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Abstract
During the COVID-19 pandemic numerous institutions around the world have sur-
veyed students to gain an understanding of their experiences. While these surveys 
are valuable at a local institutional level, it is unclear as to which findings from indi-
vidual surveys reflect the broader higher education environment, and which patterns 
may be consistent across student surveys. It is worthwhile to synthesize survey find-
ings in order to explore patterns and potentially new understandings that may arise 
from such analysis. In this paper, we reviewed and synthesized 21 surveys exam-
ining the impacts of COVID-19 and emergency remote learning on approximately 
155,000 student respondents in Canada. Findings reveal that the impacts of COVID-
19 and emergency remote learning on students centered around (1) educational 
experiences, (2) mental health and wellbeing, (3) financial concerns, (4) impact on 
future plans, and (5) recommendations for future practice.

Keywords Emergency remote learning · COVID-19 · Canada · Student surveys · 
Synthesis · Relational approach

Introduction

In March and April of 2020 as the risks of the COVID-19 pandemic became increas-
ingly apparent, higher education institutions in Canada transitioned to emergency 
remote teaching (Hodges et al., 2020) as part of lockdown restrictions and pandemic 
mitigation strategies. As with many institutions around the world, in 2020 and 2021, 
many Canadian institutions and organizations have undertaken surveys of students 
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to understand the impacts of the pandemic on students and their educational experi-
ences. Our objective in this paper is to describe and reflect upon the findings that 
emerged in institutional surveys, and discuss possible recommendations for institu-
tions, administrators, instructors, and student support services, while also suggest-
ing limitations and gaps in the data collected to date as areas which need further 
attention. While this study focuses on Canada and its findings should be interpreted 
within the Canadian context, given the global use of emergency remote learning, the 
study’s implications may be relevant to other countries and contexts.

Given the unprecedented historical circumstances beginning early in 2020, 
researchers have a unique opportunity to examine crisis-oriented responses, adapta-
tion, and online learning capacities of institutions for navigating complex events and 
supporting the people within those institutions, both from the perspective of what 
worked and what didn’t work. Of particular interest for us are the ways in which 
students experienced the changes in their educational experience, and the degree to 
which remote forms of teaching and learning facilitated their experience in positive 
and/or negative ways. While in some places, particularly in the Global North at the 
time of writing (May 2021), for now the pandemic appears to be on the threshold of 
improved management and control through various degrees of protective measures 
and vaccine rollouts, elsewhere in the world the pandemic is the worst it has ever 
been while some countries are predicted to not even receive any vaccines until 2023 
(Belluz, 2021). In other words, while the people and nations of this planet grapple 
with an ongoing risk of unequal severity, the capacity for remote, online, and flex-
ible education, and the possible large-scale need for it, appears to be here for the 
foreseeable future.

Background

Studies from around the world examined how students coped with the transition to 
emergency remote learning, for example by identifying ways that students adapted 
their resource-management strategies (Biwer et  al., 2021) to how they described 
their experiences on social media (Literat, 2021). The bulk of these studies make 
clear that student experiences are unequally distributed due to myriad factors that 
include, for example, everything from socio-economic status and other social 
factors like race and gender, to infrastructure access and quality, to program and 
course requirements, and to personal health and safety risks connected to the pan-
demic itself (Bozurt et al., 2020; Clabaugh et al., 2021; Gillis & Krull, 2020; Shin 
& Hickey, 2020). In studies that included students from around the world, emer-
gent challenges for students were not dissimilar from the challenges common in 
online education more generally, such as issues with student motivation and engage-
ment, as well as a sense of loss over the social experience face-to-face learning 
provides (Jeffrey & Bauer, 2020; Nguyen et al., 2021) and a need for pedagogical 
models that foster community and connection (Bahamondes Rivera & Abarca Mil-
lán, 2021). Struggles with mental health and emotional wellbeing have also been 
common concerns across the globe (Clabaugh et  al., 2021; Gillis & Krull, 2020; 
Islam et al., 2020). While much of the literature focuses upon various challenges and 
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uncertainties learners faced (e.g., Guest et  al., 2021), some studies identify some 
positive experiences tied to emergency remote learning, such as ease of interac-
tion and comfortable learning environments (Shim & Lee, 2020), and expressions 
of gratitude and hope (Gaeta et al., 2021), as well as student recommendations for 
future pedagogical efforts (e.g., Nguyen et al., 2021).

To date there has yet to be a pan-Canadian study that examines the student expe-
rience in the pandemic context, even as some Canadian experiences have been 
included in international studies (e.g., Bozurt et  al., 2020). No doubt while some 
findings in other countries will be transferable to the Canadian context, each context 
is itself unique given the differences in variables that shape the student experience 
(Berliner, 2002), such as those directly tied to online education including access to 
technology and infrastructure, as well as broader financial obligations and oppor-
tunities determined by national context (e.g., tuition costs and funding), and the 
degree to which the pandemic has impacted social and economic norms, for exam-
ple. Given these differences in factors, a specific Canadian analysis is necessary to 
(a) best inform Canadian institutions and educators about the experiences and sub-
sequent needs of their students, and (b) enable comparative studies between Canada 
and other countries.

Methodology

A structured and systematic methodology was used to identify, review, and analyze 
the literature on student experiences with remote teaching and learning during the 
pandemic. We first engaged in a systematic search strategy to identify relevant stud-
ies. Once such studies were located, we applied a set of criteria to decide whether to 
include or exclude each individual study. The studies selected following this process 
were analyzed and critiqued inductively using the constant comparative method, and 
combined together using the qualitative metasynthesis approach. These steps are 
described in more detail below.

Search strategy

The data collection for this paper first involved a scholarly database search to 
attempt to identify any reports on the student experience with emergency remote 
learning in Canada during 2020. Keywords for this search included “pandemic,” 
“Canada,” “student experience,” “higher education.” While some relevant research 
literature was identified as noted above, no Canadian reports on surveys appeared in 
this search. We followed this search with a manual Google search, which began May 
1, 2021 and ended May 31, 2021. This was a necessary step as much of the early and 
rapid investigation into student experiences comes from institution-led reports that 
are only available through institution websites, rather than in peer-reviewed jour-
nals indexed in scholarly databases. This is not unexpected given the speed with 
which these surveys were undertaken, and the need for useful data to guide insti-
tutional responses to the pandemic and in service of student needs. To expand our 
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search beyond the reports indexed by Google and identified for inclusion, one of the 
authors posted on Twitter a call for relevant reports and was directed to four more 
Canadian surveys.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

We included all manuscripts and reports that (a) focused on Canadian student expe-
riences during the pandemic, (b) were accessible online, (c) were completed at the 
time of writing, and (d) were published between March 2020 and March 2021. Man-
uscripts that did not satisfy the inclusion criteria were excluded. These criteria led to 
the exclusion of studies that were incomplete (i.e., were ongoing, such as a project 
which was in the process of analyzing data at the time of writing) or were other-
wise inaccessible. A total of 32 surveys were identified. Twenty-one reports featur-
ing approximately 155,000 student respondents met all the inclusion criteria (see 
Table 1). Of the eleven reports excluded:

• Four were unavailable (two were produced by education consulting firms and 
required a fee to access; one was private to the institution and unavailable; and 
one the authors were unable to share their results at the time of writing).

• Three were global surveys that included Canada but we have excluded them as 
the scope of their reports are beyond this paper.

• Four were in the data collection or writing stage as of this writing.

Analytic method

The analysis of the articles included in this review adopts an evaluative and inte-
grative approach. The data (survey reports) were analyzed using the constant com-
parative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), arriving at salient categories and data 
patterns. Each survey was individually read by one of the authors and assigned 
emerging codes. The codes were iteratively expanded and revised as more surveys 
were read and added to the dataset. Understandings from each paper were collected 
and analyzed individually to note emerging patterns and to gain a broad understand-
ing of the issues arising. Next, both authors reviewed all the codes and surveys and 
discussed emerging findings over four meetings. These discussions questioned the 
codes, probed the data, investigated relationships between the codes and data, and 
established the final set of codes. During these meetings, the two authors com-
pared, contrasted, and analyzed the codes in search of common themes and mean-
ings. By arranging and rearranging codes, thematic categories emerged that seemed 
to describe student experiences with remote teaching and learning during the pan-
demic. These themes were compiled and examined to identify the degree to which 
they were present across survey reports. The themes were then composed using the 
qualitative metasynthesis approach (Finfgeld, 2003; Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007) 
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so as to develop a “new and integrative interpretation of findings that is more sub-
stantive than those resulting from individual investigations” (Finfgeld, 2003, pp. 
894).

Limitations

There are limitations to this research. Without access to the data and survey instru-
ments of these reports, it is unclear what remains publicly unreported or what may 
have been missed in the original analysis. Moreover, these reports are not represent-
ative of all Canadian institutions, so cannot provide a cohesive picture at the pan 
Canadian level, even as some surveys were national in scope. The majority of this 
work was not peer-reviewed and there is a dearth of details on the methodological 
rigor of the studies. These limitations are to be expected given the nature of many of 
these surveys being a kind of rapid evaluation, feedback-seeking, and pulse-taking 
of the situation of students. Nevertheless, while we cannot make conclusive claims 
about the data, because of the unprecedented and rapid changes that followed from 
the onset of the pandemic, working with the available data still offers valuable per-
spective and captures an emergent picture of student experiences.

Findings

Just over half of the surveys included were limited to one institution (n = 14). The 
rest were pan-Canadian through larger organizations and institutions such as Stats 
Canada, The Canadian Association of University Teachers (CAUT), and the Cana-
dian Alliance of Student Associations (CASA). Three surveys were exclusively 
focused on graduate students and the rest examined undergraduate students or a 
combination of both. One survey focused exclusively on international students. Not 
all surveys covered all themes, but nearly all surveys mentioned all themes to some 
degree. We identified the impact of COVID-19 and emergency remote learning on 
students to center on the following themes:

• Educational experiences;
• Mental health and wellbeing;
• Financial concerns;
• Impact on future plans;
• Recommendations.

In Table  2, we identify all surveys examined in this paper and highlight their 
jurisdictional focus, sample population, and data collection dates. Further, we indi-
cate which themes each survey addressed.
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Educational experiences

All but one survey (n = 20) examined student educational experiences. Emergent 
categories included assessing perceptions related to social experience as it relates 
to learning, accessibility in terms of both technology and disability, and quality and 
value of education received, with specific attention to factors such as delivery for-
mat, content quality, availability of courses, motivation, and access to necessary 
resources (e.g., libraries and labs).

Accessibility to technology varied according to institution. For example, within 
the Greater Vancouver Region alone, nearly 70% of surveyed UBC students indi-
cated they had the appropriate technology resources, whereas students from Simon 
Fraser Student Society (SFSS) reported that only 54.4% had the necessary technol-
ogy. In contrast, 92% of McGill undergraduate students indicated that they had ade-
quate technology (McGill “COVID-19 Student Impact Survey Results”). Only 47% 
of graduate students from the University of Calgary reported that they had access 
to the requisite technology, whereas 90% of McGill graduate students reported 
adequate access (McGill “COVID-19 Student Impact Survey Results”). Beyond the 
variability in access to technology, infrastructure itself is an issue with some stu-
dents reporting difficulty with accessing high speed internet—at the University of 
Calgary, this was just over half of the surveyed grad students (55%), for example, 
even as elsewhere, such as at McGill, graduate students had much higher levels of 
access at 78% (McGill “Planning for a Remote Fall Semester—Survey Results”). 
This concern was also significant for international students, some of whom indi-
cated that working remotely from their home countries meant they lacked reliable 
internet access, making online learning inappropriate for that context (Academica, 
2020). Given the unequal distribution of broadband internet across Canada and the 
world (United Nations Children’s Fund and International Telecommunication Union 
2020), which is made evident in the discrepancies between institutions identified 
above, this is a serious concern for educators and institutions should they continue 
relying on digital teaching tools.

Safety with respect to technology use was another concern expressed in some 
surveys. Nearly 13% of students in the SFSS survey for instance, noted that they felt 
that they had been asked by instructors to do things that made them feel “unsafe, 
uncomfortable or in violation of their rights as a student since moving to remote 
classes” (p. 4). The details of what was asked were not part of the survey, but it was 
noted in a comment by students in the UBC Sauder Business School survey that the 
use of surveillance software was not helpful as an anti-cheating tool or in terms of 
privacy (p. 69), which may have been part of safety and privacy concerns. Addition-
ally, recommendations to keep cameras on during instruction (e.g., Lethbridge Col-
lege) may not be well attuned to the reality of students learning in spaces that bring 
the private into a version of the public in ways that may not be healthy, sustainable, 
or welcome.

Course design and pedagogy, as well as course availability were also of concern. 
In some instances, this was tied to lack of access to on-campus resources such as 
labs and libraries (e.g., Suart et al., 2020), which may also be complicated by physi-
cal limitations many students experienced with their at-home workspaces, such as 



832 S. Houlden, G. Veletsianos 

1 3

lack of a private space for study. University of Alberta students cited concerns with 
balancing home environment, caregiving responsibilities, and insufficient quiet 
spaces, and around 35% of surveyed Simon Fraser University students indicated 
that they did not have study space free of noise and distraction, which was some-
what better than McGill students, with 50% of undergraduate and 52% of graduate 
students indicating they did not have access to a quiet study space to learn. More 
concerning than a proper study space, two-fifths of graduate students surveyed at 
the University of Calgary were concerned about having a safe place to live. Further-
more, students’ concerns with pedagogy and course design were also connected to 
things such as increased workload and challenges with navigating institutional learn-
ing management systems. Many surveys reported that students felt that online learn-
ing had increased their workload compared to the previous year, or was extremely 
heavy, especially for undergraduates (McGill, Memorial, University of Victoria, 
UBC Sauder School). Students from the Sauder School suggested that there were 
too many assignments and that given the need to navigate online environments, less 
work would be better. Moreover, the Canadian Alliance of Student Associations 
(CASA) survey revealed that 43% of students indicated that it was not easy to com-
plete courses, and 30% that courses were not even easy to access.

Concern around motivation was also an important area in reported findings, 
though this aspect of the educational experience was not a universal assessment as 
only Lethbridge College, the University of Ottawa, and McGill reported on students’ 
motivation. In all three surveys, students reported motivational challenges: 73% of 
undergraduate and 70% of graduate students at McGill indicated they wanted help 
with motivation, which attests to some of the difficulties with the transition from 
face-to-face learning to remote learning. Significantly, while motivation is impacted 
by factors which are under the control of students, it is also tied to external fac-
tors such as course design and pedagogy, but also to the broader environment of the 
ongoing pandemic and daily life within it. Connected to motivation as well, was the 
impact on learning experience vis-a-vis the social aspect of learning and learning 
communities that students were accustomed to in in-person settings: Students indi-
cated that challenges in their learning came from limitations or dissatisfaction with 
connection and access to not just professors, but their peers as well.

Mental health and wellbeing

Of the 21 surveys identified and analyzed, more than half (n = 15) included ques-
tions about the state of students’ mental health and wellbeing. Given the context 
of the pandemic, and the significant changes and uncertainties flowing from it, it is 
unsurprising that mental health has been a top concern for institutions. In response, 
many students indicated that they have experienced a decline in mental health. The 
Canadian Association of University Teachers (CAUT) found that 61% of students 
were worried about the pandemic; Lethbridge College reported that students indi-
cated they were struggling with isolation and loneliness; and the Student’s Union 
at the University of Ottawa reported that 39% of students indicated they had high 
symptoms of psychological distress. Others reported that students wanted mental 
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health support to be more available and known (e.g., University of Alberta, Leth-
bridge College, SFSS). In summary, in terms of mental health and wellbeing, stu-
dents in institutions across Canada struggled with anxiety about the pandemic and 
the future of their education, as well as their job prospects and financial status (e.g., 
Suart et al., 2020; Toronto Science and Policy Network (TSPN), 2020). They also 
struggled with loneliness and isolation, as well as motivation and concern about 
engagement specific to remote online learning. Finally, some surveys reported that 
students sought further communication about support resources (e.g., counselling 
and workshops) and sources of community and connection (e.g., student groups) 
(e.g., McGill, 2020; UVic, 2020).

Financial concerns

Concern about finances was significant for many students, with nine surveys 
addressing this topic. While in some instances such concerns were connected to 
the cost of university education, financial concerns were also explicitly mentioned 
with respect to housing affordability (e.g., as noted by University of British Colum-
bia students in Vancouver), and increased costs related to travel. Given the rapidly 
increasing prices in the housing market in Canada at the time of writing, it should 
not be unexpected that this concern has and will be felt by students in institutions 
across the country.

With respect to finances, the CAUT survey reported that COVID-19 had a sig-
nificant impact on 37% of students and somewhat of an impact on another 35% of 
students surveyed. The survey by CASA reported in detail on the financial stress 
experienced by students and noted that such stress was not evenly distributed across 
students: “[e]conomic and health concerns are higher among women than men, vis-
ible minority students, students living on their own or with roommates, and those 
with no personal income” (p. 3). Stats Canada surveyed approximately 100,000 
Canadian students, 58% of whom indicated that “they were very or extremely con-
cerned about losing their job in the future, and 67% were very or extremely con-
cerned about having no job prospects in the near future” (p. 3). This same survey 
revealed that a quarter of students experienced the postponement or cancellation of 
needed courses. Notably “twice as many prospective graduates reported that they 
would not be able to complete their degree, diploma or certificate as planned” (p. 2).

At the intersection of finances and educational experience, many students also 
expressed concern about the value of their education (e.g., CASA, CAUT, Univer-
sity of Calgary). A number of surveys reported that students felt that their education 
had lost value as a result of the transition to remote learning, that the new approach 
was less effective, and that they also had fewer learning opportunities stemming 
from reduced class options, delays in completion timelines, and lack of access to 
necessary resources such as labs and libraries.
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Impact on future plans

Nine surveys investigated students’ sense of how their plans for later semesters 
might change including whether they might live in the city of the university’s physi-
cal location (e.g., Memorial, McGill), as well as how the change to remote learning 
would impact the future prospects in terms of degree-completion timelines and pos-
sible jobs or internships. As noted above, tied to financial concerns, the report from 
Stats Canada indicated that students had significant disruption to plans for jobs, 
courses, and program timelines. The disruption to future plans was also felt heavily 
by graduate students, especially those working in the field, in archives, or using labs. 
The report on graduate students in Canada by the TSPN noted that 78% of research 
trips were cancelled, for example. Suart et al. (2020) reported that many graduate 
and postdoctoral fellows were also concerned about the impact on their careers as 
labs and research spaces were closed, and contextualized this within the increasingly 
dire career prospects in higher education in Canada, especially as concerns about 
the financial impact of the pandemic play out in future institutional hiring prac-
tices. The plans of international students were also impacted in a variety of ways, 
although many students indicated that they would continue their study where pos-
sible; two-thirds of prospective international students indicated they would continue 
with online programming, with those intending to go to university (68%) being more 
likely than those going to college (56%) to continue as planned (Academica, 2020).

The CAUT survey looked specifically at expectations around the pandemic’s 
future impact, with 36% of respondents indicating that at the time of collection they 
felt that the worst was still to come, while 4% were uncertain (p. 6). Notably, only 
4–6% of students indicated they’d be likely to defer their fall studies (p. 25); how-
ever, some students (56%) indicated they were at higher risk of deferral even if that 
wasn’t their actual plan, while others planned to switch to more affordable programs 
(26%) or to schools closer to home (23%) (p. 28). The CASA survey similarly asked 
about future enrollment plans and found that “41% of students have considered 
or already delayed/deferred their fall semester” (p. 7), and across regions, gender, 
age, international student status, and visible minority status, students were signifi-
cantly “much more” worried about their futures (between 23–48%). In summary, 
with respect to future plans and expectations, students were concerned about eve-
rything from if and where they will study, and what kinds of impact the pandemic 
will have on both their immediate academic careers as well as their long-term career 
prospects.

Recommendations

Some surveys (n = 7) offered recommendations for navigating the pandemic’s 
effects on education and student life, as well as reporting on respective institutional 
responses to students’ input. These recommendations were included in surveys run 
by student organizations, like student unions, as well as by institutions (e.g., Uni-
versity of Alberta, Lethbridge College, McGill University). An oft-repeated pattern 
in student-led surveys was recommendation for financial relief (e.g., see SFSS and 



835

1 3

A synthesis of surveys examining the impacts of COVID‑19 and…

TSPN surveys). The request for continued or improved flexible accommodations 
in cases of disability were also noted, which included emphasis on asynchronous 
delivery (SFSS), extending pass/fail grading (SFSS), more content online (Ontario 
Confederation of University Faculty Associations (OCUFA)), as well as attention to 
difference in time zones (UBC).

Some surveys were reported in a summary format and included material on steps 
being taken by institutions, and basic guidelines for negotiating online learning. 
Lethbridge College, for example, provided a toolkit for academic success, which 
included content refreshers, content on navigating distance learning, new student 
and family orientation, as well as a college student preparation inventory. At the 
University of Alberta, students’ recommendations were tied to improved commu-
nication in the form of better promotion and information about workshops, learn-
ing sessions, student groups and clubs, and a call for encouragement to engage 
with departments. They also requested training on how best to set up home learn-
ing spaces, a practical tool which may be overlooked by some institutions. Recom-
mendations were also made specific to graduate students and post-doctoral gradu-
ates, with emphasis on the complex and precarious environment many members of 
this cohort face as researchers with time-sensitive funding agreements (Suart et al., 
TSPN). The TSPN report made extensive recommendations which included every-
thing from improved communication between supervisors, students, and institutions, 
to clarity around teaching expectations for graduate students, to strategies for pro-
fessional development to continue in spite of COVID-19 restrictions, for example. 
Suart et al. (2020) emphasized contingency plans for future shut-down possibilities 
and that institutions need to have clear policies in place to facilitate smooth adjust-
ment to future disruptions for lab researchers.

Both the University of Victoria and the University of British Columbia made 
recommendations to faculty and instructors, which while not targeted towards stu-
dents, are worth noting given the impact on their students and the difference in these 
recommendations. For example, the University of British Columbia’s focus was 
on flexibility under compelling or compassionate grounds for domestic and inter-
national students. The softening of harsh deadlines or policies related to students’ 
work in classroom settings was encouraged, but also noted that loss of quality in 
instruction should not be tolerated. This survey also recommended the provision of 
step-by-step tech tutorials, but it was unclear if this was meant for faculty to provide 
or as an institutional response. Flexibility was also centred in the recommendations 
offered by the University of Victoria survey. However, such flexibility was more 
expansive in definition and included everything from course design to an empha-
sis on accessibility in the form of concise and structured interactions (e.g., weekly 
communications, easily navigated web interfaces, streamlining of content and clarity 
of expectations, and universal design). While only one section of the recommenda-
tions spoke specifically to flexibility as such, many of the overall recommendations 
work in support of making education flexible beyond simply attention to space and 
time through supportive engagement, but through attention to students as individu-
als living in unique circumstances, while simultaneously encouraging pedagogy 
that accounts for differences in how online learning is organized and enacted com-
pared to in-person learning. For example, a uniform template for course structure 
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and organization was suggested, space for regular student feedback was encouraged, 
and sensitivity to mental and physical wellbeing was also underscored through sup-
port, communication, and acknowledgement of challenges. Workload expectations 
were also recommended to be flexible (i.e., not excessive), a point also raised in the 
OCUFA survey which indicated a desire by some students for adjustment of work-
load and exams.

Discussion

While the surveys identified and synthesized centered on the aforementioned five 
themes, what becomes clear is that each institution or organization developed 
a survey instrument that has had a slightly different focus than the rest, offer-
ing slightly different results. Graduate students and undergraduate students, for 
example, while sharing some of the same concerns, also have different issues 
to consider. In some cases, student-led organizations are asking slightly differ-
ent questions than institutions, and often offer recommendations in response to 
the pandemic’s impact on both undergraduate and graduate students (e.g., SFSS, 
Suart et al., TSPN). Some institutions are doing follow-up surveys or reports and 
providing communication on how they are responding to initial rounds of sur-
veys (e.g., McGill, Memorial, Lethbridge College). Taken all together, what is 
suggested by these findings is that the ways in which institutions are gathering 
data about this complex problem is multi-faceted, driven by varied needs and 
goals, and responsive to students of many different backgrounds. In other words, 
while generalities exist, we see many context-specific approaches. What would 
be extremely helpful both for institutions in Canada, as well as higher educa-
tion institutions around the world, is if the varied instruments used in these sur-
veys were made publicly available alongside the survey report. Such an action 
would enable researchers to gain a further understanding of institutional efforts 
and would also enable other institutions to use and adapt them, enabling better 
comparisons between institutions and potentially enabling opportunities for some 
degree of benchmarking, and potential cooperation.

What helps to make sense of context-specific responses within the larger con-
text of higher education in Canada is to approach reports with a relational or eco-
logical mindset, meaning to see each report as relationally bound to its own niche, 
while also being a part of a larger whole in which all parts to some degree can 
relate to all other parts (Fig. 1). This is true of the surveys themselves and is also 
true of the core themes that have emerged from the surveys. Financial insecurity, 
for example, cannot be divorced from the mental health and anxiety of students, 
so too job and education prospects and plans. Even though for the sake of analy-
sis dividing the findings into themes can be helpful, the danger is that the rela-
tionship between the themes is obfuscated, and solutions to whatever concerns 
students might have are approached in a compartmentalized fashion. The worry 
a student experiences over the value of their education experience for example, 
may potentially be as much about expenses as it is about learning outcomes, and 
what kind of future can be made possible with those learning outcomes.
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This relational way of understanding helps make sense of some of the gaps in 
these surveys as well. First, a handful of surveys highlighted the differences for 
students of different backgrounds and ethnicities (e.g., CASA); however, this was 
not the focus of the majority of surveys. Given the disproportionate effects of 
the pandemic on individuals who are Indigenous, Black, and people of color in 
Canada (Cheung, 2020; Government of Manitoba, 2021), attention to these differ-
ences is essential for effective response to many of the themes examined above, 
yet many of the themes identified are difficult to disaggregate in order to identify 
which subpopulations of students were impacted the most or in which ways they 
were impacted. Moreover, while the focus of these surveys has been on the impact 
of the pandemic, 2020 was a year of great social unrest beyond the pandemic, 
such as the protests that followed the murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, 
and many other Black and racialized people in the U.S. by predominantly white 
police officers. Such context needs to be accounted for as students are not living 
in a world strictly impacted by their education. Relatedly, the pandemic has been 
experienced quite differently across genders (Fisher & Ryan, 2021), and this may 
be particularly true for older students (James & Thériault, 2020) and students in 
caregiving roles. Holding space for students in these positions is important both 
in terms of gender equity but also in economic terms as women in particular have 
faced far more job losses as a result of the pandemic than men (Fisher & Ryan, 
2021), thereby reinforcing gendered precarity and inequality. None of the surveys 

Fig. 1  Themes set in an ecological context, rather than independent and monolithic
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identified and examined here specifically investigated caregiving status and its 
impacts on student life, although gender is noted in some (e.g., Suart et al.).

This difference in experience may also hold true for international students, 
whether studying in Canada or in their country of origin. Countries across the globe 
are in different stages of the pandemic and making assumptions about these differ-
ences is fraught. While the international student data collected above focuses on 
things such as time zones and cost of travel, a deeper understanding of the num-
ber of students connected to people and places in differing degrees of crisis would 
be helpful in creating and offering appropriate support. Finally, while mental health 
was broadly addressed in terms of decline and especially anxiety, as the pandemic 
continues, a deeper understanding of mental health and wellbeing concerns will be 
helpful. For example, many students (and staff, faculty, instructors, and administra-
tors as well) may be experiencing grief or added anxiety centered around unfolding 
plans about the ongoing pandemic and rapid lifting of protective measures at the 
time of revising this paper in March 2022. Their anxiety may be contributing to dif-
ficulties with learning and motivation. Where appropriate, developing tools and pro-
grams to enable students to navigate the specific emotional challenges brought about 
by the pandemic experience would be a worthwhile gap to address.

We next offer a number of recommendations for faculty, instructors, and admin-
istrators, with specific attention to the relational ways these themes operate. These 
recommendations are drawn from some of the more innovative responses institu-
tions have outlined. Overall, we suggest that based on the interconnected nature of 
these themes, that a strong relational approach to responding to crises is centred in 
all institutional plans. This means beginning from the recognition that all of these 
themes impact each other (see Fig.  1) and that students themselves are relational 
subjects, embedded in communities both within and without the university that are 
impacted by the pandemic. As such, flexibility, for instance, is not just a quality that 
can be embodied or practiced by institutions and instructors, but is a value necessary 
to effectively support the learning of students. As a value, flexibility is grounded in 
trust and compassion rather than disciplinary regimes of surveillance and control, 
and emphasizes accountability as a collaborative process between learner, instruc-
tor, and institution, rather than something imposed punitively top-down on learners 
(Veletsianos, 2020; Veletsianos & Houlden, 2020). It is the difference, for exam-
ple, between demanding narrowly circumscribed evidence of illness or impact, and 
trusting a learner to be able to determine their own needs, capacities or limits in a 
given situation, or the difference between the application of surveillance technology 
in learners’ private spaces and measuring education outcomes in non-invasive ways.

Adequate and effective communication were noted as key concerns for stu-
dents. Having clear communication plans based on students’ needs and preferences 
(e.g., using email as opposed to social media channels) with regular updates to key 
changes is necessary. A challenge here is to craft such a communication strategy 
that is not only clear and regular, but simultaneously avoids communication fatigue. 
Additionally, it’s not enough to solely collect data; transparency is key and students 
benefit from knowing what institutions are doing in response to their input. Thus, 
reports for instance, might follow in waves, similar to the ones that Lethbridge 
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College released, with the first to indicate findings and the second to indicate what is 
being done in response to the findings.

Access to technology, including high speed internet, and training on learning 
management systems and teleconferencing platforms is also important, with stu-
dents specifically looking for such training (e.g., Lethbridge College). Given the 
need to address the experience of overwork many students are having as a result of 
going online, it is likely unsustainable to make such training available in addition 
to coursework. Instead, it could be incorporated into courses through active learn-
ing and skills development. Moreover, digital wellbeing and digital safety and rights 
are key areas that students need guidance on. The SFSS survey, for example, noted 
student experiences with online learning that made them feel unsafe. There are seri-
ous concerns with privacy and security while online, and the use of proctoring and 
surveillance technologies by institutions is one area where students’ rights need to 
be well established, which in part comes through informing them of and upholding 
their rights.

Given the significant upheaval to social and educational contexts, as well as the 
need to design for future in-person offerings to account for potential disruptions1, 
it is important for researchers to identify, examine, and report on cases in which 
faculty, students, and institutions successfully navigated disruptions. Questions 
of broader interest may include: What kinds of technology-enhanced pedagogical 
approaches were most amenable to responding to ongoing disruptions? What sys-
temic structures were in place to support instructors, students, and institutions in 
rapid transitions? What kinds of individual skills and competencies supported such 
transitions, and what are some possible ways to foster those? Why did some courses 
successfully transition to remote approaches to learning while others failed? How 
may institutions support all instructors and students in developing learning envi-
ronments that are resilient in the face of the COVID-19 crisis, but also in the face 
of future crises, such as climate catastrophes? Examining such questions requires 
investigations that focus on both pedagogy and technology, and consider individual 
factors as well as systemic factors, in an ecological manner.

Mental health and wellbeing are of major concern for many students. The specific 
and lasting effects of the pandemic on mental health, including the very real possibil-
ity of post-traumatic stress related to living through the pandemic (Bridgland et al., 
2021) need more careful attention not just in terms of making support resources 
available for students, but through cultures of care, compassion and trauma-informed 
pedagogies within institutions and classrooms. The issue of wellbeing needs to be 
carefully examined with respect to phenomena such as Zoom fatigue and excessive 
screen time. While there are benefits to be had by engaging online learning, learners 
aren’t solely engaged in learning online, but are living through a pandemic with all 
of its impacts, implications, and constraints. In other words, online learning does not 
necessitate being solely in front of a screen. A balance could be struck for instance, 

1 For example, in the province of Ontario, the government instructed institutions to develop plans for 
Fall 2021, in part detailing how they will ensure instructional continuity in the event of health disrup-
tions.



840 S. Houlden, G. Veletsianos 

1 3

between time dedicated to screens and time for alternative forms of engagement. 
Not all lectures need to be visual, and the use of audio in the form of podcasts, for 
example, can enable students to learn while being mobile and outdoors.

Finally, students are not learning in nearly as controlled environments as they 
were prior to the pandemic. Many have indicated that they do not have adequate 
(e.g., private or quiet) workspaces or resources. As part of a relational approach 
to addressing the concerns of students, where possible, there should be orienta-
tion for not just new and returning students, but for their families as well. This 
may especially be true for new students as they transition to higher education in 
an environment that is likely outside the normative perceptions of what higher 
education looks like in practice.

The recommendations, while drawn from a specifically Canadian context, 
can potentially be applied to international contexts as well, especially given the 
ecological approach we suggest. By emphasizing an ecological perspective, we 
suggest that each institution and its various member groups (e.g., undergradu-
ate and graduate students, faculty, instructors etc.) will require their own specific 
approaches tailored to their needs, but that the core themes are likely to be rel-
evant to many students and institutions around the world given that things such 
as emotional wellbeing and consideration for the future are not exclusively Cana-
dian, or even Western concerns. This is evidenced already in a number of studies 
from outside of Canada examining related issues, such as for example recent work 
on the wellbeing of students in Australia (Dodd et al., 2021) and the United States 
(Clabaugh et al., 2021) during the pandemic, on the effective use of technology 
for emergency remote education in the Philippines (Toquero, 2020), on flexibility 
for students in Chile (Bahamondes Rivera & Abarca Millán, 2021), and on the 
uneven impacts of the pandemic on students around the world being shaped by 
inequality and digital divides (Bozkurt et al., 2020).

Conclusion

Canadian institutions are on the cusp of returning to in-person learning in the 
Fall of 2022. As made clear in government communications (e.g., BC Minis-
try of Advanced Education & Skills Training, 2021) such a return is predicated 
on resilient forms of flexible education, that is education that is responsive to a 
sometimes unpredictable public health environment. Such flexible and resilient 
education is going to be necessary for the foreseeable future, particularly as the 
people and institutions of the world grapple with the outcomes of unequal access 
to vaccines and the uncertainties that emerge alongside new variants of the dis-
ease. Taking stock of students’ experiences with emergency remote learning is 
one important way of continuing the development of this form of education, and 
developing contingency plans based on that information is one way to help ensure 
that such resiliency centres learners.
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