
THE ABCs  
OF USING 
CANVAS  
LMS FOR  
LITTLE 
LEARNERS

Actionable tips and strategies for 

leading a meaningful Canvas LMS 

adoption in elementary grades for 

teachers, students, and parents.



In this guide,  
you’ll learn how to:

Accelerate 
Teacher Buy-In

Build a One-Stop Shop 
for Learning

Communicate, Communicate, 
Communicate!
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Taking 
Technology 
Back to the 
Classroom
Over the course of the pandemic, our teachers, our students, 

and our parents have been asked to do things they’ve 

never done before. As new methods of instruction emerged, 

teachers and students evolved in ways we couldn’t have 

imagined—and students have had to go back to school after 

extended school closures. The rapid transition to online 

learning forced a change in the way school districts manage 

learning and these new skills should influence what happens 

in the physical classroom moving forward.

According to a Gartner Research Study, 90% of US public 

school districts will leverage a combination of in-person and 

digital remote learning for regular and ongoing instruction 

by year-end 2025. Educational technologies like a learning 

management system (LMS) not only promote digital literacy 

among even the youngest learners, but they keep students 

learning, parents engaged, and provide teachers with the 

tools they need to identify and address learning needs.

Moving forward, consider the benefits that the continued 

use of an LMS in the classroom could bring to your teachers, 

students, and parents.

Keeps Learning Consistent— 
In & Out of the Classroom

 � Students benefit by not having to learn new systems 

as they progress through the grades and it helps them 

build confidence.

 � Parents can provide support for their students, 

regardless of grade level, in one system.

 � Teachers benefit from having a community of 

educators across the district to collaborate and 

innovate together.

Provides a Foundation for 
Digital Learning—In-Person & 
Online

 �Whether instruction is happening in a brick-and-mortar 

building or in an online setting, the earlier these skills 

can be regularly infused into the learning, the better.

 � By utilizing Canvas LMS in the K-5 setting, it allows 

students to begin building these essential digital 

literacy skills early.
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Helps Address the 
Fundamental Five
The most common stressors for young learners can be  

summed up in 5 questions:

1. What am I supposed to do?  

2. When is it due?  

3. How did I do? 

4. Can you help me? 

5. What more can I do? 

We developed the Fundamental Five to remind leaders 

and teachers that although their modes of instruction might 

fluctuate, these questions must always be answered to 

support students and parents. Without clear communication 

and consistent instructional practices, many students 

continue to face the risk of falling behind. These fundamental 

questions help to guide leaders and teachers in addressing 

these daily stressors and should always be answered, even if 

modes of instruction fluctuate. Using an LMS provides clear 

communication and consistent instructional practices, even 

when students aren’t in the classroom.

However, communication and instructional consistency 

don’t only support students, but parents as well. 

Though students learning from home presented many 

challenges for parents, they are generally more open to the 

tools that were used during remote learning because they 

provided a clearer view of their child’s learning and allowed 

them to stay more connected with teachers than ever 

before. Beyond the pandemic, these tools help everyone 

stay connected amid common disruptions in teaching and 

learning, such as sick days, vacations, and school closures. 

Aside from disruptions, connections outside of school hours 

will remain crucial to the learning process as well. Knowing 

that learning doesn’t stop when the school day ends, it’s 

important to adopt tools that facilitate teacher to student, 

student to student, and parent to teacher connections to 

ensure students receive the support they need.

In a recent K-12 survey, both 

educators (78%) and parents (79%) 

agree that student communication is 

the aspect of the learning experience 

where tech is most important in 

remote and hybrid learning. 

Parents

Educators

80%

79%
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An Equitable 
Foundation  
for Learning
Right from the start, young students learn fundamental 

skills and standards that provide a foundation for all of the 

learning in the years that follow. That’s why it’s so critical 

that all K–5 students have equitable access to interactive 

and engaging content—regardless of where they’re learning 

from. As you and your teams prepare for the next pivot, 

whatever or whenever that might be, it’s paramount that 

the right tools and processes are adopted to address and 

alleviate these collective stresses, while still providing the 

flexibility for even the youngest learners to engage, explore, 

and create in a visual, intuitive environment. 

Although students are back to face-to-face learning, we must 

continue to grow and innovate our teaching and learning 

styles—hybrid learning is here to stay. The continued use of 

an LMS provides our littlest learners access to an equitable 

digital classroom that allows them to learn at their own pace.  

And, they need a platform that will enable them to take 

ownership of their learning in a growing digital world, while 

simultaneously keeping parents informed along the way.

That’s where the Canvas Learning Management System 

comes in. Canvas LMS is used by 13,500 K–12 districts and 

has recently been adopted in 13 states to support teaching 

and learning both in and out of the classroom. In March 

2020 alone, 40,000 new users joined our rapidly growing 

online community of over 1 million Canvas users, and 

throughout it all, we maintained 99.9% uptime. 

As the Canvas community continues to grow, we have seen 

a huge increase in K–5 collaboration led by elementary 

leaders and teachers who are experts at facilitating 

meaningful adoption districtwide, using interactive apps 

and tools to simplify student learning, and maintaining 

communication with parents. To guide you on this journey, 

we went straight to the K–5 champions for helpful tips and 

strategies to help you get started.
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It’s as Easy as

A,B,C!
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A
Accelerate  
Teacher Buy-In
Follow three simple steps for facilitating a meaningful  

Canvas LMS adoption, one teacher at a time.

Regardless of how you’ll use Canvas LMS to enhance 

learning in your district, the first step is to build capacity with 

teachers so they’re comfortable using the tool to facilitate 

daily instruction. Building an implementation plan that 

accounts for every detail combined with the required training 

is often overwhelming, but if we’ve learned anything from 

talking to our K–5 users, it’s that the road to adoption starts 

with setting realistic and measurable goals. 

If you build upon small successes incrementally, one 

group at a time, you’ll see consistent, long-lasting growth. 

To guide you in this process, we’ve identified three key  

steps to pave the way for meaningful Canvas LMS adoption  

in primary grades.
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Step 1: Identify Your Goals
Clearly define the goals that are most essential to your 

success early on. Once you have a clear roadmap to follow, 

you can build a phased rollout plan that fits the needs of your 

school or district. Sure, your long-term goal might be to begin 

using Canvas LMS to enhance instruction and support blended 

learning but think smaller than that. Do you want to focus on 

enhancing close reading programs? Supporting mathematical 

achievement? Start there and center your efforts around 

finding ways Canvas LMS can support the smaller goals first.

Step 2: Start Small, Think Big
Next, it is recommended to gather a group of early adopters 

to form a “Pilot Team.” Ideally, this will be a team of teachers 

that are flexible and willing to be the first users. Working 

with this group in a smaller setting allows you to build 

steady Canvas advocacy and address pain points early on.

As you empower this team to become daily users of Canvas 

LMS, it’s important to meet your teachers where they are to get 

them where they need to be. That being said, focus on content 

curation in Canvas LMS before encouraging content creation.

Teachers must be curators before they  
become creators.

Think about it: Your teachers already have a collection 

of assignments, activities, and content that can all be 

uploaded into Canvas LMS as is. Ask your teachers to add, 

organize, and structure the content they already have to get 

started. Once teachers have a solid foundation of content to 

build from, they’re more likely to continue using Canvas LMS 

and will feel confident in creating new content as they go. 

We’ve learned that if you can get one team using Canvas 

LMS comfortably, great usage will spread.

Start by identifying your goals. Not 

technology goals or specific Canvas 

goals. But the goals of your institution. 

Take those goals and collaborate with 

your teachers to see how Canvas LMS 

can bridge that gap.

BRITTANY FIRESTONE

Learning Consultant
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We wanted to help teachers see how 

Canvas LMS can be part of building 

community outside of the classroom 

and that Canvas LMS is just an 

extension of our learning ecosystem. 

It’s not a replacement.

CAMILLE COLE

Educational Technology Specialist Team Lead,  

Canyons School District

Step 3: Promote Teacher 
Collaboration
Throughout our experience working with school and district 

leaders, we’ve found that there’s one key differentiator in 

schools that use Canvas LMS successfully: consistency. 

Leaders and teachers alike tend to get lost when they jump 

headfirst into new initiatives without any clear guidelines 

or best practices. The truth is, your school doesn’t need to 

reinvent the wheel. There are other leaders and teachers 

who have created engaging course, homepage, and Module 

templates that are available in Canvas Commons. Using 

Commons, teachers can download existing templates 

specific to their subject or grade level and modify them 

to fit their course needs. Ideally, your pilot team will find a 

common template to use in all classes to ensure all Canvas 

courses have a consistent look and feel while still allowing 

the use of different content.

Teachers need a blueprint, not a script. 
The idea of a shared course template is not to limit teacher 

creativity. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. When you provide 

teachers with a blueprint, you’re putting guardrails in 

place to promote consistency across all learning channels, 

while allowing them to customize only the most important 

elements of content that are unique to them and their 

teaching style. Templates take care of the administrative 

tasks anyone can do, leaving more room for teachers to 

work their instructional magic. When course templates are 

shared and used across your district, teachers get to spend 

more time creating the activities that drive learning forward 

and less time designing buttons.

The best part? Consistent use of an LMS allows teachers to  

build upon their digital classroom each year without having 

to reinvent the wheel so they can focus more on teaching 

and less on technology.

HELPFUL RESOURCES

 � Download our Canvas LMS in the Classroom 

list for actionable tips and tricks from other 

educators who use Canvas to drive in-person 

learning.

 � Download our Quick Start Teacher Checklist to 

ensure all of your teachers start their Canvas 

usage off on the right foot.

 � Download our Course Evaluation Checklist to 

ensure your Canvas course includes the most 

essential components.
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B
Build a  
One-Stop Shop 
for Learning
Take learning beyond the classroom with integrated tools 

and mobile apps—all in one place.

The time teachers have spent developing a familiar, 

consistent, digital classroom for all students should be 

rewarded with continued investments that support an 

extensible learning ecosystem that has the power to meet 

individual student needs without the use of several separate 

systems. Engagement begins when students easily navigate, 

explore, communicate, and interact while learning. 

Prepare your Canvas LMS account for greatness with 

helpful features and tried-and-true best practices:

Stay Connected with Single  
Sign-On (SSO) & App Integration
Right from the start, students avoid complicated processes or 

multiple passwords as they navigate from app to app with one 

login credential. If students aren’t yet typing, there’s also a QR 

code sign-on within the student app for type-free login access. 

The ABCs of 
Using Canvas LMS 
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We needed a richer 

learning experience that 

was less about sending 

kids to a thousand places 

and more of keeping them 

all in the same place.

PHILIP JAROSZ

KenTon Schools, PA
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As Canvas serves as the open platform, the tools and apps 

your teachers love and use become easy to integrate. As 

teachers create engaging homepages and clickable courses 

for young learners, they’ll be able to capture the essence of  

the brick-and-mortar classroom using buttons and integrate  

ready-made content from K-12 publishers. As a platform 

you can grow into, Canvas LMS  allows for homepage 

customization allowing teachers to start with the simplicity 

of a one-button page and work their way up to an interactive 

Bitmoji classroom.

Shown at right is the Canvas K-5 Homeroom Dashboard—a 

digital classroom that reflects the physical classroom 

experience for elementary students. The intuitive design 

allows students to click through the classroom for activities, 

announcements, and apps in a visual environment that 

provides focus on what learning needs to be done.

Beyond visual homepages, Canvas LMS is most commonly 

used in primary grades to gamify learning. Gamification, 

the process of transforming bland instructional content into 

game-like, outcome-driven activities allows your teachers 

to turn Canvas modules into missions, grades into badges 

using Badgr, and standards into levels.

With our kindergarten students, we don’t 

give out grades, we give out badges using 

Badgr. The badging component we built 

into Canvas has blown up throughout all the 

grades. It’s been so powerful—it’s instant 

feedback for parents, and the kids are really 

excited about it.

STEVE HARTNETT

Director of Digital Teaching and Learning  

at Elizabeth Forward School District
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Use Modules to Guide Learning
With access to all of your favorite apps and tools, it’s easier 

for teachers to organize content into modules. By grouping 

content by subject and standard, students can visit virtual 

learning stations and follow an engaging learning path 

with a variety of resources and activities. Teachers also 

use modules to organize and curate content to maximize 

engagement. For example, each module represents 

learning objectives grouped by week or game “levels” 

grouped by standard. 

Provide Meaningful Feedback  
with Media Recorder
When working with young learners, teachers must 

have alternative methods for providing directions when 

assignments are distributed, commented on, and graded. 

With Media Recorder, teachers record themselves with both 

video and audio to interact with students who aren’t yet able 

to read. In addition to shortening the feedback loop, this 

feature allows students to demonstrate what they know by 

submitting audio and video recordings for presentations, 

reading exercises, and more.

The ABCs of 
Using Canvas LMS 
for Little Learners
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 �Watch “Keys to Good Design and Usability” for  

tips and tricks for creating effective and engaging 

content in Canvas.

 � See how Elizabeth Forward School District is 

using Canvas to build engagement and streamline 

personalized learning in elementary grades.

 � Learn how to use Canvas Modules to guide learning  

and organize curriculum.
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C
Communicate, 
Communicate, 
Communicate
Set clear expectations for students and keep parents 

informed.

Remember those five questions at the beginning of the 

guide that represent common student concerns known as 

The Fundamental Five? Each concern could be answered 

by establishing a framework for clear and consistent 

communication. Although this framework might vary from 

school to school, we know that clarity and consistency 

can’t exist in millions of separate emails and phone calls 

to individual parents. Using Canvas LMS as a universal 

touchpoint for all communication preferences, activities, 

assignments, directions, expectations, and submission 

requirements eliminates the stress of looking for answers in 

several different places. Here are the three most-loved and 

must-use Canvas tools that keep communication central.
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Student Schedule
The Student Schedule in the Canvas for Elementary setting 

provides a bird’s-eye view of all of the learning that is to 

come, making it a lasting touchpoint for managing student 

expectations and parent planning. With an overview 

of a student’s schedule by day and quick links to class 

conferences, the Schedule Tab will be similar to an agenda 

students would see every day on a whiteboard, making 

it easy for students to know when and where learning is 

happening. This feature ensures everyone stays on the 

same page even when they can’t be in the classroom 

together—whether parents and students need guidance on 

how to structure their days while learning at home, or simply 

need to account for what instruction was missed when 

students weren’t able to be in school.

Home Page
Now that students and parents know where to look for what’s 

coming next, it’s important your teachers have a place to 

communicate what’s happening now. Although every course 

Home Page might look a little different, there are three 

elements every teacher must have to improve communication:

1. Homeroom Dashboard 

Eliminating noise and unused links can help orient little 

learners so they have a clear focus of the learning that needs 

to be done daily. Use the Homeroom Dashboard to reflect all 

of the work that happens in the physical classroom—digitally.

2. School Resources 

Creating a designated section for school-wide resources, 

including video announcements, media center, and 

guidance counselor information to centralize commonly used 

resources in a familiar environment.

3. Communication Preferences 

Great communication starts with communicating 

how you want to communicate. When teachers have a 

dedicated section of their Home Page with their preferred 

communication method—whether it be office hours, emails 

or phone calls—parents won’t have to dig for important 

contact information, and teachers get to address concerns 

and answer questions in an organized way. 

Parent Observation
As young learners require the most supervision and support 

from parents, making teacher-parent communication an 

important pillar of the learning process is key. 

When parents have a window into their child’s growth, 

they’re better equipped to support learning from home. 

Canvas LMS fully supports parent involvement by 

providing multiple methods of observation. The first is 

an Observer Account that allows parents to log into their 

child’s Canvas account to monitor and view homework, 

upcoming activities, and student progress, all from their 

child’s point of view. 

Once parents have set up their own Observer Account, 

they’ll be able to download the Canvas Parent App to 

check grades, monitor progress, and receive school-wide 

announcements on the go.

HELPFUL RESOURCES

 � Use this simple framework to improve 

communication processes in your school or 

district.

 � Learn how New Caney ISD creates consistent and 

engaging learning experiences with Canvas.

 � Share this video with parents to help them 

understand their child’s Canvas account and stay 

updated with an Observer Account.
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Kids Can  
Canvas, Too.
When schools provide a consistent, familiar “digital classroom” 

that’s accessible whenever, wherever students are ready 

to learn, they’re better equipped to maintain instructional 

continuity and deliver an equitable, viable curriculum. In 

addition to laying the foundation for personalized learning, 

Canvas LMS streamlines communication, fuels teacher 

collaboration, and tracks student progress. Formerly thought 

of as optional, an LMS should set the framework for teachers 

to build their curriculum upon.

As you take the next step on your Canvas journey, whatever 

it might be, we hope these tips and strategies will support 

you on your quest for creating a learning environment that’s 

fit for everyone—even the youngest learners.

Questions as you go? 

Join our Canvas 
Community of over 
one million users for 
additional support 
along the way, visit 
the Study Hall for 
resources and insights.
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Using Canvas in our primary 

grades has been a game-changer 

for us. It allows us to deliver quality 

content at scale, personalize 

learning, and provide equitable 

access at every grade level.

KEITH KONYK

Assistant Superintendent at  

Elizabeth Forward School District
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Quickstart 
Checklist
Use this checklist to set you and your 

teachers up for success as you take your first 

step toward Canvas LMS adoption.

Accelerate Teacher Buy-In 
 Identify your goals

 Form a small pilot team

  Ask teachers to curate all current content into  

Canvas courses

 Use Canvas Commons for teacher collaboration

Build a One-Stop-Shop for Learning 
 Build a visual, interactive Home Page with Bitmojis

 Use Badgr to increase engagement

 Create learning pathways with Modules

  Use Media Recorder for student presentations  

and feedback

Communicate, Communicate, Communicate 
  Use the Student Schedule feature to create a daily  

overview of learning activities

 Add all assignments and activities to the Calendar

  Add communication preferences and schoolwide 

announcements to course Home Pages

 Coordinate setting up Observer Accounts with parents

  Encourage parents to download the Parent App to  

stay connected on the go
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Powering the 
World’s Smartest 
Classrooms.
Instructure is an education technology company dedicated to helping 

everyone learn together. We amplify the power of teaching and elevate the 

learning process, leading to improved student outcomes. Today, Instructure 

supports more than 30 million educators and learners at more than 6,000 

organizations around the world. 

The Instructure Learning Platform makes learning more personal and 

student success more equitable by delivering the solutions you need to 

support, enrich, and connect every aspect of teaching and learning. In 

addition to Canvas by Instructure, the Instructure Learning Platform includes:

Mastery by Instructure: bringing together the assessment tools and quality 

content educators need to implement a successful assessment program that 

drives learning forward.

Elevate by Instructure: improving the use of data and technology to help 

solve district challenges and give educators the information they need to 

make impactful decisions.

Impact by Instructure: helping teachers and students adopt educational 

technology to promote deeper engagement with learning.

Learn more at https://www.instructure.com/k-12.

https://www.instructure.com/k-12

