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Exploring Key Strategies to Navigate Online Teaching and Learning with Graduate Students
Dr. Sandra Dixon, R.Psych. & Dr. Mitch Colp, R.Psych.

Abstract: The rise of online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic has changed the field of education
forever. However, for many instructors, teaching online can be quite daunting, a feeling that heightened
during the emergency of the pandemic. Though online learning has brought many challenges, it can be a
beneficial tool for many graduate students to expand their horizons since the transition to a virtual
platform can serve as a catalyst for them to create new and more effective opportunities for self-inquiry
and self-discovery. This article aims to provide useful strategies for both instructors and graduate
students to employ and reflect upon as they navigate both teaching and learning in online spaces.

Prior to the magnitude and intensity of the COVID-19 pandemic that significantly revolutionized
the world, online or e-learning has been making waves and growing in popularity (ACCA, n.d.). In this
paper, the terms online, virtual, remote and e-learning will be used interchangeably. For context and
prior to the pandemic, world-wide educational technology investments reached over $18 billion and the
current market value for online education is now projected to reach $350 billion by 2025 (Li & Lalani,
2020). Despite the rapid growth in this industry, relevant information on how to teach effectively online
was limited but the potential outcomes were grand.

The Research Institute of America found that students retained 25-60% more material through
online learning compared to only 8-10% taught in a physical classroom environment (Gutierrez, 2016).
This was due to the fact that students appeared to learn faster online, with e-learning requiring 40-60%
less time than face-to-face interactions (Chernev, 2021). Students who learned online tended to have
better outcomes because they had more control over the learning process as well as the opportunity to
revisit the training as needed (Gutierrez, 2016). Despite the positive uptake of online learning, many
instructors have struggled to adapt to this teaching format. One recent study showed that 34% of faculty
members described themselves as "not at all experienced" in teaching online before the pandemic and
that only 22 percent described themselves as "very experienced" later in the pandemic (June, 2020, para.
7; Nworie, 2021). As instructors, the authors experienced a pivot to online teaching which challenged
them in meaningful and creative ways in how to engage with graduate students within applied
psychology programs (e.g., clinical, counselling). Their pedagogical approach to teaching, which refers to
the theory and practice of learning, is influenced by social constructivism and considers the subjective
experiences of all students irrespective of their instruction environment.

According to Kapur (2020), the understanding of meaning and significance of pedagogical
approaches enables individuals to generate awareness in terms of teaching strategies (p. 1). Utilizing a
social constructivist theoretical framework in teaching can create a safe space for graduate students to
consider the social, cultural, economic and political factors that influence their ways of being and how
they are able to make meaning of their lived experiences (Gergen,1985). Transitioning our face-to-face
graduate courses online during the pandemic was not an easy feat; yet this change to virtual learning
allowed us to step outside of our comfort zones and reflect on our pedagogical positioning and how this
was reflected in our work with graduate students.

This article provides us with an opportunity to reflect on our teaching during the emergency
response period and how we were better able to develop as instructors, with the understanding that
there is still room for us to evolve pedagogically. In this context, we offer readers five key strategies to
help them navigate their online teaching space with graduate students with the caveat that these
methods might not be applicable to everyone. First, we will address our learning curve with technology
and willingness to ask for help. Next, attention will be given to inviting ongoing feedback from students



and integrating such insights into the teaching process. This will be followed by demonstrating
professional humility in our engagement with colleagues to enhance efficacy in our teaching practices.
We will then explore the importance of inviting experts to share their perspectives with students to
expand their knowledge and stimulate learning within a virtual setting. The article concludes with
thoughts for new instructors to carry forward in their work with graduate students.

Integrating Technology into Online Teaching and Learning

With the ongoing debate about whether or not online learning is a transformative force in
education, technology has made significant strides in accessibility and development (Frecker & Bieniarz,
n.d.). Yet, for many instructors, working with technology online can be a daunting and intimidating task.
For individuals who do have appropriate access to and support with technology, there is evidence that
teaching and learning online can be more effective than in a traditional classroom setting (Li & Lalani,
2020). This is because students can learn at their own pace and review materials (Li & Lalani, 2020). All
the while, instructors can be more creative in their course designs and lesson planning using visual
images, videos with captions, audio recorded lectures, and Breakout Room activities to enhance student
learning (Leor, 2015).

Part of the first author’s approach to teaching online is to be forthcoming with students during
the first class with a disclaimer that “/ am not an expert with technology and might need to ask for help if |
get stuck, so please be patient with me.” This form of transparency tends to reduce anxiety and injects
humour into her interactions with students. Also, taking a non-expert technological stance helps to
normalize the experiences of other students who may struggle with technology. Over the past year, we
have been intentional by modelling to our students, some of whom are prospective future counsellors
and psychologists, curiosity, kindness, self-compassion, and patience as we strive to improve our
confidence with using technology. With our embracing of technology, we are learning to be more flexible
and celebrate the small wins in mastering tasks. Increasing our technology skills as instructors has
enabled us to work smarter, not harder, in planning high-quality learning activities that empower
students in an online environment (Novak & Rowell, 2021).

Creating a Safe Space for Constructive Feedback from Students
Encouraging feedback from students invites instructors to demonstrate vulnerability and

reflectiveness as they increase awareness of their students’ learning challenges, preferences, and needs
(Dixon, 2018; Le, n.d.). By asking for students’ insights, instructors demonstrate their learner-centric
mission to deliver pedagogical approaches that make unique differences in the lives of students to assist
them in achieving their career goals (Le, n.d.). Our aim in asking for student feedback during online
courses is to confidently assess and improve the effectiveness of our teaching approaches. As a rule, the
authors usually invite students to provide feedback multiple times throughout their courses. For instance,
after the first author’s initial online lecture, students are asked to complete an anonymous feedback
survey on Moodle that contains a mix of multiple choice and open-ended questions. By using a learning
management system that offers anonymity, students can be forthcoming with their true responses.
Sample questions and prompts on the feedback surveys are included below:

e Based on the format of the class, how well was the information presented or facilitated?
Did the instructor provide enough opportunities for students to ask questions and participate?
Overall, how was the pace of the lesson?
How well did the Breakout Room activity and group discussions benefit your learning?
Please comment on anything else that you would like to be adjusted about the course.

Depending on students’ inputs on this survey, the authors may modify the delivery of the course,
whilst providing them with a clear rationale about any decisions made. The authors usually gauge student



learning to determine if another survey is warranted. Students are always given an opportunity to
complete a mid-point feedback survey halfway through the course to evaluate their learning. This allows
the authors to pivot in their pedagogical approach before the course ends. Based on the information
garnered from this later survey, the authors might ask students to offer their thoughts to see if such
alterations have been useful to their learning process. Lastly, students are gently encouraged to complete
the final student evaluation to take ownership of their own learning throughout the course. The primary
goal of the final evaluation is to get feedback to enable change.

Given the above outlined methods used to obtain students’ feedback and integrate their voices
into courses, we agree with Thalheimer’s (2016) stance that if students are aware that instructors are
invested in their holistic learning as growing professionals, they are more likely to provide thoughtful and
accurate responses. As reflective and reflexive instructors, we strongly believe that students’ inputs
throughout online courses can be a powerful asset to improve course design and delivery (Dixon, 2018;
Thalheimer, 2016). Here, reflectivity denotes how we as instructors use our personal values, lived
experiences, and behaviours to make meaning in various learning contexts (Dixon & Chiang, 2020),
whereas reflexivity underlines a practice of perceiving and positioning ourselves as active knowers within
and beyond pedagogical settings (Dixon & Chiang, 2020).

Opening the Door for Professional Humility in Online Teaching and Learning

In conjunction with student feedback, we value and welcome peers’ perspectives on our
pedagogical practices as part of our demonstration of professional humility. We view professional
humility within the context of graduate education teaching and learning as having both a generosity of
spirit and a quiet self-confidence to understand that although one may know a great deal, one does not
know everything (Educational Leadership, 2011). One must be willing to learn from others, particularly
peers in the teaching profession where learning is most meaningful when observed in real time (Cargal,
2021). For this reason, the first author often invites colleagues from the Teaching Centre at her institution
into her online classes to observe lessons for meaningful and affirming collaboration as part of her
professional growth and development. We would argue that both asynchronous and synchronous
observations can open the door for efficient communication with our fellow educators, thus, improving
instruction through affirming practices to benefit student learning (Cargal, 2021). Being able to reflect on
our teaching, collaborate with other peers, and integrate innovative ideas can greatly enhance graduate
education (Cargal, 2021; Kapur, 2020).

The insights garnered from our peers during the online observation process, as well as how we
facilitate discussions with students, often render fruitful contributions to course design, lesson delivery,
and student engagement. These valuable peer contributions can lead to up-gradation of the teaching and
learning methods that we implement in our graduate courses (Kapur, 2020). We are firm believers that
through peer support, we are better able to create effective online communities for students to thrive
and produce better outcomes in their professional development. Creating a culture that allows us to
invest time into best practice teaching methods, and sharing ideas with peers, helps us build a shared
sense of optimism and enthusiasm in an online teaching environment (Gonser, 2021).

Sharing Knowledge and Stimulating Learning Online Through Guest Lectures

Recruiting a guest lecturer who is an expert in a particular topic to enhance student learning can
be challenging and rewarding at the same time. A key advantage of online classes is that lecturers no
longer need to travel to campus amidst their busy work schedules. Given the accessibility to video-
conferencing technology for many individuals, distance does not appear to be a major factor because
guest lecturers can be located anywhere in the country or globally. In fact, numerous instructors are
seeing less constraints on having guest lecturers and are increasingly utilizing them to maximize student
learning (Stanford Graduate School of Education’s Teaching Resources, n.d.). As exemplars of these



instructors, the authors have also taken the liberty to invite guest lecturers into their online classes and
have experienced the positive feedback from student cohorts.

Despite the work involved in accessing them, guest lecturers bring significant value to the online
teaching environment for students. They can bring out the human stories behind some of the concepts
that might feel abstract or even alien to many students (Percy et al., 2019). For example, researchers
have found that in certain graduate courses like theory and intervention, learning can be enhanced by
providing concrete examples from the counselling field more so than from an academic perspective (van
Hoek et al., 2011). Knowing that few instructors often maintain an active clinical practice, guest lecturers
can bridge this gap and can provide increased credibility to course content (Miller, 2014).

Guest lecturers add interest and excitement to the classroom discussion, which can increase
student involvement. This form of engagement, and the ensuing discourse, can add synergy to the online
learning experience for students and target those who might not always be engaged in an online class
format (Varvel, n.d.). This lack of cognitive engagement can be stimulated by guest lecturers since they
can provide students with alternative perspectives, opinions, and personal experiences that can reinforce
the teachings of the course instructor. For instance, the guest lecture may share stories or anecdotes
other than those used by the course instructor to reinforce key concepts (Varvel, n.d.). Facilitating a guest
lecture with an expert on a particular topic presents an opportunity to also incorporate alternative
technologies and teaching techniques into the course. Such variation of methods in delivering course
contents might remove the chance that repetitiveness and monotony could infiltrate the teaching
environment (Varvel, n.d.). More so, guest lectures can stimulate critical thinking for graduate counselling
students who are new to higher education (or those with low motivation) if they are encouraged
beforehand to capture key areas of learning that can be transferred into their future practice. Hence,
students should be responsible for mastering content from guest lecturers as they are for mastering the
content instructors provide in their course lectures, since guest lecturers are not merely substitute
teachers (Study International Staff, 2019).

To illustrate, after each guest lecture presents in the first author’s class, all students are required
to post three to five key takeaways from the lecture and this counts towards their final participation
grade. Including this grading aspect into the course is a great motivator for students to be present and
actively participate in the lecture. Essentially as instructors, we are tasked with the perpetual challenge of
keeping each online class fresh, innovative, and interactive to enrich the online learning environment for
a variety of students. As such, when seeking guest lecturers for our courses, we are not afraid to step
outside of our comfort zones by doing thorough research, taking wise risks, and inviting diverse experts to
impart their knowledge based on their specific area of competence. There could be benefits for all in this
pedagogical exchange for professional development (Study International Staff, 2019).

Final Thoughts

Undoubtedly, the COVID-19 pandemic has offered instructors an opportunity to enhance their
competency with online teaching and to improve the quality of remote learning for students. Regardless
of our discomfort with online teaching as instructors, we have a responsibility to adapt to rapid
technological change. This pandemic has provided us with an opportunity to remind ourselves of the skills
students need to be successful, such as decision making, accountability, creative problem solving, critical
thinking, effective time management, flexibility, and adaptability (Tam & El-Azar, 2020). As facilitators of
professional learning in a virtual space, we have an incredible opportunity to design learning in a creative
way to implement strategies that embrace the diversity and variability of our students. With the
optimization of technology in an online teaching context, these strategies, can create authentic,
meaningful opportunities for everyone including instructors and students to connect, learn, and grow
(Martin & Novak, 2021).



As we move forward with our growing knowledge of online teaching and remote learning
platforms, it is vital to remember that effective teaching depends on the instructor’s ability to respond to
the virtual classroom context and to adjust instruction to serve student needs. Such teaching requires us
as instructors to be given the autonomy to be creative and collaborative in our pedagogical approaches,
and that we be fearless in putting student learning first (Christenbury, 2011). The pandemic tested our
resilience as instructors to execute online learning and adapt to unfamiliar technologies, and successfully
meet the diverse instructional needs of our students (Nworie, 2021; Parrish, 2019). These experiences
and lessons are critical and should not be discarded. In the post-pandemic world, we need to harness
what worked well and use these experiences to empower ourselves to achieve excellence in learning,
teaching, and leading. To this end, we will improve institutional practices for the benefits of our graduate
students and facilitate their professional growth and overall development.

Authors Information

Dr. Sandra Dixon is a Registered Psychologist in Alberta and an Associate Professor at the University of
Lethbridge. She teaches in the Masters of Counselling and Masters of Education Counselling Psychology
programs. Her research program includes investigations of culturally sensitive counselling practices
among immigrants, cultural identity reconstruction, and ethno-cultural diversity issues including but not
limited to the intersectionality between spirituality, class, race, and gender across cultural contexts. She
supports the professional education of counsellors-in-training and other helping professionals through
the development and delivery of online teaching. She is the proud recipients of The Professor Cecille
DePass Research Award through the Farquharson Institute of Public Affairs (FIPA), Kingston, Jamaica
(2018), and the Canadian Counselling and Psychotherapy Association Research or Professional Article
Award (2020).

Dr. Mitch Colp is a Registered Psychologist in Alberta and Nova Scotia, and Adjunct Assistant Professor in
the Werklund School of Education at the University of Calgary. He currently is employed as the Clinical
Director of Life Support Mental Health Inc. and Operations Manager of Hexagon Psychology Inc. Mitch’s
current clinical and research work examines evidence-based assessment and progress monitoring in
mental health settings, and involves the developmental of psychological batteries that can be employed
by allied health professional to support the efficient population-level triage of mental health concerns.

Please address all correspondence to Dr. Sandra Dixon, University of Lethbridge, Faculty of Education,
4401, University Drive, Lethbridge, Alberta, Canada, T1K 3M4. Email: sandra.dixon@uleth.ca;
ResearchGate: https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Sandra-Dixon-2/stats/report/weekly/2021-07-04




References

ACCA. (n.d.). Despite COVID-19, education continues thanks to online learning.
https://yourfuture.accaglobal.com/global/en/blog/online-learning.html

Cargal, A. (2021, June 10). Professional learning: Opening the door to professional learning. Edutopia.
https://www.edutopia.org/article/6-tips-setting-virtual-professional-learning-sessions

Cherney, B. (July 7, 2021). 29 astonishing e-learning statistics for 2021. Techjury.
https://techjury.net/blog/elearning-statistics/#gref

Christenbury, L. (2011, January). The flexible teacher. The Effective Educator, 68(4), 46-50.

Dixon, S. (2018-19, Fall). My teaching journey: A reflective, reflexive & collaborative practice. Light on
Teaching Magazine, 20-22. https://app.box.com/s/ci7938cf3mft8Ixx7omyg85vdc9566fg

Dixon, S., & Chiang, C. M. (2020). Promoting reflexivity and reflectivity in counselling, education, and
research. Proceedings from the 2018 Canadian Counselling Psychology Conference, 15-31.
http://hdl.handle.net/1880/111408

Educational Leadership. (January 2011). What makes a great teacher? The Effective
Educator, 68(4), 74-93.

Frecker, K., & Bieniarz, E. (n.d.). Why online education is here to stay. https://www.lighthouselabs.ca/
en/blog/why-education-is-moving-online-for-good

Gergen, K. (1985). The social constructionist movement in modern psychology. American Psychologist,
40, 266-275.

Gonser, S. (2021, February 5). Administration & leadership: Building a culture that respects
teachers and reduces stress. Edutopia. https://www.edutopia.org/article/building-
culture-respects-teachers-and-reduces-stress

Gutierrez, K. (2016, April 6). Facts and stats that reveal the power of elearning
[infographic]. Shift. https://www.shiftelearning.com/blog/bid/301248/15-facts-
and-stats-that-reveal-the-power-of-elearning

June, A. W. (2020, June 8). Did the scramble to remote learning work? Here’s what higher ed thinks.
The Chronicle of Higher Education. http://www.chronicle.com/article/Did-the-Scramble-to-
Remote/248928

Kapur, R. (2020). Understanding the meaning and significance of pedagogical approaches. ResearchGate.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/345317896 Understanding the Meaning and
Significance of Pedagogical Approaches

Le, J. (n.d.). How to get useful student feedback on online courses. TopClass MLS by WBT Systems.
https://www.wbtsystems.com/learning-hub/blogs/get-student-feedback-online-courses




Leor, K. (2015, June). Guest speakers: A great way to commit to education. Journal on Best Teaching
Practices, 2(2), 22-23.

Li, C., & Lalani, F. (2020, April 29). The COVID-19 pandemic has changed education forever. This is how.
World Economic Forum. https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/coronavirus-education-
global-covid19-online-digital-learning/

Martin, K & Novak, K. (2021, July 6). Professional learning: 6 tips for setting up virtual
professional learning sessions. Edutopia. https://www.edutopia.org/article/6-tips-setting-
virtual-professional-learning-sessions

Miller, K. H. (2014, November 3). Teaching and learning: The blessings and benefits of using guest
lecturers. Faculty Focus. https://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/teaching-and-
learning/blessings-benefits-using-guest-lecturers/

Novak, K., & Rowell, L. (2021, June 28). Professional learning: 5 essential strategies for
planning effective professional learning. Edutopia. https://www.edutopia.org/article/6-tips-
setting-virtual-professional-learning-sessions

Nworie, J. (2021, May 19). Beyond COVID-19: What’s next for online teaching and learning in higher
education? Educause. https://er.educause.edu/articles/2021/5/beyond-COVID-19-whats-next-
for-online-teaching-and-learning-in-higher-education

Parrish, N. (2019, May 15). Teaching strategies: Ensuring that instruction is inclusive for diverse
learners. Edutopic. https://www.edutopia.org/article/ensuring-instruction-inclusive-diverse-
learners

Percy, C., Rehill, J., Kashefpakdel, E., Chambers, N., Hodges, A., & Haskins, M. (2019,
October). Insights and inspiration: Exploring the impact of guest speakers in schools.
Education and Employers. https://www.educationandemployers.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/10/Speakers-for-Schools-Report.pdf

Stanford Graduate School of Education’s Teaching Resources. (n.d.). Guest speakers.
Stanford Teaching Commons. https://teachingcommons.stanford.edu/
news/guest-speakers

Study International Staff. (2019, October 3). The real-world value of university guest speakers. Study
International. https://www.studyinternational.com/news/real-world-value-university-guest-
speakers/

Tam, G., & El-Azar, D. (2020, 13 March). 3 ways the coronavirus pandemic could reshape education. World
Economic Forum. https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/03/3-ways-coronavirus-is-reshaping-
education-and-what-changes-might-be-here-to-stay

Thalheimer, W. (2016, September 28). Smile sheet apocalypse: Why your smile sheets are so ineffective!
ElLearning Industry. https://elearningindustry.com/smile-sheets-ineffective




van Hoek, R., Godsell, J., & Harrison, A. (2011). Embedding "insights from industry" in supply chain
programmes: The role of guest lecturers. Supply Chain Management: An International Journal,
16(2), 142-147. https://doi.org/10.1108/13598541111115383

Varvel, V. E., Jr. (n.d.). Guest lecturers in the online environment.
https://www.uis.edu/ion/resources/tutorials/pedagogy/guest-lecturers-
in-the-online-environment/




