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This article examines the impact of an online field experience course designed for 
Bachelor of Education students during the COVID-19 crisis. When Alberta schools closed 
two days before preservice teachers' practicum was to begin, all 435 in-school placements 
had to be canceled. To ensure students were able to progress in their program without 
disruption, the authors designed a unique online course to replace the traditional in-school 
practicum. This mixed-methods research study explores the key findings of an online 
survey of preservice teachers who made the shift to an online environment. The data 
included examination of course documents and discussions with instructors during weekly 
community of practice meetings. Through the innovation of the newly created online 
practicum course, preservice teachers developed an enhanced appreciation for online 
learning. However, in the absence of kindergarten to grade 12 students, the online 
practicum was unable to provide some of the more practical aspects of an in-school 
practicum. The authors have begun to explore a gap in preservice teacher education, 
which they have coined digital instructional literacy.
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1. CONTEXT
In March 2020, universities and schools across Canada were directed to change from 
face-to-face (F2F) learning to online learning due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Doreleyers 
& Knighton, 2020). The period that followed this announcement has been described as 
“chaos, panic, worry, apprehension and insecurity” as educators, largely untrained in 
digital pedagogies, moved their courses online and adjusted to new technologies (Kidd & 
Murray, 2020, p. 547).

While the majority of post-secondary courses were able to shift somewhat easily to online 
delivery, providing an alternative to the in-person teaching practicum was more 
problematic (Van Nuland et al., 2020). In the province of Alberta, Canada, schools were 
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directed to close by public health officials on Friday, March 13, 2020, just two days before 
the first-year preservice teacher participants were to begin their second practicum in 
schools. As partner teachers and principals were faced with the challenge of managing 
digital instruction for thousands of young children and youth, the practicums of preservice 
teachers were relegated to a secondary concern for schools.

School boards in Alberta were not yet offering online teaching for kindergarten to grade 12 
(K–12) students; therefore, they were both unable to provide and unwilling to support 
placement opportunities for our preservice students in online environments. The 
consequence of not providing an alternative to the in-school placement would be that all 
435 of the students in the Alberta schools would need to delay their program, and this 
delay would have financial repercussions for cash-strapped students by extending the time 
before they could complete their degree and move into the workplace. Postponing or 
canceling the practicum would impact the degree progression of the 435 Bachelor of 
Education students in the program; therefore, the decision was made to move this fully 
experiential course into an online learning environment. We, the article authors, had 36 
hours to develop a solution for presentation to senior administration with the intention of 
launching it the following week.

2. COURSE DESIGN
Over 36 hours, the authors worked together to create the new course with the intention of 
retaining the experiential nature of an in-class practicum. After gaining approval from the 
faculty senior administration, the course was launched on March 23, 2020, and was 
thereafter informally referred to as the pandemic practicum (Burns et al., 2020). The focus 
of the newly designed course was to address concerns faced by preservice teachers in 
their F2F practicums in an online environment. The course objectives focused on areas 
that preservice teachers often struggled with in F2F classroom settings, namely, designing 
for differentiation and incorporating Indigenous perspectives. These two objectives are key 
competencies in the Alberta Teaching Quality Standard (TQS) (Alberta Education, 2018)
—a mandated document that guides teacher professional practice and provides a 
framework for the preparation, professional growth, supervision, and evaluation of all 
teachers. The TQS lists six competencies for Alberta teachers: fostering effective 
relationships; engaging in career-long learning; demonstrating a professional body of 
knowledge; establishing inclusive learning environments; applying foundational knowledge 
about First Nations, Métis, and Inuit peoples; and adhering to legal frameworks and 
policies (Alberta Education, 2018).

In this teacher education program, preservice teachers complete four mandatory 
practicums prior to graduation. The practicum courses are designed to gradually increase 
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the amount of time and responsibility that preservice teachers assume as they develop 
their teaching identity and practices. In their first practicum, preservice teachers spend two 
weeks observing the work of teachers and students in K–12 settings to understand current 
trends in education and the realities of the classroom. By their final practicum, they 
assume up to 100% of instruction as well as the other duties of a teacher.

The original course design of the second practicum was intended to be an introduction to 
lesson planning and teaching in K–12 school settings. In this four-week practicum, 
responsibility for lesson planning and teaching increased gradually, and by the conclusion 
preservice teachers were teaching up to 30% of the day. The newly designed course or 
pandemic practicum sought to replicate teaching experiences by providing preservice 
teachers with opportunities to create online lessons and teach to their peers as well as to 
the whole class.

During each week of the pandemic practicum, preservice teachers participated in at least 
one synchronous session. Each week, preservice teachers completed reflective 
assignments based on course activities and engaged in discussion posts based on course 
readings. In the first week of the course, preservice teachers focused on personal wellness 
as they examined well-being and the teaching profession. In incorporating the topic of 
personal wellness, the authors sought to acknowledge the stress of living in a pandemic 
and provide opportunities to discuss self-care. In the following week, preservice teachers 
designed and delivered an online lesson in small groups. Following feedback from 
instructors and peers, preservice teachers completed a reflective assignment that required 
them to consider how their lesson could be improved. The third week of the course 
focused on creating a positive classroom environment and exploring resources for 
incorporating Indigenous perspectives into their lesson design. Knowing that preservice 
teachers would complete a course on Indigenous education in the final year of the 
program, it was important not to overlap with that course but instead enhance it by 
providing more time to explore and share resources. In the final week of the course, 
preservice teachers designed and delivered a lesson to the whole class that addressed 
issues of diversity and inclusion.

Twenty-two field-experienced instructors—largely contract faculty instructors who were 
retired teachers and principals—had been hired to observe the 435 preservice teachers 
teaching in classrooms prior to the closure of schools. While there was a variety of 
experience with online teaching in the group, there were several instructors who had never 
taught in an online environment. To ensure the quality of the delivery of the course, the 
authors created a community of practice, whereby instructors would share resources and 
ideas each week. Wenger et al. (2002) described communities of practice as “groups of 
people who share concerns, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who 
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deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing 
basis” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 4). Prior to the course launch, the authors met with the 
course instructors to outline the newly designed course. In each of the following weeks, 
the authors led a series of community of practice meetings during which course content 
and delivery were discussed and resources were shared. On two occasions, guest 
speakers were invited to provide tutorials on technological features available to instructors 
during synchronous sessions.

Recognizing this as a unique opportunity to better understand student learning, the three 
authors launched a scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) research study during the 
final week of the course. By drawing on student surveys, course outlines, and design 
discussions, the authors examined preservice teacher perceptions of the transition to the 
online learning environment as well as the impact on learning.

3. LITERATURE REVIEW
When COVID-19 led to the closure of post-secondary institutions across Canada, it had a 
tremendous impact on students as courses were moved online or canceled altogether 
(Doreleyers & Knighton, 2020). Examining the impacts on post-secondary students in 
Canada, Wall (2020) found that almost 60% of preservice teachers expecting to graduate 
experienced the cancellation of their practicum. At the same time, over 30% of education 
students at other stages in their preservice program experienced the cancellation of their 
practicum. The shift to online learning posed challenges for many post-secondary 
students, who reported that they learn better in F2F courses, and others, who lacked 
appropriate tools and or did not have a suitable home environment for online learning. For 
many of these students, the stress of coping with the COVID-19 pandemic was 
compounded by the stress of adjusting to online learning (Doreleyers & Knighton, 2020). 
This finding is consistent with the results obtained in Xu & Jaggars (2014), which indicated 
that online courses are more likely to result in student disengagement and eventual failure.

Students in post-secondary professional programs are reluctant to engage in online 
learning since they fear it will diminish the quality of their degree (Compton et al., 2010). 
Those who continued with online learning during the pandemic had concerns regarding 
their grades, their ability to complete their credential, and the value of their credential 
(Doreleyers & Knighton, 2020). Kidd and Murray (2020) described the closure of schools 
and the halt of traditional practicum experiences, as creating a “curriculum” and 
“pedagogical vacuum” for student learning (p. 547). Issues such as student well-being, the 
impact of missing the practicum, concerns about the quality of online instruction, and 
meeting licensing requirements (Kidd & Murray, 2020) were brought to the forefront.
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Preservice teachers look forward to engaging with students and teaching in the classroom 
(Van Nuland et al., 2020). In fact, for most preservice teachers, the practicum is viewed as 
the most valuable component of their teacher education programs (White & Forgasz, 
2016; Ralph et al., 2009; Schulz, 2005). Extended time in practicum working alongside 
experienced teachers is directly connected to better prepared teachers (Darling-
Hammond, 2014). The practicum provides preservice teachers with the opportunity to 
address spontaneous problems, make decisions, manage the classroom, and develop a 
professional vision (Smith & Lev-Ari, 2005). These aspects of teacher education are not 
easily duplicated in an online environment.

Kennedy and Archambault (2011) reported that 1.3% of teacher education programs in the 
United States offered virtual field experiences to preservice teachers pairing them with 
online students. Preservice teachers engaged in virtual field experiences reported 
increased confidence in online instruction and the ability to differentiate to meet student 
needs. A consistent concern among preservice teachers was the absence of a sense of 
community in their online practicum (Wilkens et al., 2015). This sense of community within 
an online practicum is crucial to students' perceptions of success within the course 
(Jackson & Jones, 2019).

Preservice teachers typically resist online learning since they view it as providing limited 
interaction with their instructor as well as reduced feedback from their instructor (Compton 
et al., 2010). Although it is assumed that as digital natives preservice teachers have the 
skills, motivation, and competencies to effectively use educational technology in an online 
environment, this is not always the case (Prensky, 2001). While preservice teachers may 
have grown up using computers, they do not necessarily understand how to use 
technology as an effective instructional tool (Burns et al., 2020). Adding to the complexity, 
undergraduate students are often confused about their roles in online learning (Armstrong 
& Mulvihill, 2007) and require clear direction from their instructors on how to interact with 
the course material. Furthermore, students in rural and remote parts of the province often 
experience slow Internet service and their service is more likely to be disconnected due to 
limited access to broadband Internet service (Van Nuland et al., 2020). Setting students up 
for success in online learning necessitates additional work for faculty teaching online.

In an examination of higher education's response to the pandemic in Canada, Metcalfe 
(2020) reported that during the shift to online learning, faculty workloads increased by at 
least 50%. At the same time, faculty experienced new concerns related to working from 
home, including shared work spaces, caregiving duties, and locating the hardware 
required to teach from home (Metcalfe, 2020). Since academics are experts in their 
chosen field and not necessarily equipped with the technological and pedagogical skills to 
teach online (Van Nuland et al., 2020), many post-secondary educators found themselves 
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learning new technological tools. Faculty are often reluctant to teach online since they 
perceive developing an online course as more time intensive than developing a F2F 
course and are reluctant to volunteer for the additional work (Chiasson et al., 2015). 
Faculty with little experience teaching online possess a limited repertoire of strategies for 
online learning, often consisting of lecture, case studies, and research (Fish & Gill, 2009). 
With more experience teaching online, that repertoire expands to include group 
discussions and group work (Fish & Gill, 2009).

In designing the course, the authors created assignments that required preservice 
teachers to design lesson plans, deliver lessons in small groups as well as to the whole 
class, reflect upon their design and delivery, and engage in online discussion posts. 
Garrison et al. (1999) pointed out that among the many advantages of written 
communication in online courses it permits time for reflection and critical thinking (Garrison 
et al., 1999). In their examination of online teaching practicum, Jones and Ryan (2014) 
found that the type of online discussion posts students engaged in impacted their learning. 
Structured discussions such as threaded discussion posts were more likely to result in 
reflective practice than blogs. The questioning, reasoning, deliberating, and challenging 
communications that occur in online discussions lead to high-order thinking (Garrison et 
al., 1999).

4. METHODOLOGY
This study draws upon a scholarship of teaching and learning framework since the 
purpose was to determine how preservice teachers in the pandemic practicum perceived 
the course, whether or not their perceptions shifted during the course, and finally, if they 
shifted, how? The SoTL involved inquiry into student learning used to inform practice 
(Hutchings & Shulman, 1999) and a “systematic reflection and study of teaching and 
learning made public” (McKinney & Jarvis, 2009, p. 1). The SoTL acted as a bridge 
between research and teaching by engaging in research about teaching (Hutchings et al., 
2013). Engaging in SoTL research has been directly linked to enhanced student 
learning—meaning that students are the beneficiaries of a scholarly approach to teaching 
(Trigwell, 2013). Felton (2013) identified the common principles of good SoTL as 
extending beyond inquiry into student learning and including being grounded in context, 
methodologically sound, conducted in partnership with students and appropriately public. 
Through the SoTL lens, the authors sought to develop deeper understanding of preservice 
teacher learning in this course and to use this information to reflect upon the results and 
adapt the design of the practicum courses that followed.

This study utilized a mixed-methods methodology in the form of a survey with both 
qualitative and quantitative questions, document study, and discussions with instructors 
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(Cresswell, 2015). This article focuses on the analysis of the survey data. After institutional 
ethics were received, data were gathered through an online survey using the Qualtrics 
survey software; document analysis of the two course outlines, including the previous 
year's outline for the course and the newly designed pandemic practicum outline; and 
reflection on discussions during our community of practice meetings. Using Qualtrics for 
the survey ensured that all responses were anonymous and could not be linked to a 
specific participant. In order to lessen any power dynamics, the invitation to participate in 
the survey was sent out by the field experience office. The survey focused on the following 
research questions:

1. Did preservice teacher perceptions of online teaching and learning change through 
participation in the online practicum course?

2. What did preservice teachers perceive as their greatest learning during this online 
course?

3. How can the preservice teacher perceptions of their learning experience inform future 
field experience course planning?

5. FINDINGS
In total, 228 students completed the online survey for a 52% response rate. The more 
significant finding was that although initially disappointed with the shift from the in-school 
practicum to an online practicum, the majority of students reported a positive shift in their 
perceptions of online learning. Further analysis of the data pointed to five themes: shifts in 
perceptions of online learning, need for preparation for future teaching, areas where the 
most significant learning occurred, skills developed, and suggestions for how to improve 
the course.

5.1 Shifts in Perceptions of Online Learning
Preservice teachers in the course were deeply disappointed when they learned that their 
in-classroom practicum was being replaced by an online course, which became known as 
the pandemic practicum (Burns et al., 2020), with 38% indicating they were extremely 
unhappy. Responses to this question were significant since they provided a context for all 
other responses in the survey (Fig. 1). The fact that participants were disappointed in the 
cancellation of their in-school practicum was not surprising. The bigger question was: 
could this disappointment be minimized through a well-designed course that provided 
opportunities to teach online?
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FIG. 1: Initial reactions to the shift to an online practicum

At the conclusion of the pandemic practicum, 44% of respondents indicated that the 
course had definitely shifted their perspectives of online learning (Fig. 2), while another 
31% indicated it had probably shifted their perspectives of online learning. In response to 
the question, did your perception of online learning change during this course, the 
comments indicated that the shift in perspectives was largely positive, with 100 
respondents indicating the course had shifted their perspective of online learning and 
another 70 respondents indicating the course had probably shifted their perspectives of 
online learning. The following quotations from participants are representative of the largely 
positive responses to the question: “my perception about the effectiveness of online 
learning improved greatly. The course went smoothly, and I still felt as though I was able to 
get to know my instructor and cohort.” Still another preservice teacher commented, “It 
made me realize students can still engage, participate and learn a lot through online 
learning. As teachers, it was a valuable experience to have and to gain/learn from as well 
because it tests our adaptability.”

FIG. 2: Shift in perceptions of online learning
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5.2 Did Your Perception of Online Learning Change during This 
Course?
Several participants indicated that they were surprised by how interactive an online course 
could be. One respondent described the interactive nature of the learning as follows:

My perception of online learning prior to this course was of students working through 
online modules individually before working through multiple choice online quizzes as 
this was my experience with an online course in high school. Now however, I have 
seen just how engaging online learning can be. There was a high level of teacher-
student contact and high amounts of diversity regarding lessons and activities.

Another participant explained that through the course he/she became aware of the 
diversity of teaching strategies available in the online environment: “I originally expected it 
to be completely lecture based and revolve around a summary of the work done this year 
and how it culminates into preparation for real-world application, but was instead more free 
flowing and open-ended in how we used the experience.”

5.3 Preparation for Future Teaching
At the time of the survey (April, 2020), it was unclear how long the pandemic would last or 
how long online teaching would continue. Respondents were asked to consider whether 
this course prepared them for the future of learning. Depending on how they interpreted 
the question, the future might include online learning or it might involve a complete return 
to the classroom. Responses to this question were largely positive with the majority of 
participants indicating the course prepared them for the future of teaching. The majority of 
the respondents reported that they found value in the opportunity to practice teach in front 
of peers, indicating:

Yes. The opportunity to practice teaching in front of informed colleagues and receive 
their feedback—as well as the opportunity to observe, critique and most of all help and 
encourage one another as colleague student-teachers, was highly valuable, and might 
not have been as readily achieved (as a collaborative cohort) using the original field 
course structure.

For students who envisioned the future of teaching having some element of online 
practice, the course was valuable, with one student commenting, “I believe it prepared us 
for a different type of teaching, but not necessarily for traditional classroom teaching.” 
Other responses pointed to the value of the course, while at the same time expressing a 
sense of loss over not being able to be in the classroom. One student indicated the course 
prepared him/her “for sure for online teaching, but not for other aspects like building 
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rapport with people,” while another shared, “Somewhat. Very helpful if I ever have to teach 
online. I'm sad to miss out on classroom experience.”

As with other questions, there was a strong sense of disappointment, with 10% of the 
respondents expressing frustration and anger at having to complete the pandemic 
practicum, pointing to the inadequacy of the course to prepare them for practical aspects 
of teaching. One preservice teacher commented, “I was disappointed not to be able to 
learn from my partner teacher and observe him in the classroom” and another stated, 
“Nothing can take the place of being in an actual classroom and teaching real students.”

5.4 Areas Where Learning Occurred
Overall, participants indicated that the most impactful learning that occurred through the 
course was learning how to teach online. As one student commented, “If I were required to 
teach anything online at all, then I now know how I could go about doing so.” Another 
preservice teacher described becoming more open to different ways of learning stating, “it 
prepared me in a way that it made me change my attitude towards certain situations and 
gave me an opportunity to experience and prepare for an online learning situation.” In their 
survey responses, preservice teachers expressed a growing understanding of the labor-
intensive work involved in teaching online, with several commenting that teaching online 
was “much harder than it seemed” and another sharing “I did not realize what a difficult 
process it was to switch dramatically to an online platform.” Coupled with the behind the 
scenes work required to plan a good online lesson, preservice teachers expressed 
disappointment when their Internet connection was disrupted during their lesson delivery. 
Although they were often able to work around technological glitches, it was frustrating for 
those who had worked hard to prepare a seamless lesson, only to see it disrupted by 
issues outside of their control.

Several respondents commented on the value of practicing an online lesson in front of 
peers and receiving feedback on how to improve the lesson. One student shared “the 
advice of peers is critical to ensure you cover areas you may not have considered” while 
another indicated “It was valuable to have to teach online and to get feedback from my 
peers.” Preservice teachers described appreciating the way in which the course 
emphasized lesson and unit planning and the role that observing their peers played in their 
learning. One respondent described it in this way:

The opportunity to observe, provide an online lesson as well as watching my cohort 
was a major part of the learning experience. Recording lessons on Zoom is a very 
good way to practice timing, pacing, delivery, and observation of emerging teacher 
presence.
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As with the other questions, there was a contingent of responses that indicated anger with 
having to complete the course online, with one student expressing frustration in this way: “I 
do not feel that doing Field II online is an appropriate or equivalent experience to being 
placed in a classroom with students.” Much of the disappointment experienced by 
preservice teachers was centered around not being able to learn practical aspects of 
teaching, which could not be duplicated in the online environment. As one student 
commented:

I feel it didn't come close to the experiences and feedback that we would have been 
able to receive if we were in our placement schools. We didn't have the hands-on 
learning with students and the different demands and accommodations we would have 
examined.

Another student stated, “I feel I need the hands-on experience of classroom teaching.” 
Preservice teachers pointed out that as a result of the lack of hands-on experience they 
recommended the next practicum be designed with a more gradual immersion into 
teaching responsibilities:

I do not feel more prepared for teaching. I did grab a stronger aspect on lesson 
planning and what day-to-day teaching will look like. However, as for my skills as a 
teacher inside the classroom, I feel less prepared to teach in the future. But I would be 
fine if maybe there was more leniency on our teaching in our field 3 experience! 
Maybe a week where lesson planning and discussion can take place and transition 
slowly.

A surprising finding from the survey data was the way in which the course resulted in 
unexpected learning about the teaching profession including the importance of flexibility 
and being able to adapt to circumstances, as one preservice teacher stated,

While I don't think there is any true replacement to hands-on in-classroom teaching 
experience, this course was an exercise in flexibility and my ability to adapt and face 
adversity in a positive way. I know that my future career will have many ups and 
downs and that things won't always go the way I hope they will. I hope that this 
experience will help remind me that I am capable of teaching even when 
circumstances aren't ideal.

Similarly, another respondent commented, “I was reminded that some of the most 
important aspects of being a teacher include being flexible, open minded, having a positive 
attitude and creating a community.” The course also led to realizations about the nature of 
change and the importance of collaboration, as one preservice teacher suggested,

I think this course was a real look at what adapting to change looks like and we were a 
big part of it. It really taught me how to make the most out of situations that I have no 
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control over. I think it also highlighted the importance of having connections and 
asking for help when necessary.

Additionally, other respondents stressed that the course was a positive experience in 
collaboration, with one student sharing,

Although we did not get to spend valuable time in the physical classroom with 
students, this course did help me develop professional skills like collaboration and 
professional communication. My peers and I were able to bounce ideas off of each 
other and provide each other with immediate feedback on our work and ideas. This 
course has prepared me for professional collaboration which is so important to the 
teaching profession.

While respondents may have been disappointed with having their in-school practicum 
replaced by an online course, many were able to consider how this sudden shift was 
reflective of the nature of the teaching profession itself.

When preservice teachers were asked to consider their learning as it related to the TQS 
(Alberta Education, 2018), over 50% indicated that they felt more competent in all six of 
the competencies in the standard with 54% indicating they felt more competent with 
competency 4 (establishing inclusive learning environments) (Fig. 3). Fifty-three percent 
indicated they felt more competent with competency 2 (engaging in career-long learning) 
and 50% indicated they had increased confidence with competency 5 (applying 
foundational knowledge about First Nations, Métis, and Inuit peoples).

FIG. 3: Preservice teacher growth within the teaching quality standard
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5.5 Suggestions for Improving the Course
In response to the question regarding how the course could be improved, the most 
frequent suggestion was to include more lesson planning, with 13% of respondents 
indicating a desire to do more lesson planning. During the course, preservice teachers 
were asked to submit one full lesson plan, and after receiving feedback from their peers 
they were asked to submit two revisions to that lesson plan to their instructors. 
Respondents indicated they would have liked the experience to be more consistent with 
what they would have experienced if they were in schools, where they would have been 
submitting one-to-two lesson plans per day. As this preservice teacher explained, 
“Teachers realistically need to be ready to lesson plan quickly. I think we should have had 
to write lesson plans every day.” Concurring with the need for more lesson plans, one 
preservice teacher framed her response this way: “More chances to lesson plan—being 
able to make one lesson plan and then adapting it is not reflective of the real world.”

The desire to do more teaching was also expressed as a way in which the course could be 
improved with 9% of responses indicating the course would have been improved if there 
were more opportunities to teach. Preservice teachers in the course had at least two 
opportunities to deliver lessons to their small groups and one more opportunity to deliver a 
lesson to the whole class. Respondents suggested the course should be restructured to 
include less readings and discussion posts in favor of more teaching time. One preservice 
teacher stated, “More teaching time, and significantly less readings.” Respondents 
indicated that the course could be improved by having teaching time more accurately 
reflect what would have occurred with an in-school practicum:

Provide more opportunities for teaching. Perhaps have students develop a unit plan 
and teach one micro-lesson to their group per week (this would be closer to the 30% 
teaching load we were expected to have during Field II). D2L discussion posts were 
not overly beneficial.

Likewise, another respondent reinforced the desire for more teaching time by stating, “The 
only thing I would have liked is to have had more opportunities to deliver lessons or longer 
lessons to our peers.”

Respondents also pointed to the need for more explicit instruction on digital instructional 
tools and online pedagogy. One respondent suggested “having more knowledge of online 
teaching resources would be helpful for everyone planning lessons. I spent so much time 
researching ways online teaching resources. It was overwhelming at times.” Still another 
shared, “I would suggest a possible segment about how to effectively teach in an online 
classroom environment so we as students don't just experience it but are able to know 
how we as future educators can effectively teach online.”
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Although schools were not yet ready to begin online learning at the time of the course, 5% 
of respondents suggested the course would have been improved by providing 
opportunities to teach K–12 students. Preservice teachers were anxious to interact with K
–12 students even if that interaction occurred in an online environment. One respondent 
shared,

If something like this pandemic were to continue or occur again I think it would be very 
beneficial if there was a way for us to be able to do some online teaching and lesson 
delivery with real students in K–12 who are still doing online courses.

Still another echoed that comment, stating, “Allow us to teach actual students 
online—create lessons and units, assess them.” While the course was successful in 
shifting perceptions of online education for the majority of the respondents, in the absence 
of K–12 students, it was unable to replace the experience of an in-school practicum.

6. DISCUSSION
At the time of the course, it was unclear whether schools would begin offering online 
courses to K–12 students and when they would be accepting preservice teachers into the 
classroom to complete practicums. Moving the practicum online is contrary to the in-school 
experiences expected of a practicum, and for many educators doing so during the 
pandemic was a test of their beliefs about teacher preparation (Kidd & Murray, 2020). With 
the closure of schools and the halt of traditional practicum experiences, post-secondary 
institutions were faced with a “curriculum” and “pedagogical vacuum” for student learning 
(Kidd & Murray, 2020, p. 547). When post-secondary education shifted to online, many 
faculty members experienced a steep learning curve (Van Nuland et al., 2020) as they 
redesigned F2F courses while simultaneously learning new technology to deliver these 
courses. Faculty members were not alone in experiencing a learning curve, and while 
preservice teachers are viewed as digital natives, Prensky (2001) has reminded us that 
they often lack the skills, motivation, and competencies to effectively use educational 
technology in an online environment.

The pandemic practicum described in this article was designed after an examination of the 
course description used the previous year and consideration of the areas of growth 
indicated by previous preservice teachers to instructors. Those two areas were 
differentiation and the inclusion of Indigenous perspectives into their teaching. Based on 
this knowledge, the course was designed to fulfill several gaps left by the pedagogical 
vacuum that developed when practicums in schools were canceled. The course provided 
an opportunity for the preservice teachers enrolled to continue in their program without 
having to extend the amount of time until degree completion. It provided students with the 
opportunity to complete practicum weeks required for provincial licensing requirements, in 
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a time of uncertainty. Finally, by continuing learning, the course offered some sense of 
stability during an uncertain period of chaos, panic, worry, apprehension, and insecurity 
about the pandemic and how long it would last (Kidd & Murray, 2020). Continuing the 
learning provided preservice teachers with the opportunity to engage in discussions with 
their instructors and peers during a time that for many felt very isolating (Metcalfe, 2020).

In designing the course, the researchers drew upon the 22 instructors of the course, to 
gather feedback on the course design on a weekly basis (Wenger et al., 2002). The 
feedback from instructors was supportive of the course design, with many offering 
suggestions and resources for the week ahead. Several instructors added additional 
synchronous sessions to their course delivery. Those instructors used the additional 
synchronous sessions to provide individualized feedback to preservice teachers on their 
lesson plan delivery. In designing the course, the authors limited the number of 
synchronous sessions to five in an attempt to decrease student and instructor stress in 
what already was a time of uncertainty.

For the majority of preservice teachers who responded to the pandemic practicum survey, 
the experience shifted their perspectives about online learning in a positive direction. 
Preservice teachers expressed appreciation for the variety of teaching strategies and 
online technology in the course. At the same time, there was a very real sense of 
disappointment among preservice teachers, with the majority indicating they were very 
dismayed when they learned that their in-school practicum had been canceled and was 
being replaced with an online version. It is unclear whether respondents understood that 
because schools were closed and students were not yet enrolled in online learning, the 
option of teaching K–12 students online was not available.

Respondents indicated that through the course they had learned how to teach online with 
much of the learning occurring through peer interaction. In observing their peers' teaching, 
preservice teachers began to envision new possibilities for their own lessons and 
developed a greater awareness of the strategies available for their own lessons. However, 
for many of the respondents, the course fell short of replicating the practical experiences 
that they would have had in an in-school practicum. As Van Nuland et al. (2020) reminded 
us, during the practicum, student teachers want to learn from their partner teachers and 
connect with their K–12 students. There are aspects of the practicum the course was not 
able to simulate, including responding to spontaneous problems, making on-the-spot 
decisions, and providing opportunities to manage the classroom (Smith & Lev-Ari, 2005).

Since the course was deliberately designed to address the Alberta TQS (Alberta 
Education, 2018), the authors provided opportunities for preservice teachers to engage 
with the two areas preservice teachers often struggle with, namely, differentiation and the 
integration of Indigenous perspectives. When students were asked to identify which of the 

53Taking Experiential Learning Online

Volume 5, Issue 1, 2021



competencies they believed they learned the most about, they indicated they learned the 
most about inclusion and differentiation. Following differentiation and inclusion, 
respondents indicated the competency they had learned the most about was career-long 
learning. This was a surprising outcome since it indicates that preservice teachers were 
able to view the course as a learning experience that was part of a career that would 
necessitate life-long learning. For many respondents, the course was reflective of a 
teacher's duty to be flexible and open to ongoing learning.

When asked to consider how the course could be improved, respondents indicated they 
would have liked more opportunities to lesson plan and teach to their peers. While 
preservice teachers had opportunities to teach in groups and to the whole class, they 
indicated they would have preferred if the course had more closely replicated the 
requirement they would have had to meet if they were completing an in-school practicum. 
If the practicum had taken place in a school, preservice teachers would have been 
responsible for designing and teaching at least one lesson per day. The requirement was 
decreased for the online practicum in order to minimize preservice teacher stress levels 
and to allow instructors to provide feedback on the 40 lessons they received. It is clear 
from the findings that preservice teachers would have preferred more synchronous 
sessions in order to increase the amount of teaching time.

Preservice teachers pointed out that while they had experienced teaching and learning 
through the completion of the pandemic practicum course, they would have appreciated 
more direction on the pedagogy and use of educational technology to instruct K–12 
students in an online environment. This finding alerted the authors to the importance of 
examining the concept of digital instructional literacy (Burns et. al., 2020) for preservice 
teachers. The authors have begun to explore the concept of digital literacy, which they 
define as “educators' confidence, motivation and competence in using educational 
technology to instruct students in online environments” (Burns et al., 2020, p. 15).

In examining perceptions of the pandemic practicum, this study provided the authors with 
insights that extended beyond addressing the pedological gaps created by the absence of 
in-school practicum opportunities. The data gathered informed future online course design, 
and in doing so enhanced student learning, which as McKinney and Jarvis (2009) pointed 
out is essential to the SoTL.

7. CONCLUSIONS
Although the innovation of the newly designed online practicum course was able to shift 
preservice teachers' perspectives of online learning in a positive direction, it was unable to 
replicate some of the more spontaneous learning that occurs in the classroom. In the 
months that followed this course, Alberta's schools offered an online education option for K
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–12 students. The preservice teachers involved in this study were partnered with mentor 
teachers and were able to teach in the classroom for at least a portion of their next two 
practicum experiences. The continued spread of the COVID-19 virus during the 2020
–2021 school year meant that the preservice teachers who participated in the pandemic 
practicum experienced additional theory courses being moved online as well as portions of 
their subsequent practicum courses. As a result, the preservice teachers in this course 
completed their final two practicums through a combination of in-class and online delivery.

From a SoTL lens, this study provided the researchers with information that helped to 
inform future course design. Building upon the lessons learned from this study, the authors 
made design changes to the two practicums that followed the pandemic practicum. The 
2020–2021 practicums that followed were designed to provide a more gradual introduction 
to teaching responsibilities, thereby providing preservice teachers with more opportunities 
to observe and assist prior to assuming teaching responsibilities. As a result of this study, 
preservice teachers who were required to isolate because of exposure to the virus were 
provided with the opportunity to switch to an online practicum, an option never provided 
before the pandemic. When 45 preservice teachers were required to self-isolate during a 
practicum in the fall of 2020, they were able to complete their practicums in online settings. 
Prior to this adaptation, preservice teachers who missed their in-school practicum were 
required to drop out or delay the completion of their program. The authors were able to 
provide preservice teachers with the option of completing a practicum with a mentor 
teacher in a virtual classroom or provide remote assistance to the F2F classroom. This 
change recognized the value of teaching and learning in an online environment, and in the 
future may provide alternatives for preservice teachers unable to complete an in-person 
practicum or who wish to teach in online or virtual classrooms.

Further study on the role that practicums plays in developing the digital instructional 
literacy of preservice teachers and university instructors has been initiated. While the 
survey data indicated that preservice teachers' perceptions of online instruction improved 
as a result of their experience in the pandemic practicum, more nuanced data are required 
to understand why that shift occurred. Additionally, more research needs to focus on how 
to best incorporate the key competencies of digital pedagogies into preservice teacher 
education after the pandemic. As school systems integrate more online learning into K–12 
classrooms, teacher education programs need to build the digital instructional literacy of 
preservice teachers to align with that shift.
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