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The role of Professional 
Organizations in Education: 
The C     VID-19 Response in 
Jamaica by Science Teachers

Resumen: El artículo explora 
los desafíos únicos a los que 
se enfrentan los educadores 
científicos, expuestos y 
amplificados por la llegada 
de la pandemia COVID-19. 
Presenta una narrativa de cómo 
una organización profesional 
de maestros, la Asociación 
de Maestros de Ciencias de 
Jamaica (ASTJ), respondió a las 
necesidades de los maestros de 
ciencias y cómo la colaboración 
internacional impactó la calidad 
de las oportunidades de desarrollo 
profesional ofrecidas a los 
educadores STEM en Jamaica.
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Abstract: The article explores the 
unique challenges that are faced 
by science educators as exposed 
and amplified by the arrival of the 
COVID-19 Pandemic. It presents 
a narrative of how a teacher 
professional organization, the 
Association of Science Teachers 
of Jamaica (ASTJ), responded to 
the needs of science teachers, and 
how international collaboration 
impacted the quality of professional 
development opportunities offered 
to STEM educators in Jamaica.   
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Challenges in the school’s
  Science Community    Posed by COVID

At the onset of the COVID 
pandemic in Jamaica, there 
were several impacts on the 
usual practices in the teaching 
of science. The main impact 
was that on hands-on practical 
activities for science teaching.  
All subject teachers were 
affected by the arrival of COVID, 
leading to the formal closure 
of most school buildings in the 
Caribbean on March 13th, 2020, 
but for science educators, there 
were pre-existing challenges 
that became exacerbated by the 
pandemic, and they negatively 
influenced the practical aspect 
of science teaching. 

At the time of the COVID 
lockdown in March 2020, many 
laboratory practical assessments 
for external examination 
(school-based assessments-
SBA) were incomplete, because 
some science teachers were 
not successful in integrating the 
theory and practical exercises. 
Consequently, there were 
significant inconsistencies 

between students’ expected 
performance and their final 
examination results in June 
2020 sitting of these external 
examinations.  This issue 
was further influenced by 
other pre-existing challenges 
that are exacerbated by 
COVID on Jamaican science 
education.  Among pre-existing 
challenges were that many 
teachers confined science and 
engineering practices to doing 
practical activities within the 
science laboratory spaces with 
limited extensions to the real 
world. Additional, despite the 
desire to have students want 
to pursue and enjoy science 
subjects, students exhibit 
much apathy for the sciences 
(Devonish, 2016a). The absence 
of face-to-face interaction with 
lab activities brought on by 
COVID worsened our situation.  

The membership in the 
Association of Science Teachers 
of Jamaica (ASTJ) recognised 
that in order to mitigate the 
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challenges of the new paradigm 
brought on by COVID, immediate 
actions were needed to 
ensure capacity building and 
awareness of these challenges 
to be addressed in one way or 
another. It was also recognised 
that science teachers need 
a professional community 
for fostered development, 
despite the fact that only 
5% of all science teachers in 
Jamaica at the time had paid 
up membership in the ASTJ. 
The onset of the pandemic 
also further compounded 
issues with Jamaican science 
teacher attrition.  The country 
had not been able to build 
expert capacity in its teachers, 
as teachers who acquired 
professional development 
training would often take up 
employment in foreign countries, 
leaving a void to be filled by 
less experienced teachers   who 
then had to be trained again. 
This long standing and recurring 
cycle often voided the effort to 
build up a profession composed 
of experienced teacher leaders 
(Sergiovanni & Starrat, 2002) who 
would mentor and demonstrate 
high levels of proficiency at their 

practice while setting standards 
for other teachers to emulate.  
Although COVID stemmed the 
teacher migration, the deficit in 
experience and teacher efficacy 
caused by migration of teachers 
over the years was further 
exacerbated by the onset of the 
pandemic.     

The challenge of science teacher 
attrition in Jamaica is worth 
mentioning because of the 
overall impact that the gap in 
overall experienced teacher 
proficiency has when navigating 
a crisis.  The constant task of 
training and upskilling new 
science teachers to high levels 
of proficiency in their first two 
to three years on the job and 
their later migration to work in 
another country is the heartache 
of education officials in Jamaica. 
In the schools at any one school 
year, an entire set of science 
department staff members 
might terminate their service, 
leaving newly minted teacher 
graduates to navigate the new 
science teaching environment.  
When asked to speak on 
the importance of training, 
professional development 
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and the issue of attrition, the 
Jamaica National Science 
Coordinator, Mr. Sadpha Bennett, 
stated that, “Jamaica needs 
to maintain a critical mass of 
teachers. It is difficult to recreate 
once diminished, because 
the transmission of practice, 
though the unwritten, resides in 
mentorship and collaboration 
for the teaching profession.” 
(September 6, 2019).  Literature 
supports this view expressed by 
Mr. Bennett.  Managing teacher 
migration in Jamaica and 
maintaining teacher involvement 
is paramount to Jamaica’s 
education system (Brissett, 
2018), so that experienced 
collaborative professional 
learning engagement can be 
continuous and support science 
teaching and learning success 
(Devonish (2016b).

The presence of subject silos 
is another noted challenge. 
STEM (an acronym for science, 
technology, engineering, and 
mathematics) and its meaning 
are articulated in diverse ways 
across the Caribbean and 
different parts of the world (Ison, 
Kinkead-Clark & Berry, 2019; 

Sweeny, 2019). In Jamaica, a lack 
of integration of the sciences to 
achieve a unified appreciation of 
science process and application 
is apparent; STEM subjects 
are taught individually and 
by different teachers. Hence, 
collaboration and understanding 
among science teachers is 
critical, including both teachers 
at the primary level who have to 
teach science and STEM subject 
teachers in the secondary 
schools.  In turn, teacher 
partnership and educational 
teacher community is critical to 
STEM education.

The Role of 
Professional 
Organizations in 
Education

The Association of Science 
Teachers of Jamaica (ASTJ) is 
a membership organization of 
STEM teacher leaders at every 
educational level. It prioritizes 
support mechanisms to ensure 
that the quality of science 
teaching and management of 
the science classroom space 
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and resources allows equitable 
engagement for students. It does 
so to ensure high standards of 
academic performance during 
instruction with the National 
Standards Curriculum (NSC) of 
Jamaica. The NSC aims to create 
a functional, technologically-
enabled society. The ASTJ, in 
order to maintain currency 
and relevance in its activities 
and influence, collaborates 
with other organisations with 
similar goals. ASTJ is a member 

of  the International Council 
for the Associations of Science 
Educators (ICASE), and has  other 
international affiliation including 
the Inter American Teacher 
Education Network, an initiative 
of the Organization of American 
States that aims to strengthen 
STEM teaching.   

The ASTJ Jamaican 
Grass Roots 
Response to COVID 

  
To respond to COVID, executives 
within ASTJ knew that it would 
be important to foster teacher 
leadership. Studies assert that 
when STEM teachers become 
teacher leaders, they also 
become self-directing and will 
guide professionalism (Berestora, 
Gayfullina & Tikhomirov, 2020; 
MacBeath & Dempster, 2008).  
To do so, ASTJ operationalized 
four objectives for this 
response: (1) communication; 
(2) benchmarking and 
promoting high professional 
teacher standards, (3) to 
providing exposure and training 
opportunities to meet STEM 
teacher evolving needs brought 
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Figure 1: This is a WhatsApp post in the form of a poem chronicled the need for 
teachers to attire themselves properly for online classes. Top Tips Poem penned 
by the ASTJ president following an executive meeting.  Top Tips blossomed and 
materialized into an online teaching etiquette protocol with several training 
session for teachers. (Source: Elaine Williams, 2020).

TOP TIPS Poem

And it came to pass that Covid-19 moved all over the continents, 
starting the new decade with a sweep of violence.
No one knew when School closed March thirteen,
that we would be home - the time-frame, uncertain.
The virus moved like a covert spy,
attacking the lungs, getting in through the nose and eye.
People were instructed to stay in one space
They could no go out, ther had to isolate
The beagn the problem of persons waking late
No packed bags, no lesson plans or even walking to the gate
Some ate, drank and watched TV in bed,
The came online with scarves on their head
The teachers within the ASTJ began to say,
“We cannot have meetings with you looking this way!”
We need to have guidelines, we need to have rules
We are professionals not students being disobedient at school
Well, educators, this has come to an end!!!
In the next few days short clips we’ll send
This topic we call “ASTJ Tip TOES”
We’ll post it online so everyone knows

© Elaine Williams, 2020.

by COVID and (4) highlighting 
the efforts and achievements 
of science teachers.  As the 
creativity of the science teachers 
converged into plans for offering 

support to the nation’s teachers, 
this is how it began at the onset 
of COVID, captured in a poem 
(see Figure 1).
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The ASTJ provided a platform 
for teachers to explore best 
practices for presenters’ 
appearance online through 
a mini course; this segued 
directly into the other short 
courses. Noteworthy is that 
the participants who copped 
top prizes in the first set of 
competitions emanating 
from the mini course were 
ITEN’s 2020 Teacher Fellowship 
and teacher community 
participants (see Figure 2). A 
second mini course addressed 
online protocol, and the 
third and fourth challenged 
the science teachers to 
demonstrate their creative 
preparation and sound 
management of their online 
teaching spaces. 

The ASTJ also supported 
teachers through online 
posting of important 
information to teachers, using 
innovative means. Additional 
WhatsApp chats were formed 
and monitored for teacher 
perceptions and aired needs 
for professional development.  
In the Figure 3 below is a frame 
from a short video promoting 

Bhagya Malladi
ITEN Teacher Fellow 2020

Marsha Russell
ITEN Community Participant 2020  

Figure 2: Pictures from ASTJ online 
training activity and competitions with 
participants showing proper attire, 
arrangement of teaching space in 
the home for online classes. (Source: 
Bhagya Malladi and Marsha Russell, 
April 16, 2020).
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Figure 3: Video featuring voices of the ASTJ Executive 
members, with content to increase awareness for Science 
teachers going back to school, STEM the acronym meant 
“Sanitise, Temperature Test, Educate Everyone, Maintain 
your Mask.” (Source: ASTJ, 2020).

how to stem the spread of 
COVID, “Stop the Spread with 
STEM.” This can be found at www. 
https://www.facebook.com/
ASTJamaica/.  This was intended 
to be COVID protocol information 
and a team message of support 
for the teachers who were 
expected to go back to school 
face-to-face (Figure 3). Figure 
4 is a flyer depicting ASTJ, a 
seventy-year-old organization 
of science teachers, united in 

one vehicle, driving down the 
road of innumerable possibilities 
for the future despite COVID.  
Thus, an awareness campaign 
was launched, the ASTJ shared 
snippets of creative information 
with teachers and these were 
also posted on social media 
such as Facebook.  The teachers 
in the absence of face-to-
face instruction were utilizing 
social media platforms to keep 
connected.
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Figure 4: The 
ASTJ Executive 
in preparation 
for their annual 
conference, 
increased the 
ASTJ awareness 
campaign. (Source: 
ASTJ, 2020). 

Figure 5: Example of the snippets of information, the executive body posted with 
a view to encourage membership into the ASTJ family. (Source, ASTJ, 2020).  

In Figure 4 below is the ASTJ’s 
promotion of its Virtual annual 
International conference which 
was held on July 8th, 2020.  The 
conference brought together 
participants and organisations 
from around the world to share 
their experiences of teaching 

in COVID-19 Pandemic. The 
conference served to strengthen 
teachers but assuring them 
that the challenges they faced 
locally was part of a larger 
phenomenon with worldwide 
reach.
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In September 2020 and onward 
into 2021 there are some schools 
that are partially open for face-
to-face instruction. However, as 
a blended approach is being 
undertaken, some schools and 
their science teachers have 
opted to have face-to-face lab 
sessions only as a means to deal 
with the practical challenges.  
Other teachers utilise online 
activities and manipulatives they 
were exposed to during the ASTJ 
training sessions.  Some science 
teachers prepare lessons in 
which students utilise resources 
found at home, and these 
activities are consistently shared 
within the ASTJ community via 
the WhatsApp group. By the 
end of 2020, ASTJ hosted two 
special sessions to offer teacher 
support for doing school-based 
assessments. The Ministry of 
Education Youth and Information 
(MOEYI) embarked on offering 
remote lessons via varied media, 
executive members and some 
science teachers of the ASTJ 
participated in TV and radio 
science lesson production. 

Through the conference, ASTJ 
was able to include several 
science teacher representatives 
from across the Caribbean 
region, England and the United 
States of America. Thereafter, 
ASTJ was able to partner with 
ITEN and to view a digital poster 
presentation to share with its 
members how other teachers 
around the Caribbean have 
responded to COVID. Later, the 
ITEN Virtual Seminar 2020 was 
held on November 13th and 
14th.  ASTJ presented a poster; 
so too did the ASTJ president 
(seen below in Figure 6) with 
a presentation titled “Cooking 
Chemistry STEM style and 400 
Jamaican teachers of science 
invited through the ASTJ were 
able to participate in the 
symposium. These activities 
provide clear evidence that 
collaboration with professional 
organizations of a common 
philosophy can make wonderful 
feats for science professional 
development possible.
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Figure 6: The ASTJ Year in review 2019/2020 is accessible at https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=kqi4O0amqYo&feature=youtu.be (Source: ASTJ, 
2020).

Recommendations 
to  STEM teachers 
and Science 
Professional 
societies through 
the Jamaican 
experience

The pandemic has thrust 
everyone into utilizing some 
form of technology, and so 
continuous ICT training for 
teachers is essential (Moses 
& Sheffield, 2001; Reckford, 
June, 2021). Secondary Science 

education is the fundamental 
gateway into courses of study 
and STEM-related fields demand 
demonstration of competence 
and skills in practical ways, 
but one mode could never suit 
all. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has revealed to Jamaican 
educators that training and 
exposure must involve retooling 
to manipulate the available 
resources. Manoeuvring and 
experimentation to find the 
evolving fit for individual 
students in the science lessons 
is a priority towards achieving 
UN sustainable goals. Therefore, 
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as a united association, the 
ASTJ, must chart a path of 
professional development, 
where eventually there can be a 
formal professional development 
framework, with calendared 
activities to which science 
teachers can participate, share 
and grow together. External 
partnerships must be welcomed 
for research so that data can 
drive policies for the way forward 
in all nations.  Thus the ASTJ with 
its national and regional partners 
must continue to forge alliances 
and explore shared and unique 
experiences to ensure policies 
will include all stakeholder 
issues, but more so that which 
can be addressed through the 
professional arm of the Science 
teaching professionals. The ASTJ 
executive will continue to forge 
collaboration with international 
organizations to ensure a 
fulsome exposure for the growth 
of its members. 

The production of science 
programs (online and digital 
material) must be directed and 
or have the input of the Science 
Teachers’ Association for the 
robust content and authentic 

science experience. There 
must be an official platform as 
provided for science teachers 
by the ASTJ, similarly for science 
students to facilitate remote 
learning. This will ensure that 
there is preparedness for when 
there is mandated stay at home.  
Also online platforms at these 
times may become the only 
social escape students and 
teachers may have and this is 
also important.  The science 
pedagogy must be enhanced 
to ward off the emotional, 
psychological, and social 
issues by informed science 
teachers who utilise cooperative 
and collaborative learning 
approaches effectively.

The state of our science 
education, the variables which 
impact the nation’s science 
academic performance must be 
addressed and once there is a 
level of improvement, the issue 
of disabled and the challenged 
having equal access to science 
teaching must be given some 
attention. The teachers of the 
visually, auditory, and physically 
challenged students must be 
welcomed into the ASTJ, so 
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that all students, even the most 
vulnerable may have access to 
meaningful science education as 
well.

This paper illustrates how a 
professional society, comprised 
of teacher leaders, can be 
empowered to respond to the 

educational crisis of our day. At a 
critical time as this in our world’s 
history, science educators are 
needed more than ever, and 
we stand empowered and 
efficacious in the strength of 
our professional communities. 
Science teachers strive best in a 
community of practice.
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