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Navigating Changing Teaching Environments During COVID-19 
 
Very few fields have adapted to the COVID-19 pandemic as quickly as did the teaching 
profession.  All teachers in Saskatchewan made significant changes to their work in order to 
support students after school was suspended in March.  
 
It has become clear that our profession will continue to adapt to changing contexts and that the 
ways in which we define and describe our work is changing as well.  One thing that remains 
central is our relationship to our students and the communities we serve.  It is with these 
thoughts in mind that the Federation has developed this document to support teachers in 
ensuring we have shared understandings of methodologies being used to teach 
curriculum.  The principles outlined here provide clear guideposts for our practice – regardless 
of pedagogy or methodology being used. 
 
Finally, the document provides a range of best practices to guide teachers’ work and create a 
starting place for shared understandings between teachers, school divisions and the 
communities they serve. 
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Context 
 
School divisions, teachers, students and families have many questions about what education 
will look like in the upcoming school year. However, there is agreement that, regardless of 
viewpoint, the experience will be vastly different from previous years. 
 
Between March and June 2020, teachers supported students’ learning using an online 
component. Teachers and students were required to shift from the customary face to face to a 
remote-learning environment – a transition that typically requires dedicated and intentionally 
designed learning over time.   
 
Although the circumstances have changed, the goal of delivering a high-quality education to 
students remains steadfast. The professional obligation of teachers is to ensure that they 
maintain a duty of care with students and deliver engaging and flexible educational programs. 
Although teachers are working under ever-changing conditions, the expectations for the 
professionalism of Federation members remains the same. 
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Definitions 
 

● Distance Learning - refers to learning where the teacher and student are separated by 
space and/or time. The learning is typically delivered via technology (e.g., an online 
learning management system). In some instances where technology is unavailable or 
limited, DL may be delivered via paper courses or self-contained digital files. 

● Asynchronous Distance Learning – Distance learning where students and teachers are 
not regularly scheduled to communicate at the same time. 

● Synchronous Distance Learning – Distance learning where students and teachers are 
separated by physical space but communicate via an online technology tool at the same 
time. Typically, teachers and students connect through regularly scheduled video 
conferences. Some asynchronous communication may take place, but synchronous 
learning instruction is a large part of the mandated design. 

● Self-Paced Distance Learning – students can pace themselves through the course 
without the limitations of working within teacher or learning community timelines. The 
student needs to pace him or herself such that they can submit all assignments by the 
course end date. Often, courses where students can start a course at any time 
throughout the year will be self-paced. 

● Teacher-Paced Learning - The teacher sets student due dates for the course. Teacher-
led learning can still be individual in nature if the teacher does not build in social 
constructivist practices. 

○ Cohort-Paced Distance Learning (subset of Teacher-Paced DL) – The students 
are paced together as a learning community. The pacing is usually guided by the 
teacher. Cohort paced learning has an increased ability to facilitate collaborative 
and socially interactive learning opportunities where students can work with and 
from each other. 

● Online Learning – refers to learning that is delivered through an online learning 
management system and is often used interchangeably with distance learning. 

● Social Constructivism – “an established educational theory based on the principle that 
learners and teachers co-construct knowledge through social processes” (Salmons, 
2009, p. 280). Social constructivism, as a teaching practice, supports active 
collaborative learning through a student-centred flexible design. Learning is 
collaborative, with a flexible program design focusing on critical-thinking processes to 
foster deep learning. 

● Deep Learning – “The critical analysis of new ideas, linking them to already known 
concepts and principles, and leads to understanding and long-term retention of 
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concepts so that they can be used for problem solving in unfamiliar contexts. Deep 
learning promotes understanding and application for life” (Houghton, 2004, p. 9). 

● Blended (Hybrid) Learning – situations where students receive lessons both in person 
(face-to-face) and online which can allow students to have voice and choice over their 
pace of learning. 

● Web-Based Conferencing – systems that allow teachers and students to interact live 
using tools that can allow individuals to share, collaborate or present material 
synchronously. 

● Learning Management System – a platform of tools used to create, deliver, receive, edit 
and assess course work for students and teachers (e.g., Blackboard, Moodle, Canvas, 
etc.). 

● Learning Mentor – a capable person on-site at the student’s end (school or home) who 
guides and aids students through the hardware and software, and might manage the 
student while they engage in online learning delivered by the teacher.  

●  Instructional Coach – an online education specialist who is available to aid teachers as 
they navigate and respond to changes in delivery methods in the digital space. 
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Guiding Principles/Beliefs 
 

Regardless of one’s role in the educational sector, planning for education in 2020 amidst 
these unanticipated and unparalleled times calls for a shared understanding of key 
principles and guidelines. The principles listed here represent teachers’ commitment to 
providing a holistic educational experience for students within today’s diverse and ever-
changing society. 
  

1.  Equitable and Accessible Educational Opportunities 
   

● All students have the right to high-quality inclusive education 
with the appropriate and necessary resources and supports 
provided to ensure success.  

● All students and staff have access to the equipment they need in 
order to fulfil their roles (i.e., computer, microphone, video camera, 
access to internet, etc.). 

● All teachers and school staff have access to the necessary training 
enabling them to utilize the equipment provided. 

●  Opportunities for teacher collaboration and support are readily 
available and accessible 

 
2.  Emotional, Physical and Digital Safety 

Ensuring safe and secure working conditions for students and staff 
is paramount. 

●  Physical space must meet the requirements as outlined by the 
Chief Medical Health Officer as well as the guidelines provided by 
the Ministry of Education.  

● Emotional safety must include awareness of and accommodations 
for processing negative emotional reactions (e.g., fear, anxiety, 
alienation) that may arise. This means paying close attention to 
policies and procedures that take into account feelings of security, 
well-being, and self-confidence (Weiss, 2000), including but not 
limited to, how to address; 

○ anxiety stemming from learning new online competencies, 
○ emotional supports if triggered by online content (e.g., 

videos, discussion boards), 
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○ emotional safety from fear of video assignments being 
replayed by other students outside of a learning 
environment. 

● Delivering education in a virtual space requires assurance of 
digital safety and care of students and staff. This means paying 
close attention to: 

○ regulations around privacy and copyright (LAFOIP),  
○ policies and protocols around the use of social media, 
○ policies and protocols around the responsible use of 

devices. 
○ compliance with existing agreements, legislation and 

regulations (i.e., LINC, PCB, TFA 2006 and Regulations, 
OH&S). 

3.   The Importance of Relationships 
Regardless of the teaching and learning environment, establishing and 
maintaining positive relationships remains an essential element to 
student learning. Developing, adapting and communicating policies, 
guidelines, or procedures requires careful thought and attention to the 
impact on supporting existing and future relationships with: 

● Students     
● Colleagues 
● Caregivers 
● Community 

 
4. The Student at the Centre 

The intent and stance of the Saskatchewan curriculum extends beyond 
outcomes and indicators. Experience supports that planning for a student 
learning experience that integrates an online component requires 
teachers to: 

● Adopt a social constructivist approach that supports active 
collaborative learning through a student-centred, flexible design.  

● Student-centred learning focuses on supporting student 
autonomy as well as learning processes which recognize and 
incorporate their prior learning and experiences. 

● Actively learn with and from others (student-student, student-
teacher, student-parent). 
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● Keeping the Broad Areas of Learning and the Cross Curricular 
Competencies at the forefront of one's thinking. 

 
Although navigating unfamiliar terrain, school divisions and school staff can learn from the 
experiences and voices of their counterparts in other provinces or regions. Regardless of the 
learning environment, the following considerations serve as a guide to teachers and other 
educational stakeholders. 
 

1. The need for clear, consistent and transparent communication. 
● Roles and responsibilities made clear for teachers, principals, students and 

caregivers. 
● Expectations and guidelines for students, caregivers, learning mentors and 

families.  
● Information and outlines regarding the teaching and learning program. 
● Clear communication protocols that support effective and timely: 

○ School and community communication. 
○ Teachers and students’ interaction, both in face-to-face and virtual 

situations. 
○ Student and student interaction and collaboration. 
○ Teachers’ professional collaboration. 
○ Collaboration with teacher and educational assistant or student-support 

teachers. 
 

2. Anticipate and Support Student Engagement and Student Success 
○ By updating the school handbook to include a virtual learning environment, 

students, staff and families have clear guidelines around the following elements 
as “the school” moves outside of the “brick and mortar” building: 

■ Expectations 
■ Communication 
■ Attendance 

● Communication is a vital component for successful completion of 
any course in any learning environment (face to face or virtually).  

○ Students are encouraged to communicate regularly with 
their teacher. The frequency of that communication should 
be agreed upon by both teacher and students. 
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○ Agreed-upon expectations regarding the type and mode 
of communication with parents and caregivers. 

■ Conduct. 
■ Academic success and plagiarism. 
■ Permissions and privacy. 
■ Responsible use policies. 

○ To support readiness for students in a virtual environment, the following 
checklist is for the school to use to ensure appropriate supports are in place to 
support student success Some elements to consider: 

■ Does the students have a learning mentor to support their learning 
(someone other than the teacher)? 

■ Has the learning mentor’s role been clearly defined, communicated and 
agreed upon?  

■ Have coursework time parameters been established for the student in 
each course to support their success? 

■ Does the student have access to the necessary equipment in their 
learning environment to allow them to engage in the learning? 

■ Has the student been taught the necessary technical competencies and 
skills for independence to support their success in the learning 
environment? 

■ Does the student know how to ask for help and support when they need 
it? Additionally, does the student feel comfortable asking for said help? 

○ Support student engagement and success by making learning multimodal (video, 
audio, printed text). 

○ To support the success of students within a virtual learning environment that 
encompasses teaching as outlined in the Saskatchewan curriculum (inquiry-
based, constructivist approach that supports the whole child in meeting the 
goals of education): 

■ Research and experience support the following class size 
recommendations as ideal: (see appendix) 

● High school - 20 students/teacher/class.  
● Middle school - 15 students/teacher/class. 
● Elementary - 10 students/teacher/class. 

 
 



 

9 
 

3. Anticipate and Support Professional Learning  

The Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation believes that all teachers have a professional 
capacity for teaching success. This success is best measured over the course of a teaching 
career. On occasion, when presented with a new challenge, teacher competence may be 
temporarily lowered. When presented with the challenge of transitioning to an online or 
blended learning situation, teachers need time to learn and adapt to new circumstances. 
This challenge can be mitigated by fully supporting and resourcing teachers. 

Transitioning to an online or blended learning environment requires an array of professional 
growth opportunities.  Teachers require training in how to set up online working 
environments, to navigate LMS, or utilize other online tools. When possible, instructional 
coaches, well versed in the unique challenges associated with online instruction, can be 
utilized to help teachers transition. As a professional organization, teachers advocate for the 
time and resources to engage in self-directed, reflective and mutually supportive 
professional growth allowing them to meet emerging challenges.  

 
4. Assess your infrastructure  

In anticipation of a potential online component of the 2020-2021 school year, many 
assessments need to be conducted to ensure a continuation of safe and quality education 
for students and working continuity of teachers. Using new modes of delivery requires 
careful attention to online security to follow the guidance of The Local Authority Freedom of 
Information and Protection of Privacy Act. 

Additionally, hardware and software capabilities need to be assessed and their capabilities 
and limitations need to be explained to users.  Internet capabilities of students need to be 
assessed to assure that online delivery is equitable for all. Caregivers might need training on 
how to aid learners and utilize online tools, and devices – this training is over and above the 
teaching responsibilities for a course. Special attention must also be paid to responsible use 
of online tools for all users, and parameters around sharing content must be established and 
distributed to users.  

The questions in this document can guide the assessment of your infrastructure. 

a. Do selected platform(s) adhere to digital safety parameters outlined by school 
division policy? 

b. Do sufficient and ongoing supports exist for the use of digital platforms by 
teachers, students or caregivers? 
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c. What equipment is available for students during the day, evenings or weekend 
so that they can fulfil their learning expectations? 

d. What provisions exist to enable teachers to have access to division equipment 
so they can fulfil their responsibilities? 

e. What is the status of the local internet network capability to support student 
learning? 
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Considerations for Teachers 
 

1. Safe and Supportive Teaching/Learning Environments 
● Work to develop safety and trust with students by: 

○ Co-constructing norms for the learning community. 
○ Ensuring privacy and confidentiality of learning within the community. 

● Consider your learning environment and provide opportunities for students to 
settle in and become familiar with: 

○ Their surroundings (how to navigate the platform – here's how/where 
you … ). 

○ Learning materials. 
○ How to contact me, the teacher, for support. 

● Work to maintain teacher-student relationships in the virtual environment. Some 
ways may be: 

○ Setting office hours to support student learning 
○ Setting boundaries and parameters, such as: 

■ Outlining guidelines for how students and teachers communicate 
with one another. 

■ Maintaining a conversational tone to make the learning 
environment inviting and inclusive. 

■ Communicating reasonable response time for feedback and 
support. 

■ Using devices provided by the school division when engaging in 
teaching and learning. Do not use your own personal device. 

■ If using your personal communication device, use an app to block 
your number. 

2. Flexible Design of Interactive Instruction and Assessment 
○ The teacher's role is to create learning opportunities with students as the 

intended audience.  
○ Support student autonomy through: 

■ Providing types (multimodal) and choice of content for the student to 
engage with. 

■ Balancing individual and collaborative learning processes. 
■ Providing varied processes (jigsaw, carousel brainstorm, think-pair-share, 

etc.)  that support the learning outcome. 
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■ Providing student choice for demonstrating understanding (product). 
■ Building a repertoire of tech tools that students can use to construct and 

demonstrate their understanding. 
○ Align all content with learning outcomes.  
○ Seek to incorporate the stance of the Saskatchewan curriculum within learning 

processes and teaching practices. 
○ Work towards criterion-referenced feedback and feed-forward. 
○ Incorporate various scaffolded pathways for learners based on assessment as, 

for and of learning, including how one might collect evidence.  

■ Product Evidence – assignments including audio, visual, and digital 
representations, tests, quizzes. 

■ Observation Evidence – digital pictures, video, live online meetings (i.e., 
Google hangouts, Adobe Connect, Microsoft Teams, Zoom) 

■ Conversational Evidence – forums and journals. Check-ins (engage 
learners, check for understanding and shifting instruction).  Regular email 
and phone contact with students.  

 
○ Consider the following supports for a virtual environment: 

■ Consider pacing and/or time management (e.g., creating a schedule for 
students, clear due dates, etc.). 

■ Provide multimodal learning (video, audio, text, print materials). 
■ Set and develop a shared understanding of routines. 
■ Teach and model proper citations and permissions for all content shared 

with students (videos, images, audio, text). 
■ Strategically select, and keep to a minimum, the appropriate 

technological tools to support learning outcomes, and ensure that the 
necessary skills for students to be successful are supported within the 
classroom. 

■ Navigation Supports: 
1. Overview and course tour – walk-through of the learning outcome 

(print, visual, video, audio). 
2. Clear and concise instructions and expectations in various formats 

(i.e., video, audio, print). 
3. Adaptations to increase readability of content: 

a. Clear, concise, direct writing style. 
b. Chunked text 



 

13 
 

c. Attention to accessible vocabulary - use familiar and 
common words when possible; link vocabulary to learner-
friendly definitions. 

d. All inserted pictures should have an attached title or 
description so that when a screen reader is used the 
student has a text version of the picture. 

e. Attention to visual layout and the use of graphics. 
f. Use of organizing cues such as numbering, bullets, 

headings and subheadings. 
g. Conversational tone – write as if you are talking to the 

learner. 
h. Uncluttered, open page layout – ample white space. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ways to Access STF Supports 
 

If you require professional learning for yourself or supports for an entire staff: 
STF Professional Learning - www.stfprofessionalearning.ca 

 
If you require books or print resources – Emma Stewart Resources Centre: 

https://www.stf.sk.ca/professional-resources/emma-stewart-resources-centre 
 

If you have questions about your working conditions or school division directives: 
Call 1-800-667-7762 and ask for a senior administrative staff member 

 

http://www.stfprofessionalearning.ca/
https://www.stf.sk.ca/professional-resources/emma-stewart-resources-centre
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Appendix 

● Class size 
 

○ Cyber Stone Virtual School Administrative Procedures 
 

○ As a part of their analysis of the various e-learning clauses contained in the 
collective agreement at the time, Barbour and Adelstein (2013) wrote that this 
particular clause:  

puts a soft cap of 22 and a hard cap of 25 students on all sites. The 
nature of distance learning requires teachers to interact with students, 
often more frequently than in the face-to-face environment to ensure 
student understanding. In a traditional classroom, a teacher has access to 
additional information, such as visual cues, to gauge student learning. 
Many of these cues are not available to the [e-learning] teacher. By 
limiting the class size to 22, the instructor has a better chance of 
conferencing with each distance learner individually. (p. 30) (E-Learning 
Class Size: June 2019 - A special report of the State of the Nation: K-12 
E-Learning in Canada project) 

 

https://www.secpsd.ca/Programs/online-learning/Documents/AP%20194%20-%20Cyber%20Stone%20Virtual%20School.pdf
https://k12sotn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/e-learning-class-size.pdf
https://k12sotn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/e-learning-class-size.pdf
https://k12sotn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/e-learning-class-size.pdf

