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LESSONS FROM SCHOOL:
COVID-19 DIRECTED CALL
RESEARCH SUMMARY
COVID-19

F O R WA R D
Very few professions and professionals were required to pivot
immediately and continue to provide service in response to
the COVID-19 pandemic. This immediate requirement for
changed practice, teaching in new formats, and learning new
technology has led to unprecedented collaboration within
the teaching profession. Professional teachers relied on each
other to share their unique expertise, skills, and knowledge
to ensure they could continue to best meet the needs of their
students. The acceleration of innovation and changed practice
over the 2020-21 school year has been unprecedented in the
field of education.
Over the course of 2020-21, teachers, and the entire education
sector, became acutely aware of both what really matters
and the inequities within the current education system. More
than ever, relationships and the building of safe and caring
learning environments were required and will be required into
the future. The incredible inequities within the system facing
children living in poverty, racialized children, and children with
intensive needs were surfaced like no other time in history.
Now is the time for decision makers and the public to take note
2m in their commitment to respond.
and show resolve
The best way to inform that response will be to authentically
engage with teachers – listen to their stories, heed their
advice, and work with them to refocus the efforts to ensure all
children have access to what they need to learn and to ensure
that relationships are restored as teachers
! and students learn
how to work and learn face-to-face together once again. As
we look to the future, professionally led teacher research is
invaluable as the profession works to clarify and articulate
the learnings of the pandemic and potential innovationsCOVID-19
and
solutions going forward.
Ian Krips
Associate Executive Director
Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation
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INTRODUCTION
No single event has impacted teaching and learning
in the province of Saskatchewan and beyond like the
2020-21 global pandemic. The closure of schools
and transition to optional learning in March of 2020
was an unprecedented event that left teachers and
students adapting to a new educational reality.
In June of 2020, it became clear that the fall return to
school would present challenges and opportunities
for Saskatchewan educators. Unsure of what
was to come but knowing teachers would play a
significant role in the well-being and education of
students, the Foundation issued a Directed Call for
Research focusing on the impacts of the pandemic in
education.
The grants targeted short-term research projects
that could be completed by June 2021 to ensure
teacher-led research was available to educational
leaders and decision makers. While each project
required the release of an individual final report
to be available on the Foundation’s website, this
COVID-19 Directed Call Research Summary provides
an overview of the research as well as key findings.
The Foundation believes it is important to continue to
support teacher-led research by providing access to
funding, research, and networking opportunities. As

such, the Foundation awarded four grants under the
Directed Call focusing on teacher well-being, student
well-being and mindfulness, teacher response to
distance learning, and the impacts of the pandemic
on the education of immigrant and refugee families.
The results of the research echoed findings in other
jurisdictions in that 2020-21 has been a difficult year
for teachers and students. Educational inequities that
already existed within the system were exacerbated
by the pandemic and may have far reaching impacts.
However, intentional intervention and supports
from teachers made a difference for students.
Unfortunately, those supports too often came at a
price for teachers in terms of their own workload and
mental health. In addition, the supports provided by
the system in terms of professional learning were not
always helpful and could have been targeted more
appropriately to meet teachers’ needs.
The importance of teacher-led professional research
and the autonomy that ensures teachers can respond
to both shifting times and student needs could not
be more apparent than in this collective work. A
summary of each project follows.
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LESSONS LEARNED UPON RETURNING TO SCHOOL IN
S A S K AT C H E WA N D U R I N G T H E PA N D E M I C
Dr. Madeline Press, Dr. Suzanne Zwarych, TJ Zwarych, Josée Bumphrey
The COVID-19 pandemic has been incredibly
difficult on people all over the world, but it also
provided many important learning opportunities. It
has affected education in a variety of different ways
including an abrupt stop to in-person instruction in
March 2020 and then a rapid shift to online teaching
for educators all over the province of Saskatchewan.
Returning to school in the fall of 2020, after a
complete shut down during the pandemic, brought
with it many new and diverse challenges. Our
research was an attempt to uncover the realities of
what life was like for teachers during the pandemic
and the lessons they have learned along the way.
Teachers across the province were inter viewed,
and the transcripts were grouped revealing the
following themes:
•

Teacher wellness, communication, personal
protective equipment (PPE) and protocols, and
technology.

•

Teacher wellness was impacted by an increased
workload during the pandemic with changing rules
and protocols adding a new strain every day.

•

Communication about all things COVID was coming
from many sources with conflicting messages from
social media and school division personnel.

•

PPE and protocols enforced within schools and
school divisions added a sense of safety when
taken seriously, but teachers quickly realized
that social distancing was not possible in most
classrooms. This prompted the realization that
all teachers and students were at risk of catching
COVID from each other.

•

Lastly, all teachers commented on the impor tant
priority that was placed on technology recognizing
that even though many had to learn the use of
new tools at a rapid pace, the additional skills
gained in using Google classroom, Zoom, and other
such tools was valuable and appreciated by both
teachers and families.
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REDUCING STUDENT STRESS
DURING COVID-19
Brent Keen, Angela Csiki
In the fall of 2020, we undertook an action research
project to see if we could help students manage their
stress around COVID-19. Our focus was to discover
how effectively we could mitigate students’ stress
over the COVID-19 pandemic using strategies that
promoted mindfulness.
Our objective was to measure how successfully we
could reduce students’ stress levels using three
different strategies related to self-regulation:
•

Students practice self-regulation through daily
mindfulness strategies to help reduce stress.

•

Students spend part of their day outdoors. The
purposes are twofold, to reduce the possibility
of transmitting the COVID-19 virus, and to have
students work in an environment conducive to
reducing stress.

•

Students will be empowered to take some
ownership of their classroom routines and school
practices to limit the spread of COVID-19.

Through a combination of surveys (using the RCADS
scoring program), student journals, and observations,
our research identified the following themes:
•

By all measures students reported and displayed
lower levels of anxiety. There is a wealth of
research that supports the conclusion that teaching
mindfulness to students and regularly exposing
them to nature reduces stress. The degree of stress
reduction was significant.

•

Daily practice of mindfulness helped all students
improve their self-regulation. How it helped
varied greatly between students. Some students
consciously used mindfulness in the classroom.
Even students who had difficulty, or were resistant
to mindfulness practice, benefited from the practice.
For each student there was at least one occasion
observed where the student was able to benefit.

•

Teachers require training and suppor t to
incorporate mindfulness and outdoor education
into their teaching practices. However, the benefits
are significant.
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STRENGTHENING SCHOOLS TO SUPPORT SYRIAN REFUGEES DURING
T H E PA N D E M I C
Kirsten Cavanaugh, Dr. Janet Okoko
Recently arrived refugee children face many
challenges when adapting to their new country and
schools along with their parents who may be looking
for work, attempting to learn English, and adapting to
a different cultural. For these families, the experience
with war, lack of familiarity with the Canadian school
system, and implicit expectations and norms can be
a struggle. Without strong in-school supports, these
children are at risk of failing socially or academically.
The purpose of this project is to explore the
experience of Syrian refugee families with at-home
learning and establish ways of strengthening our
supports for student success.
Strong relationships between families and schools
must take place to support our learners. Never have
these co-operative relations been as important as
they are during the COVID-19 pandemic when our
students were expected to attend to learning with
the help of their parents.
By speaking with families directly, the researchers
hoped to establish the unique barriers that refugee
families were facing and recommend avenues
for support. Using a short survey, followed by
open-ended interviews with families, the research
had the following findings.
•

•

•

Families appreciated the logistics and supports
that were in place to ensure that their children
were able to learn from home. They spoke highly
of the relationships with the teachers, the access
to technology provided by some school divisions
(laptops and Wi-Fi hotspots), and that there was no
longer a commute to school.
The following challenges were also identified:
•

Pace of instruction was too fast for students
considering that they were still learning English.

•

Loss of student voice and less engagement on
the part of the students.

•

Limited variation in teaching activities and
fewer supports (e.g., education assistants
and volunteers).

•

Lack of resources especially for printing work
and stationery.

•

•

Distractions within the home (e.g., younger
siblings, parents working from home, and other
responsibilities).

•

Shift in family relationships caused by the
added role of managing learning.

•

Concern over loss or delays in the opportunity
for parents continuing to learn English as well
as challenges associated with the inability to
support their children with learning and the
inability to get employment and provide basic
needs for their families.

Recommendations:
•

Continue responsive delivery of technology to
families who need it.

•

Family-centered learning. This should include
sharing outcomes and pedagogically strong
teaching tools with families.

•

Equipping families to be able to use the
teaching tools that are provided to them.

•

Strengthen partnerships with settlement
agencies and other organizations that offer
Language Instruction for Newcomer to Canada
(LINC) programs to refugees (e.g., Saskatoon
Public Schools – EAL unit, Global Gathering
Place, Open Door Society, and Saskatchewan
Polytechnic).

Recognition that Syrian families want to support
their children in schools and that the pandemic has
an affect on their ability to obtain the language
required to do so. Schools need to contribute
towards ensuring that refugee families get the
resources and supports they need to fulfill their role
in the education of their children.
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K - 1 2 S A S K AT C H E WA N D I S TA N C E E D U C AT I O N : D I G G I N G D E E P E R I N T O
2 1 S T C E N T U RY L E A R N I N G D U R I N G A PA N D E M I C
Kelsey Shields
Distance education has the ability to enhance
public education in Saskatchewan by reducing
the barriers and challenges currently presented in
public education especially during the COVID-19
global pandemic. Within this exploratory, qualitative
study, a website analysis of various school divisions
contributed to the development of a framework for
K-12 distance education design.
Experiences and perceptions of public school
educators in Saskatchewan were gathered using
email interviews to provide an insider insight into the
current state of distance education with a particular
focus on teaching times during the COVID-19
pandemic from March to June 2020.
The study will contribute to the lack of research in
K-12 distance education and provide inspiration
for change in the field of K-12 distance education.
The research question driving the study was, “How
do public school educators in Saskatchewan K-12
schools perceive the state of distance education in
the province?”
Email interviews with teachers from across
Saskatchewan revealed the following key themes:
•

There is a digital divide for both students and
teachers in accessing online learning. This is both a
socio-economic issue and a rural/remote issue.

•

Student engagement can be a challenge. For
younger students, parent support is important,
and for older students, making the learning
supplemental rather than required had a significant
impact on student engagement.

•

For some students, online learning was a significant
benefit especially if they had a negative experience
in the face-to-face classroom, but many students
struggled with the loss of sports and other
activities.

•

Teachers struggled to meet the needs of Inclusion
and Intervention Plan students, particularly those
on life skills programs through distance learning,
and were concerned about students they were not
reaching.

•

Teachers also talked about increased workload
and their own mental health but appreciated
administrators checking in and offering support.

•

While there was supplemental professional
development offered through school divisions, and
it was appreciated, teachers recognized that their
own post-secondary and student teaching had not
prepared them for distance learning.
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