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Research-Inspired Practice Improvement

http://www.heqco.ca/en-
ca/OurPriorities/Access/Pages/ARC-
Evaluating-the-Impact-of-Academic-
Standing-Letters-on-the-Experience-and-
Retention-of-Students.aspx

http://collegetransitioncollaborative.org/

http://collegetransitioncollaborative.org/co

ntent/sass_toolkit_researchbrief_final.pdf

http://www.heqco.ca/en-ca/OurPriorities/Access/Pages/ARC-Evaluating-the-Impact-of-Academic-Standing-Letters-on-the-Experience-and-Retention-of-Students.aspx
http://collegetransitioncollaborative.org/
http://collegetransitioncollaborative.org/content/sass_toolkit_researchbrief_final.pdf


Psychologically Attuned Letters

Typical academic decision letters may allow worries and shame for students by not fully and explicitly 
communicating our positive intentions

"Psychologically attuned" letters strive to reduce shame and sustain engagement with the goal of providing 
clear, positive, answers to critical questions on students' minds

• The academic decision is a process, not a label

• "You're not the only one"

• Acknowledge valid reasons students can struggle

• Offer hope for returning to good standing

Brady, S. T., Kroeper, K. M., Ozier, E. M., Henderson, A. G., Walton, G. M. & the College Transition Collaborative (2018). Academic Probation and the Role of 
Notification Letters [Research Brief]. Retrieved from: http://collegetransitioncollaborative.org/content/sass_toolkit_researchbrief_final.pdf



Psychologically Attuned Decision Letters @ York
What:

• Intentionally re-design letters that we send to students when 

they receive a negative academic standing decision 

Why:

• Deliver essentially what is bad news in a more positive way

• Consider students’ experiences
• Attempt to reduce feelings of shame, stigma, & guilt

• Convey to students that they are valued, respected, & can 

excel



Office of the University Registrar

Degree Audit Team 



Degree Audit – Psychologically Attuned Letters and 

Email Auto Response

• Each year the Degree Audit Team receives approximately 

7,000 undergraduate applications to graduate

• For the February 2020 and June 2020 convocations, 215 

ineligible letters were sent to students

• We were inspired and motivated to edit the letter 

correspondence we send to students as well as our email 

auto response



Degree Audit – Psychologically Attuned Letters and 
Email Auto Response

Previous Ineligible Letter

• Faculty-Specific

• Uses language that may be 
interpreted as vague/insincere

• Could be more concise, offer 
more guidance/support



Degree Audit – Psychologically Attuned Letters and 
Email Auto Response

New
Psychologically 
Attuned Letter

• Uses language 
that encourages 
the student, as 
well as provides 
guidance and 
support for next 
steps



Degree Audit – Psychologically Attuned Letters and 
Email Auto Response

Email Auto Response

• Important information such as 

deadlines, is highlighted and 
communicated effectively, while 

providing guidance and support for 

next steps

• Provides links to important 
websites and other services



Faculty of Liberal Arts & Professional 

Studies

Office of the Dean, Advising, & Communications



LA&PS Psychologically Attuned 

Academic Decisions Letters

• Sent to students with negative academic decisions

• 10 types of letters ranging from Academic Warning -> Exit

• Approximately 6000 letters sent each 

Spring
• Past: AD Letters = bad news + next steps

• Present: AD Letters = bad news + normalizing + next steps + 

we believe in you, your success and are here to help 



LA&PS Psychologically Attuned Letters

Our Process

Psychological 
Attuned Letter

Team

Guiding 
Principles 
Developed

Teams Page 
& Website

Draft 1 of 
priority 
letters 
written 

Edited as 
a team 

Draft 2 of 
priority 
letters

Edited as 
a team in 
person

Draft 1 of 
remaining 

letters

Draft 2 
edited by 

SMEs

Draft 3 
Final 

comms 
review

Final draft 
AD 

Students

Letters



LA&PS Psychologically Attuned Letters
Example #1 – The "old" version

Dear Student,

I am contacting you today because your grade report for the 
Fall/Winter 2018-2019 academic session indicates that you are 
on Academic Warning. You may view this Academic Decision 
at: https://myonlineservices.students.yorku.ca/ and click on 
the link titled “Fall/Winter grade report”.

Students on academic warning must achieve a cumulative 
grade point average of at least 4.0 [C] within the next 24 credits 
taken or earn a sessional grade point average of at least 5.0 
[C+] in the session in which that 24th credit is taken and in 
each subsequent session until the cumulative grade point 
average reaches 4.0. If you do not fulfil these conditions, you 
will be required to withdraw from the university for 12 months. 
Students whose cumulative grade point average on at least 24 
York credits is below 2.5 will be required to withdraw for 12 
months.

You may proceed in the 90 credit bachelor degree program in 
an effort to raise your grade point average.

Impersonal / Bold

Legislative Jargon

Blunt

https://myonlineservices.students.yorku.ca/


LA&PS Psychologically Attuned Letters
Example #1 – The "old" version continued....

For more information about Academic Advising please click here:
http://laps.yorku.ca/student-resources/student-services/academic-advising-
services/

We also encourage you to take advantage of the following resources:

• Understanding your Undergraduate Grade Report slide 
deck: http://www.registrar.yorku.ca/grades/report.

• Learning Commons: http://www.library.yorku.ca/cms/learning-commons/

• Learning Skills: http://lss.info.yorku.ca/

• Writing Department: http://www.yorku.ca/laps/writ/

Best regards,

Peter Avery

Associate Dean, Students

Faculty of Liberal Arts and Professional Studies

Vague & Impersonal

Insincere & Short

http://laps.yorku.ca/student-resources/student-services/academic-advising-services/
http://www.registrar.yorku.ca/grades/report
http://www.library.yorku.ca/cms/learning-commons/
http://lss.info.yorku.ca/
http://www.yorku.ca/laps/writ/


LA&PS Psychologically Attuned Letters
Example #2 – The new and improved!

Softer language

Invited to sessions

Explains impact &

normalizes experience



LA&PS Psychologically Attuned Letters
Example #2 – The new and improved continued ...

Hopeful & Resourceful

Softer closing

Normalizing & benefits 

of connecting with an 

advisor



What We’ve Learned 



What We've Learned

• It takes time!!!

• Fine balance between negative decision and gentle language

• TEAMS is helpful

• Collaboration with colleagues across campus helps to maintain 

solid relationships and make effective referrals for students

• Students were more receptive to the new communication style 

in that their responses were less stigmatized, and they even 

looped back with us with updates



Questions



Next Steps



Next Steps

OUR – Degree  Audit

• Email templates

• Websites

• Emails 

LA&PS

• Academic Honesty Letters

• Petition Letters

• Websites, Emails

• Assessment



Contacts

Degree Audit:

Emilie De Oca Sarasua

sarasua@yorku.ca

Nadia DiRienzo

dirienzo@yorku.ca

LA&PS:

Catherine Salole

salolec@yorku.ca

Michelle Greve

mgreve@yorku.ca

Vicki Stacey

vastacey@yorku.ca

Advising - SSC:

Lara Ubaldi

lara@yorku.ca

mailto:sarasua@yorku.ca
mailto:dirienzo@yorku.ca
mailto:salolec@yorku.ca
mailto:mgreve@yorku.ca
mailto:mgreve@yorku.ca
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