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This environmental scan used publicly available information from the U15 Group of Canadian Research
Universities to learn of the positive and negative impacts of emergency remote teaching and learning in
postsecondary education during the global pandemic starting in spring 2020. Sources of information
include university and university related newsletters and blogs, podcasts, surveys, and a report. We also
drew on the lessons learned in the international context from published articles and reports to inform
gaps and potential opportunities that exist in the Canadian postsecondary context.

This work was conducted as part of the Flanagan Foundation Initiative, a three-year project intended to
catalyze blended and online learning at the University of Calgary. The findings from this scan will be used
to further the goals of the initiative and inform further discussion and story-gathering related to lessons
learned from teaching and learning during the global pandemic.

What We Learned
We identified six key themes related to lessons learned from emergency remote teaching and learning
during the global pandemic:

e Flexibility: Remote learning had benefits for students such as offering flexible grading,
asynchronous modules, open book exams and multiple learning opportunities. Students
reported challenges in terms of increased workload, lack of privacy (e.g., when webcams were
necessary), accessibility, and mental health impacts associated more generally with the
pandemic. Flexible grading options and multiple learning opportunities allowed instructors to be
accommodating of individual student’s needs.

e Increased Workload: Remote teaching was sometimes used as an opportunity for instructors to
explore other pedagogical approaches. Some instructors resorted to a more direct transfer of
their face-to-face teaching approaches and materials to an online context. Regardless, course
instructors reported substantial increases in workload because of the pivot to remote teaching.
Students mirrored the feeling of being overworked, especially from an increased number of
assignments and assessments.

e Socio-Economic Factors: Access to technology was strongly correlated with socio-economic
factors which influenced instructors’ and students' experience with online teaching and
learning.

e Central Teaching and Learning Supports: Teaching supports were adjusted at most
postsecondary institutions through various workshops, seminars, and Centres for Teaching and
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Learning (whose role and mandate was revised to focus on supporting remote and online
teaching and learning). Many educators and postsecondary leaders also relied on peer-to-peer
supports and participated in round table discussions within teaching networks.

e Little Systematic Reporting: Universities across Canada have highlighted success stories, and
discussed the positive and negative impacts of Covid-19 on teaching and learning at various
meetings, webinars, and conferences. Little systematic documentation exists to capture the
lessons learned or the outlook post pandemic — one exception was the University of British

Columbia.

e Focus on Undergraduate Students and Course Instructors: Sources of information are from
surveys, working groups and interviews, published in peer reviewed articles and institutional
newsletters that focused primarily on the experiences of faculty and undergraduate students.

What is Missing
We identified four key gaps in the lessons learned data that has been made available within the
Canadian teaching and learning context:

e EDIA and Work/Study Arrangements: There was little information about what aspects of
studying and working that created barriers or required modification, particularly in the context
of equity, diversity, inclusion, and accessibility, or pedagogical intentions/goals.

e Little Mental Health Discussion: There was little information about mental health in the U15
documents reviewed here. The information that was available about mental health was
discussed as a secondary or tertiary aspect of teaching and learning during the pandemic, rather
than the primary focus. This absence of ongoing data (after 2020) may indicate that reporting
focused on perceived successes and challenges related to teaching and learning broadly, rather
than delving into the known impacts of Covid-19 on mental health.

e Improving Instructional Practices: There is little information available on how teaching and
learning will look when most courses have reverted to face-to-face teaching (l.e., how will
institutions build/add/modify their pre-Covid-19 practices to integrate their Covid-19
experiences).

e Changes in Learning: Student learning experience, outside of workload and peer interactions,
i.e. did student learning change with online delivery in terms of understanding, curiosity, and
engagement with the material.

What Might We Look at Moving Forward
We have an opportunity to explore four areas for future growth and sustained change:

e Teaching and Learning-Focused Inquiry: It may be helpful to survey other institutions to
understand the factors that facilitated or hindered continuity in teaching and learning during the
pandemic.

e Embedding Flexibility in Administration: How can institutions move forward in embedding
flexible teaching and learning options into policies, programs, and infrastructural decisions?
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e Infrastructural Focus: How do we shift the lens from teacher and student experiences (micro) to
institutional policies and infrastructure that supports innovative/resilient and high-quality
teaching and learning offerings (macro)?

e SOAR/SWOT Analysis: What opportunities exist within our institutional context for broader
conversations about the strengths, opportunities, aspirations and results (SOAR) or strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) as a result of teaching and learning during the
pandemic?

International Context of Emergency Remote Teaching and Learning
We identified an additional five themes in the international context, which are drawn from published
articles and the UNESCO, NSSE and Educause reports (linked below).

e Importance of Infrastructure and Policy: The ease with which institutions responded to
emergency remote teaching was in part, determined by the institution’s preparedness to offer
distance/online education prior to the pandemic and the availability and access to technology.

e Shifts in Attitude and Perception: Course instructors demonstrated an increased willingness to
include technology in their teaching practices as a result of the pandemic. Surveys of first-year
postsecondary students in Ontario, Canada, also indicated a shift in their preference for the
modality of course offerings, with 56% wanting hybrid courses and programs.

e Making Technology Accessible: Constraints in accessing technology due to financial and/or
infrastructural deficits were alleviated in several countries in Latin America through
scholarships, grants and provision of devices including modems.

|II

¢ (Re)defining “Normal”: There is a divide between resuming “normal” as pre-pandemic

traditional face-to-face teaching that many institutions strived to reinstate in the 2021-2022

Ill

academic year, while several institutions are striving to redefine “normal” as having multimodal
learning environments that offer greater flexibility, accessibility, inclusivity, and opportunities.

e Room for Improvement in Student Experience: Overall, students reported a negative
experience with online learning that was attributed to lack of peer-to-peer interaction and
connection, gaps in technological literacy, barriers in technological access, learning gaps from
prerequisite courses, lacking skills (e.g. time management, organization and communication),
and living situations. Additional uncertainties, such as timeline to graduation or other college
related plans, job prospects and financial status contributed to poor mental health amongst
students. International students faced additional challenges because of different time zones,
inability to connect with family/friends in their home country, or the inability to travel to the

country where they were enrolled in higher education.
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