role during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
thought exchange comprised 27 staff, faculty, and graduate students in various support roles. 
The participants shared 30 thoughts and provided 210 ratings. After the thought exchange was 
complete, we refined the themes generated from artificial intelligence software on the 
ThoughtExchange platform and used weighted averages to calculate thought ratings. Six main 
themes, mapping onto actionable items the university may take, emerged from the thought 
exchange:!"#$%&'(!)*(+#!,&-(*&.(/0!1(2$3.&4(!+.'!5+*6(!7$#80!9+2&*&:+:(!)$6#/(!;(*&%(#<0!=6>>$#:!
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ThoughtExchange Methods  

Department-embedded support personnel in the Faculty of Arts in Science at Queen’s 
University were invited to participate in a thought exchange. These participants were asked:  

“How could Queen’s University better support you in your role as a department-embedded 
support person during the COVID-19 pandemic?”. 

Department-embedded support personnel were initially emailed on November 30th, 
2020, with an invitation to share their thoughts in response to the thought exchange question 
and asked to rate thoughts (between 0-5, based on how important or relevant the thought is) 
that were shared by other department-embedded support personnel in the thought exchange. 
Before participating in the thought exchange, the participants were asked questions about what 
their role in the department is; whether they have children or dependents, whether they have 
access to childcare; to what extent they feel they can balance their role with supporting 
instructors in the transition to online learning; and the amount of time they are working 
compared to before COVID-19. They were also asked about how disruptive the campus 
shutdown has been for their mental health; how supported they feel by the Faculty of Arts and 
Science; how appropriate the timelines to complete tasks have been; and how effective the 
communication has been from the Faculty of Arts and Science. The thought exchange remained 
open for 8 days. Participants received email reminders once during the thought exchange, and 
on the final day of the thought exchange. 

Upon completion of the thought exchange, we used the themes generated using the 
artificial intelligence software on the ThoughtExchange platform to analyze the thoughts 
shared by department-embedded support personnel. Weighted averages were used to calculate 
thought ratings. The baseline rating of a thought is 3-stars. We reviewed and revised the AI 
generated themes and the thoughts that were included within each theme. Thoughts that were 
incorrectly placed were re-categorized. The themes were refined through an iterative process 
involving two separate coders to ensure reliability. The two coders and the research supervisor 
met after the initial theme generation to finalize the theme sets and categorize any remaining 
thoughts.  
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Description of Sample  

PARTICIPANTS 
 

 

In total, 27 department-embedded support personnel participated in the thought exchange. 
These participants shared 30 thoughts and provided 210 ratings. Many of the participants were 
staff (48%, N = 12), 44% were faculty (N = 11), and the remaining 8% were graduate 
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Compared to before COVID-19: How many hours a week do you work; To what extent 
do you feel like you could take a vacation/sick day?
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We collected and visualized the most frequently used words in department-embedded 
support personnel’s thoughts as a word cloud (Figure 3). The size of the word reflects the 
frequency that it was mentioned. 
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THEME 3: FACILITATE COURSE DELIVERY 

Theme Summary: 
• 



 

Page 13 

THEME 4: SUPPORT WELL-BEING 

Theme Summary: 
• Department-embedded support personnel 
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THEME 6: EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION 

Theme Summary: 
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Department-Embedded Support Personnel ThoughtExchange Implications 
and Recommendations 

IMPLICATIONS FOR SUPPORTING DEPARTMENT-EMBEDDED SUPPORT PERSONNEL            
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, many individuals were forced to rapidly adapt 

to the evolving situation, and the department-embedded support personnel at Queen’s 
University 
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how the pandemic will affect one’s life trajectory) basis (Hall et al., 2020). By providing 
information about course delivery and offering targeted training for department-embedded 
support, Queen’s University may help both department-embedded support personnel, as well 
as faculty and students, to feel confident and capable with new online learning tools.  

Another concern that the participants raised surrounded the university taking 
meaningful steps to support their well-being. With the care burden of many department-
embedded support personnel increased during the pandemic, it is important to ensure systems 
are put in place to support those struggling with caregiving or mental health (Power, 2020). 
The social isolation that results from working at home may be associated with increased 
mental health problems (Tavares, 2017). Additionally, many department-embedded staff may 
be taken away from both their colleagues and useful resources they do not have at home. For 
some participants working from home resulted in the lines between personal and professional 
life, thus increasing work hours and stress levels (Hamouche, 2020). Moreover, it is important 
to consider how aspects of life interconnect; for example, concerns department-embedded 
support personnel have surrounding their job may be compounded by other factors in their 
life, such as caregiving, mental and physical health, and other responsibilities (Hall et al., 2020). 
Thus, the university would benefit from providing more mental health support sources for 
department-embedded support personnel, enabling them to maintain a work-life balance, 
improve their well-being, and better support students and instructors.  

The final themes the department-embedded support personnel discussed involved 
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3. PROVIDE RESOURCES AND FACILITATE COURSE DELIVERY 
• In this role there was a varying level of knowledge of the required tasks, with some 

individuals requiring more training than others. In a train the trainer model, it would have 
been helpful to have training that included both the pedagogical principles as well as the 
technical principles and for the training to be laid out in the sequence of an instructor 
developing the course. The training needs to address online and remote learning, 
pedagogy, and curriculum design, as well as providing the technical skills.  

• It would be helpful to augment the training with the following 
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4. SUPPORT WELL-BEING AND FOSTER MENTAL HEALTH 
• Many reported being overworked and exhausted. There may be a need to increase the size 

of the embedded support teams. Hire more support staff to help with the greater 
administrative burden.  

• This team is often overlooked as they may have multiple roles in a department (student, 
faculty member, staff). ThereforeA uin luh nb- sluh ner, s- luh
nt- sluh naff- xf- luiS l lu.  as



 

Page 21 

ThoughtExchange Conclusions 

PRIORITIES FOR SUPPORTING DEPARTMENT-EMBEDDED SUPPORT PERSONNEL 
 To conclude, this ThoughtExchange uncovered a variety of ways in which Queen’s 
University can better support department-embedded support personnel during the COVID-19 
pandemic. First, participants emphasized the importance of providing clear timelines. 
Competing deadlines for deliverables contributed to increased stress levels, and thus more 
flexibility and clear communication regarding expectations for deliverables would benefit the 
participants greatly. In addition, recognizing and valuing the hard work that department-
embedded support personnel have been doing during this tumultuous time emerged as a 
potential way to boost morale. The difficulties and uncertainties surrounding course delivery 
were also brought up, with participants expressing a need for the university to help scaffold 
the transition to online learning. They also highlighted the need for more support for mental 
health and well-being, encouraging the university to prioritize mental health initiatives and 
caregiving options for those with dependents. Moreover, department-embedded support 
suggested several ideas for resource creation, such as how-to videos and support resources for 
online learning, that would help them better adapt classes and perform their duties. Finally, 
the participants mentioned the importance of effective communication during the pandemic 
and beyond, to ensure messages are being relayed and students and staff are being supported. 
Overall, by ensuring these needs are being considered and addressed, Queen’s University can 
ensure they are supporting the teams who have been vital in facilitating the transition to online 
learning.  
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