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Abstract 
In this article we reflect on the challenges we have encountered regarding our 
teaching and learning practices as adult educators during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Through narrative reflections, we grapple with this rapidly changing teaching and 
learning environment. Our collection of adult and post-secondary programmes 
were designed to be delivered in an online classroom mode and traditionally have 
been offered with limited face-to-face interactions. Given this circumstance, we 
felt equipped and ready to confront the move to remote teaching. As the pandemic 
weeks turned into months, we found ourselves needing support from each other 
because of unprecedented pedagogical challenges. We asked ourselves the following 
fundamental question: how do we purposefully adapt our teaching and learning 
in a fluctuating, fluid, and stressful environment? We provide insights into our 
experiences and strategies, concluding that, ultimately, we turned to educator 
and learner agency as a foundational pedagogical tool. Analysis revealed three 
overarching themes embedded within educator and learner agency which included 
retrospective reconstruction when assessing curriculum, reciprocal anxieties when 
supporting personalised learning environments, and mental preparation versus 
provision when engaging overloaded learners.

Keywords: Post-Secondary/Tertiary Education, Learner Agency, Adult-
Educators and Learners, Online Learning, Remote Learning

Introduction
The adult learning landscape is complex, evolving, and includes an ongoing 
tension between current critical, humanistic, and economic conceptions of 
learner identity and society (Regmi, 2015). Addressing occupational and social 
mobility needs, diversity, inclusion and equity, and providing widespread access 
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to programmes are challenges on their own. Adding the COVID-19 pandemic 
into the mix provides additional pressures. Within the Canadian context, 
our undergraduate post-secondary1 programmes purposefully integrated 
the fields of adult and post-secondary education, which is relatively unique. 
The foundation is the Post-Secondary Instructors Certificate, required for all 
educators –professionals and practitioners –working within Newfoundland 
and Labrador’s colleges, and across industries as instructors and trainers 
(hairdressing, woodworking, engineering, etc.). Additional undergraduate 
programmes (Diploma in Post-Secondary Education and Bachelor’s Degree 
in Post-Secondary Education as a first and second degree) are structured 
around the Instructor’s Certificate. For example, if learners complete the six-
course Instructor’s Certificate, they can add another four courses to achieve 
the Diploma, and with further courses, they can complete the Degrees. Adult 
learners have multiple pathways specifically designed for those studying at the 
university level for the first time and those pursuing further education. 

Structurally and organisationally, our programmes were offered exclusively 
online prior to the pandemic. When the pandemic hit, we felt well-prepared 
for the shift to remote teaching. We soon realised that more nuanced concerns 
emerged, particularly around social and emotional access. We became 
apprehensive regarding our adult learners’ abilities to maintain their own 
teaching and learning environments when many work in essential service 
fields, while struggling to address mental health and medical requirements 
and managing familial responsibilities during a time when resources are 
overextended.

In this study, we employ a narrative research methodology using narrative 
reflections we composed, shared, and analysed as we grappled with challenges 
encountered in our teaching and learning practices as adult-educators 
throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Our Context 
Newfoundland and Labrador, similar to Ireland, shares a colonial past, a vibrant, 
creative culture, and deep connections with the past by peoples who live in close 
connection with rugged but beautiful landscapes. Both settings have also begun 
to come to terms with the impact of globalisation and internationalisation 
and are meeting these challenges by investing in industry and infrastructure, 
education and training, and climate and cultural protections. 

1 In our context, we use the term ‘post-secondary’ rather than ‘higher education’ because it 
includes all programmes and institutions outside of the K-12 systems.
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While nationally and internationally undergraduate and graduate offerings 
generally separate adult and post-secondary education programing, our 
programmes made the decision to coalesce these fields, merging formerly 
separate credentials and avoiding a two-tier system. Adult learning is threaded 
throughout the combined programmes to ensure these principles are broadly 
studied and appreciated (Illich, 1971). Our first programmes were established 
in the 1970s as a response to the need for adult and vocational/technical 
education instructors. Over the years, two streams of courses developed, one for 
adult/college educators and one for university educators. Each stream required 
separate credential offerings in adult learning and post-secondary education. 
In 2015, the programmes were restructured to combine the two streams, 
purposefully merging pedagogies and theoretical frameworks from both fields 
through interactive coursework. 

Since learners commonly teach vocational/technical as well as university-level 
courses, our online classrooms are diverse and commonly include engineers 
or scientists with Doctorates, and truck drivers or hair stylists with Diplomas 
in the same courses. Accommodating this diversity pedagogically is both a 
challenge and our most impressive programing feature. Although this produces 
instructional dilemmas, it also promotes dialogical forms of education that allow 
for constructive conversations regarding the intersections between education, 
race, gender, and class. For example, we may have students of different ages, 
work experience, educational backgrounds, geographic locations, language 
levels, and disciplinary expertise. The diversity in our online classrooms requires 
careful consideration of a range of learning styles, activities, multilingualism, 
and issues of access. We recognise that our adult learners are situated at different 
points in their careers and the cement supporting this diversity is a teaching and 
learning philosophy based on adult learning principles, inclusion, and critical 
pedagogy (Freire, 1970; Knowles, 1980; Giroux, 2007). 

In 2015, the decision to move our programmes entirely online was based 
on access concerns within a widespread province with rural and urban 
impediments. This decision was controversial and many of our colleagues 
felt teaching and learning quality would be compromised. We embarked 
on a re-development of our courses, with the assistance of expert online 
instructional designers to address these issues. Our learners have since been 
studying from a multiplicity of locations nationally and internationally with 
information technology literacy and online instructional course design at the 
forefront. Consequently, we felt confident about our courses and our ability to 
engage adult learners in communities of practice.
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Methodology 
Using qualitative methods, namely narrative reflection, this case study examines 
our experiences as faculty members responding to the COVID-19 pandemic 
in the Adult Education and Post-Secondary Studies programmes in a Faculty 
of Education. Narrative reflection provides an effective means of exploring 
our experiences during the current pandemic. Over the past several decades, 
narrative methods have gained widespread acceptance as a valuable means 
of conducting research in the field of education (Riessman, 2008). Narrative 
reflection is focused on gaining knowledge and insight from the stories people 
tell about their own lives (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). Stories allow the 
researcher to examine individual perspectives and experiences from the 
inside-out and to gain invaluable insight into the perspectives of intersectional 
positional and relational social identities (Lyons, 2009). Narrative reflection 
presupposes the importance of subjectivity and the researcher’s positionality, 
not as a source of bias, but as a means of gaining and sharing knowledge about 
the world (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Creswell and Miller, 2000). 

We maintained a regular programme meeting schedule throughout the Winter, 
Spring/Summer, and Fall 2020 semesters and the narrative reflections used in 
this study were the result of these continuous discussions and deliberations. We 
are a small unit of five within the larger Faculty of Education and the three of us, 
who have similar research interests, found ourselves needing increasing support 
from each other during the pandemic. We are a mix of tenured and untenured 
faculty, at various stages in our academic careers and represent several sub-
disciplines (post-secondary education policy and governance, educational 
law, academic writing and literacies, graduate research writing, student affairs/
services, and vocational/technical education). The following fundamental 
question guided our investigation: how do we purposefully adapt our teaching 
and learning in a fluctuating, fluid, and stressful environment?

We analysed our narrative reflections by identifying overarching themes. A 
critical perspective was used throughout, which employed researcher reflexivity, 
collaboration, and peer debriefing (Creswell and Miller, 2000). Consensus was 
reached on the emerging themes and shared with all authors who acted as peer 
debriefers (Creswell and Miller, 2000; Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 

Emerging Themes
Our analysis revealed three overarching themes situated within our narrative 
reflections: 1) retrospective reconstruction was necessary when assessing 
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curriculum, 2) reciprocal anxieties were experienced and needed to be 
addressed when supporting personalised learning environments, and 3) mental 
preparation versus provision was worthwhile when engaging overloaded 
learners. Underlying these themes, we discovered, was a solid focus on educator 
and learner agency, which functioned communally. This integral principle 
influenced our collaborative decisions about our teaching and learning and 
communities of practice. Educator and learner agency is a fundamental concept 
in critical approaches to teaching and learning, which refers to an individual’s 
ability to act within and upon his or her social environment (Emirbayer and 
Miche, 1998). Although critical scholars recognise the socially constructed 
nature of knowledge and identity, they also refuse to see the individual’s actions 
as being entirely predetermined by those conditions. Agency demonstrates 
an individual’s ability to share their social reality even as they recognise how 
social conditions shape their perception of reality and their capacity for action 
(Ibrahim and Alkire, 2007). Closely aligned with concepts like empowerment 
and praxis, agency allows educators and learners to translate critical 
consciousness into action in the world and to set the conditions for the creation 
of new critical insights and forms of community.

Retrospective Reconstruction when Assessing Curriculum
In teaching our curriculum during this period, we determined it was necessary 
to revisit and rework existing materials to ensure the relevance of activities 
and assignments even though our courses had been carefully designed to meet 
the needs of online learners. We each realised that the process of revisiting 
necessarily included our learners. Curriculum review during the pandemic 
encompassed ourselves as colleagues and learners in dialogues that we have not 
witnessed previously. We questioned how the curriculum was continuing to 
function: 

In my eyes, the curriculum is functioning as a strange hybrid of interim 
measures and it brings a strange new normal since we really have no idea 
how long this situation will last. We are developing more concrete and 
medium-term measures to address these challenges, and while this brings 
some degree of normalcy, it also conveys a lingering sense of disbelief and 
apprehension at what this new normal might be (Narrative Reflection, 
John).

We discovered that it was necessary to employ educator and learner agency 
as a mechanism for adjusting the curriculum. Educator and learner agency in 
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these moments meant raising the critical consciousness of ourselves and our 
learners and translating this conceptualisation into action. We recognised 
that the theories, models, frameworks, and case studies we generally employ 
when studying adult and post-secondary education sectors within our current 
context, necessitated more nuanced considerations. Drawing on students who 
were educators themselves was one way of addressing these changes. Christine 
described an emerging critical consciousness while analysing retention/
persistence theories and models during a particular session:

The curriculum itself has required a re-envisioning, as student retention, 
persistence, engagement, and time to graduate discussions that center on 
student development theories and models need to recognise the worries 
and anxieties that this situation has brought to our populations of students 
across campuses. Our current theories and models do not capture and reflect 
collective crises but rather individual crises and struggles. For example, the 
most widely referenced theories and models in the literature have been 
requiring additional thoughtfulness and include: The Theory of Student 
Involvement (Astin, 1968, 1985), The Institutional Departure Model (Tinto, 
1975, 1993), The Student Attrition Model (Bean, 1980, 1982), and The 
Student-Faculty Informal Contact Model (Pascarella, 1980), among others 
(Narrative Reflection, Christine).

In these sessions, institutional information surrounding campus crises 
responses were unable to properly inform conversations regarding what was 
currently unfolding, which was evidently the case in our student affairs/services 
courses. Instead, we brought these institutional frameworks and literature 
into the online classroom as sources for discussion as we constructed new 
understandings.

Reciprocal Anxieties when Supporting Personalised Learning Environments
An emerging awareness that has become apparent during the COVID-19 
pandemic for our adult learners is their capacity to continue studying while 
simultaneously teaching, supervising, and mentoring their own students within 
their respective fields. As we amended our curriculum, our adult learners, as 
educators themselves, were struggling and striving for success within their 
own courses and materials. In these meta moments, we were provided with 
a common ground as we shared worries and anxieties reciprocally. Edicts 
from administration, continually shifting policies and procedures, increasing 
mental and medical health concerns, and unforeseen intersecting roles and 
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responsibilities, provided rich discussion areas even while it may have proved 
draining. John queried the exhaustion that results from engaging in these 
processes:

So, what happens if on paper formal outcomes appear to be achieved but 
both you and learners feel exhausted and often overwhelmed? Is that an 
educational failure? I think it can be because it leads to inauthentic teaching 
if we distance ourselves from our true emotions and the lived experience that 
both teachers and learners remember as being the most salient part of their 
educational experiences […] I feel like I would be an even greater failure if 
I was unable to ask myself these questions or to confront this disjuncture 
between formal educational processes and the lived experiences of teachers 
and learners as they exist outside of the narrow confines of their institutional 
roles and the totality of their lived lives (Narrative Reflection, John). 

As a result, in collaboration with our adult learners, we have been instituting 
unscheduled blocks where we engage in collective problem-solving and 
allow for discussion and debate surrounding concerns of equity, diversity, 
and inclusion that continued to emerge. Teaching strategies included check-
in activities, storying exercises, and intentional individual and communal 
exchanges:

‘Just in time’ synchronous sessions have been organised in the weeks 
preceding each assignment deadline, so that learners can ask questions 
and make comments regarding the assignments as they become pertinent. 
For many, the sessions seem more about connecting with myself and their 
colleagues than the assignments and this has been refreshing. We are 
generally sharing our time together equally between the assignment and 
conversations about our personal and professional lives as educators in 
shifting spaces (Narrative Reflection, Christine).

Likewise, adult-educators and learners’ personal characteristics and 
backgrounds, that were once relatively unknown have now been broadcasted 
in online platforms, as children are playing in the background during course 
sessions, unavoidable time zone differences are providing exhausted educator 
and learner interactions, work hours are stretching as work-life boundaries are 
blurred, and economic struggles are materialising with increased caseloads and 
closures. A relatively depersonalised curriculum has become personalised, as 
we recognise that ourselves and our learners require insights into one another’s 
lives and relatable struggles in order to provide motivation:
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I notice a fragility about our learners, a thinness of resilience and I find 
myself treading very carefully. I send emails to let them know I am here 
but not too many so that they become overwhelmed. I answer an increased 
number of emails every day, gently talking each querying learner through 
course materials and assignments in a way I have never done before. I post 
weekly videos in the online course material giving feedback on discussion 
posts visually rather than in written form. I know they need to see a human 
form. I show them my home-office and my dog in these videos, in an effort 
to connect. All of these examples speak to the emotional state of learners and 
their mental health (Narrative Reflection, Cecile).

Mental Preparation Versus Provision when Engaging Overloaded Learners
Our reflections indicated a modification that included mentally preparing 
students for learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. We endeavored to 
achieve this through developing social and emotional learning experiences and 
were forced to acknowledge the connections between social connectedness, 
emotions, and academic achievement in ways we had not expected (Turki, 
Jdaitawi and Sheta, 2018). Broadly explained, this is the process of socialization 
with regard to personal and interpersonal skills. We realised that allowing 
discussions around emotions were important for the two key components 
of social and emotional learning: self-development and social development 
(Reicher, 2010):

From my perspective, the temptation is always to see the curriculum as 
existing as a body of substantive knowledge and outcomes that exists 
independent of how it is enacted … but there is an emotive and relational 
component to the curriculum whose importance cannot be overstated and 
that we, as teachers, often find at the forefront of our practice. If teaching 
is really genuinely dialogical then the formal curriculum will inevitably 
change as it is enacted through dialogical teaching, active learning, and 
reciprocal engagement on the part of teachers and learners (Narrative 
Reflection, John).

Discussions of personal and broader emotional responses to the pandemic 
raised issues of marginalisation, privileges, and struggles. For example, lay-
offs, unemployment, child-care, and other similar topics became central. While 
we were once more concerned with the content of our lessons, our energy is 
now consumed ensuring learners are mentally prepared to participate in the 
teaching and learning context. As Cecile explains:
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There is a heightened attention that is hard to articulate and to be quite honest, 
the result is that I feel a sense of exhaustion I haven’t felt before in my long 
teaching career. It’s almost like I’m physically carrying 30 learners through 
the weeks of the semester. So, although I think my online courses and the 
curriculum overall has held fast during COVID-19 and has continued to 
meet the needs of our learners, there is a gap that we hadn’t thought to cover 
and perhaps didn’t feel the need to address before and that’s the emotional 
state of our learners. We had talked about social and emotional learning but 
perhaps on a superficial level (Narrative Reflection, Cecile).

As adult-educators, we have been modelling the means by which our current 
social conditions need to be recognised and accounted for when taking action 
in our courses and communities.

Reflections and Realisations
In summarising the reflections and realisations, we recognise the tensions 
created by individuals experiencing a collective crisis. Although our courses 
were carefully developed for online learning, they had not been developed 
to accommodate for the conditions of a stressful pandemic and revisiting 
and reexamining the curriculum became important. Since our learners are 
educators, they were experiencing similar anxieties and exhaustion and 
reciprocally sharing these social and emotional events became necessary. Our 
learning environments became more personalised as learners required insights 
into one another’s lives and relatable struggles in order to acquire motivation. 
We realised that our students felt overloaded and overextended in our current 
reality and we had to adapt accordingly by preparing them mentally. 

We also realised that our responses to teaching and learning in the pandemic 
are shaped by strong beliefs in educator and learner agency. Without this 
foundational pedagogical tool, our engagement with students would not have 
allowed for modelling reconstruction and revisions to the curriculum and 
personalisation and preparations for learners attempting to study and work 
during periods of crisis. Agency is important because it is a concept that adds 
tangible dimensions of action to the notion of empowerment and provides focus 
and direction to educators’ efforts to raise the critical consciousness of students 
and members of society (Biesta and Tedder, 2007; Klemenčič, 2017). While it 
may seem incongruous to have individuals respond to a collective crisis through 
educator and learner agency, it surprisingly provided us with a more connected 
and collaborative community. For us, acknowledging that ourselves and our 
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learners are active agents, particularly with the often imposed, helplessness 
created by pandemic restrictions, provided us with a means of working through 
exceptional circumstances.
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