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Chapter 1 

Problem of Practice 

 I felt like a vector for the disease to my mom. 

—Ryan 

Social Cultural and Historical Perspectives on the Problem 

In his opening remarks before the February 19, 2020 briefing on COVID-19, 

World Health Organization Director-General Dr. Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus reflected 

on the rapidity of the outbreak and the world’s evolving understanding of it. What started 

with what appeared to be “a cluster of cases of pneumonia of unknown causes in Wuhan 

city,” (Ghebreyesus, 2020, February 19) within a month was declared a Public Health 

Emergency of International Concern. By the end of March, public school buildings in the 

United States were either ordered closed or recommended closed (Maxwell, L.A. & 

Harris, E.P., 2020). As of April 20, 2020, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Institute for Statistics (UIS) reported that there were 

1,404,074,407 affected learners in response to COVID-19 (UNESCO, n.d.-b). Schools 

scrambled to shift to online learning and teachers quickly shifted to remote instruction, 

which for some meant learning new technologies in order to reach their students. 

Cavanaugh and Deweese (2020) found a “six-fold growth” in the use of the educator 

support site, support.office.com/education between February and March 2020 (p. 235). 

On March 15 “Teaching through the 2020 pandemic Group” was created on Facebook to 

share support and resources for teachers; its membership rose from 44,492 on March 25 

to 60,711 by May 16, 2020 (Teaching through the 2020 Pandemic group, n.d.). Teachers’ 

inboxes were flooded with lists of resources for remote learning and offers of free 
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upgrades to educational platforms like Screencastify and Zoom Professional (Zweig et 

al., 2020). 

Lack of Preparedness 

After the 2009 H1N1 pandemic, the US Department of Health and Human 

Services/Centers for Disease Control and Prevention updated its community mitigation 

guidelines to reflect what it had learned from that outbreak (Qualls et al., 2017). The 

2009 H1N1 outbreak illustrated the unpredictability of such novel viruses and the need to 

develop adaptable and wide-ranging preparedness plans. Since it would take months to 

develop a vaccine for a novel virus, communities need to be ready to enact 

nonpharmaceutical interventions (NPIs) to mitigate the spread of the novel virus in the 

intervening months it would take to develop a vaccine. NPIs are categorized as personal, 

environmental, or community interventions. Personal interventions include thoroughly 

and frequently washing one’s hands, coughing into one’s elbow, sneezing into a tissue, 

voluntary home isolation when a person is sick/staying home when one is sick, and 

wearing face masks. Environmental interventions include the regular cleaning of 

surfaces, especially those that are touched frequently. Community interventions include 

school and child-care center closures and dismissals, physical distancing practices in 

schools, workplaces—anywhere people gather. A major revision in Qualls et al. (2017) 

from the 2007 recommendations was the identification of NPIs to be used at all times 

(hand washing and sneezing protocols for example) versus those to be used during a 

pandemic. These practices have become common after 2020. 

Despite the lessons available from previous outbreaks, Juliette Kayyem (2020, 

March 8), former Assistant Secretary for Homeland Security under President Obama and 

current faculty chair of the Homeland Security Program at Harvard’s Kennedy School of 
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Government described the lack of preparedness in the United States. She stated that the 

United States were far less prepared than its peers and that the country should expect 

major disruptions (Kayyem, 2020, March 8). Better preparations might have resulted in 

fewer disruptions. 

In recent years, school emergency preparedness has focused on active shooter 

drills and the development of emergency operations plans (EOP) to address response to a 

specific crisis like a school shooting. These kinds of emergencies dominated news feeds, 

yet they are the least likely events schools will face according to cofounder of the 

Educator's School Safety Network, Amy Klinger (2020). Facing wide-spread, long-term 

school closures as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the need for 

Continuity of Operations Plans (COP) including plans for academic recovery (FEMA 

National Continuity Programs, 2018; Klinger, 2020; Readiness and Emergency 

Management for Schools Technical Assistance Center, 2016; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2014). According to an EdWeek Research Center survey of over 1000 district 

and school leaders conducted in mid-March 2020, 27% reported having emergency 

preparedness plans, but that those plans did not address disease or pandemics (Maxwell, 

& Harris, 2020, March 12). Furthermore, 41% indicated that they could not provide 

remote learning opportunities for all students for even one day. Continuity of Operations 

Plans should also include how to mitigate for academic recovery, how to make people 

feel safe at school, and how to make sure communities have confidence in school leaders 

(Klinger, 2020). Continuity of Operations Plans take into account a range of scenarios 

that might disrupt learning and need to include disease and pandemics among them. 
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When faced with sudden school closures in the spring of 2020, some 

administrators felt prepared. A Phi Delta Kappan (PDK) International (2020, April 20) 

brief pointed out that while the majority of building administrators felt prepared to shift 

to remote learning in the spring of 2020, classroom teachers and district administrators 

felt they were not prepared. According to Marshall et al. (2020), most teachers surveyed 

from mid-March to early April 2020 had never taught online prior to the pandemic and 

few had received training from their district. Kurtz (2020, April 10) found that 7% of 

district leaders indicated they have a "thorough and extensive plan for moving forward" 

(p. 7) in anticipation that remote learning would continue into or re-occur in the fall. 

Close to half indicated that they had started planning for that possibility. According to a 

PDK International Survey (2020, March 26), current high school students who intended 

to become educators in the future identified the importance of emergency preparedness as 

their greatest takeaway from their school closure experience. Even students were aware 

of the lack of teacher preparedness. 

Concerns about Remote Learning 

School closures and the subsequent shift to remote learning seemed like an 

obvious choice for mitigating transmission of COVID-19. Viner et al. (2020) conducted a 

rapid system review to examine the effectiveness of school closures in mitigating the 

spread of COVID-19. They identified a need for further study in this area and highlighted 

some of the consequences of school closures including the financial impact and other 

potential harmful consequences of school closures. Consequences include food 

insecurity, gaps in childcare, parents particularly healthcare workers not reporting for 

work because they have to stay home with their children, widening gaps in learning for 
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students who may already struggle, and domestic violence (Armitage & Nellums, 2020; 

Chin et al., 2020; Klinger, 2020; UNESCO, n. d.-a; Viner et al., 2020). A nationally 

representative online poll of 1,720 teachers and district leaders revealed that providing 

free/reduced meals to students is the most frequent form of maintaining equity (Kurtz; 

2020, April 10). School closures had an impact on families as a whole not simply the 

students. 

Equity. The potential disparity of access to technology and the internet is a 

significant concern and potential barrier with remote learning. Kurtz (2020, April 10) 

found that there was approximately 23% less communication with students in districts 

with 75% or more students from low-income families compared with districts with fewer 

than 25% of students from low-income families. Much has been written about the digital 

divide pointing out significant inequity in terms of student access to technology and 

internet (Anderson & Perrin, 2018; Auxier & Anderson, 2020; Maxwell & Harris, 2020, 

March 12 ; UNESCO, n. d.-a; Viner et al., 2020). Marshall et al. (2020) found that 57.2% 

of the teachers they surveyed in March and April 2020 reported that at least one fourth of 

their students did not have access to the internet outside of school and many of those who 

did have access, had siblings in the house that created challenges in accessing the internet 

for school work. Students who did not have access to technology and the internet may not 

have been able to continue with the education to which they were entitled. 

Engagement. Early on in remote learning, student engagement became an area of 

concern for educators. In the three Education Week surveys, teachers reported that 21%, 

25% and 23% of their students were not making contact including participation in online 

sessions on April 8; April 23; and May 7, 2020 respectively (EdWeek Research Center, 
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2020, April 28). Common Sense Media surveyed 849 teenagers about their online 

learning between March 24 and April 1, 2020. 47% of public school students (41% total) 

stated that they had not attended any online or virtual classes (Kamenetz, 2020). Only 

18% of private school students had not participated in digital learning. 68% of students 

had contact with school via email (Kamenetz, 2020). Educators focused on how to coax 

students to log on and stay in their remote classes. 

Local Contextual Perspectives on the Problem 

The Governor of New Hampshire issued emergency orders declaring a state of 

emergency on March 13, 2020 (Sununu, 2020). This order included the following 

relevant declarations: 2. residents and visitors should take all precautions to protect their 

safety; 13. the New Hampshire Department of Education, the Department of Labor, and 

the Department of Safety shall provide ongoing guidance; 14. all New Hampshire school-

sponsored, out-of-state travel is suspended; 18) the governor may enact additional 

“orders, directives, rules and regulations as necessary” (Sununu, 2020). Two days later 

(March 15, 2020), Governor Sununu issued Emergency Order #1 closing all public 

schools to students effective March 16, requiring school districts to develop temporary 

plans for remote instruction, and instituting remote learning effective by March 23 

through April 3, 2020 (Sununu, 2022). Governor Sununu issued additional Emergency 

Orders extending or modifying temporary remote instruction; Table 1 summarizes these 

orders (Sununu, 2022). 
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Table 1. 

New Hampshire Emergency Orders Related to Remote Instruction 

 

NH Emergency 
Order 

 

Date of Order 
 

Details 

1 3/15/2020 Authorizing temporary remote instruction 3/16-
4/3/2020 

19 3/27/2020 Extending remote instruction through 5/4/2020 

32 4/16/2020 Extending remote learning through end of school 
year 

64 8/13/2021 Authorizing flexibility in terms of a combination of 
in-person, hybrid, and remote instruction for 2020-
2021 school year 

85 2/19/2021 Full-time distance learning must be available for 
families who prefer it. 
School must provide in-person instruction at least 
two days per week effective 3/8/21 

 

By the beginning of April, 2020, the state of New Hampshire launched 

http://www.nhlearnsremotely.com/ to provide resources for educators, caregivers, and 

students and provided professional development webinars through Demonstrated Success 

and shared Universal Design for Learning materials through CAST (Edelblut, 2020). 

Commissioner Edelblut also convened the School Transition, Reopening and Redesign 

Taskforce (STRRT) to make recommendations on the reopening of schools for fall of 

2020. The taskforce collected data from parents, teachers, and educational leaders 

throughout New Hampshire in June 2020 (New Hampshire Department of Education, 

2020). 

In preparation for the 2020-2021 school year, New Hampshire schools were 

required to provide a full-time distance learning option for any student who wanted that 

option but were granted flexibility in providing in-person, remote, and hybrid instruction 

for the 2020-2021 school year as stated in Emergency Order 64 (Sununu, 2022). Hybrid 
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instruction generally meant that students attended school in person certain days of the 

week and worked from home on the other days. For some, hybrid instruction may have 

also resulted in some students participating in person while others participated from home 

via video conferencing like Zoom. Schools were encouraged to provide as much in-

person instruction as possible. Effective March 8, 2021, schools were required to provide 

in person instruction at least two days a week (Sununu, 2022). On March 25, 2021, 

schools in New Hampshire were notified that they were required to provide in-person 

schooling by April 19 (O’Grady, 2021). Teachers in New Hampshire experienced a 

number of different instructional models throughout the 2020-2021 school year. 

Candidate's Leadership Perspective 

The district is a small, regional school district comprised of five schools from 

three towns in rural New Hampshire. The district employed four instructional coaches 

who worked throughout the district’s five schools providing job-embedded professional 

development as well as collaborating with building administrators as part of the district’s 

leadership team. As part of the leadership team, I participated in emergency management 

tabletop drills and simulations. Prior to and during the pandemic, New Hampshire 

schools have been required to maintain and update building specific Emergency 

Operations Plans annually; these plans must include 10 drills per year including fire 

drills, all-hazard response drills, and response to an armed assailant (Emergency 

Response, 2019; Homeland Security Emergency Management, 2020; The State of New 

Hampshire Department of Safety, 2018). The New Hampshire School Safety 

Preparedness Task Force (2018) recommended an emphasis on preparing for active 

shooter incidents even though these are rare school emergencies (Klinger, 2020). Since 
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2018, the district had begun implementing ALICE (alert, lockdown, inform, counter, 

evacuate) Training (2021) for active shooter preparedness. This training reflects a shift 

from a passive lockdown drills to a model in which students and educators are 

encouraged to be active respondents in the event that an armed intruder is on site. The 

Emergency Operations Plans for 2019-2020 and 2020-2021 at the school being studied 

did not include continuity of operations plans. 

Local Response to the Pandemic 

Table 2 shows announcements and events in local pandemic response in 

comparison with those in New Hampshire, the United States and globally (see Table 2). 

Toward the end of February school vacation week, the superintendent of issued a 

statement to the school community describing recommended safety procedures and 

indicating that, at that point, school trips planned for the spring semester had not been 

canceled. On March 9, a message went out to the school community explaining the 

district’s focus on “prevention, preparedness, and response” (personal communication, 

March 9, 2020). The “Prevention” section addressed cleaning measures and other 

nonpharmaceutical interventions and that spring travel was on the agenda for March 

board meetings, but that at that point trips had not been cancelled. The “Preparedness” 

section included planning for student and staff absences and that “We are also exploring 

how to provide continuity of learning in the unlikely event of a long-term school closing” 

(personal communication, March, 9, 2020). The “Response” section addressed how 

students presenting with symptoms would be treated in schools and how scheduled town  
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Table 2. 

Early Pandemic Timeline 

Date Global National State District 

January 31 

WHO Declares 
Public Heath 
Emergency of 
International 
Concern 

SARS-CoV-2 
Virus Declared a 
Public Health 
Emergency 

  

February 28 
   Local Safety 

Procedures 

March 9 
   Local Prevention 

Plan 

March 11 
WHO Declares 
COVID-19 
Pandemic 

   

March 13 
 President Trump 

Declares National 
Emergency 

NH State of 
Emergency 

 

March 14 

   Schools closed for 
March 16 & Non-
essential School 
Trips Cancelled 

March 15 
  School Closures 

from March 16-
April 3 

School Closures 
from March 16-
April 3 

March 16 
   Teacher Prep. 

Day 

March 18 
   Remote Learning 

Begins 

March 23 
  Remote Learning 

Begins 
 

March 27 
  Remote Learning 

Extended to May 
4 

 

April 3 
 CDC Announces 

Mask Wearing 
Guidance 

  

 

Note. Figure 1 Early Pandemic Timeline from January 30, 2020 through April 3, 2020. Global and 

National details from Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2022). CDC Museum COVID-19 

Timeline https://www.cdc.gov/museum/timeline/covid19.html 



PANDEMIC TEACHING AND IDENTITY 11 

meetings would be handled in school buildings. Another update on March 12 indicated 

no plans for closures, provided reminders for safety precautions and additional resources 

(personal communication). The following day, the instructional coaches received access 

to collaborate on an “Unanticipated School Closures Planning” document that included a 

rough outline for 10 days of school closure. These communications were aligned with 

state and national guidelines. 

On Saturday, March 14, the superintendent announced that school would be 

closed for Monday, March 16 and that non-essential school trips and activities were 

cancelled. They also indicated that the school board would meet Monday night (March 

16, 2020) to plan any necessary further action. This notice referred to the governor’s 

declaration of a State of Emergency and that other districts had already announced two-

week closures and introduced the possibility of closures through the scheduled April 

break (personal communication, March 14, 2020). The district’s four instructional 

coaches divided up the five schools in the district so that we would be distributed as a 

resource for teachers on Monday, March 15. I spent much of that Sunday compiling 

remote learning resources for the district’s instructional coach website. I also reached out 

to the high school’s technology director to offer training support for Monday’s teacher 

preparation day; as a result, I collaborated with him and the high school’s media 

specialist throughout the day to compile resources and anticipate trouble spots students 

and teachers might encounter and need for protocols for remote learning. 

On March 15, the superintendent sent an email and posted a video announcing 

school closures for at least three weeks per the governor’s directive and clarified that 

schools would not be accessible without her permission after Monday night. Staff were to 
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come into school the following day (Monday, March 16) to prepare for remote learning 

which would commence for students March 18—three school days earlier than required 

by the state. After a brief faculty meeting at the high school, I announced that I would be 

in the library available to help teachers prepare. I worked with ten teachers before noon. I 

also tested how various resources were accessed on school Chromebooks that were being 

readied for students to pick up. We identified a number of trouble spots in terms of 

enabling cameras and audio on the Chromebooks and were able to correct the problems 

before devices went out to students. 

Members of the district leadership team, including one of the other instructional 

coaches and I, collaborated on March 16 to develop mechanisms to track employee work 

activities in a remote setting in lieu of the timesheets and scanning that had been used in 

school buildings. Four different Google Forms based on job type were developed to 

capture and track the types of activities various employees engage in. That afternoon, the 

forms were shared and discussed with the building principals via Google Meet. That 

group decided that staff Google Classrooms would be the best format to distribute those 

materials. I spent the next day—the first day of remote learning for our district—building 

and refining the Google Classrooms in consultation with the human resources office for 

the district, coaching administrators on how to operate the Google Classrooms, and 

offering support to classroom teachers. 

 As an instructional coach, I checked in with the teachers I had previously worked 

with. I also collaborated with the other coaches to create formal professional 

development sessions and less formal drop-in sessions on topics like “Engagement in a 

Remote Setting” and “Shifts in Assessment Practices”, designed to help teachers operate 
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in their new context. For the first few weeks, I worked with administrators to help them 

support their teachers to design engaging and meaningful learning opportunities for their 

students virtually, as well as, navigate virtual communication with their staffs. Generally, 

our work shifted from primarily working with individual teachers to providing sessions 

for small and large groups. As instructional coaches, we were self-directed in our work so 

we were able to provide training that teachers asked for. As spring continued, we worked 

to develop professional learning opportunities that we could offer to help teachers feel 

more confident about teaching in the fall, regardless of the model that was adopted 

(remote, hybrid, or face-to-face). I developed and implemented sessions on “Best 

Practices for Remote Instruction,” “Creating a Community if the Year Begins Remotely,” 

“Developing Your Next Performance Task through Rapid Prototyping,” and an 

enrichment opportunity “Personal Writing Workshop.” At the opening of each of those 

sessions, I would begin with a tour of Zoom to ensure that participants were able to apply 

the tools I planned for them to use. Participants then requested I offer sessions on how to 

use Zoom to facilitate interactive instruction for remote or hybrid instruction; I presented 

this session 10 times for teachers and para-educators in our district as well as for the New 

Hampshire NEA’s fall conference. I was glad to be available to support teachers during 

such trying times. 

Problem of Practice within Candidate’s Sphere of Influence 

  The 2020 pandemic forced the closure of schools and the subsequent need to shift 

to remote teaching and learning. Teachers had little time or preparation to adjust their 

practice and had to continue to adapt to instructional conditions that were drastically 

different from what they trained for. As I observed the hard work and creativity that 
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teachers invested in the emergency conditions they were teaching under, I wondered what 

the toll might be on those individuals. Research on teacher identity has shown that 

changes to teaching contexts can result in teachers losing or changing their sense of how 

they view themselves as teachers (Beijaard et al., 2004). The purpose of this qualitative 

study is to document the consequences of the sudden shift to pandemic instruction on 

teacher identity among teachers from a small middle school in New Hampshire. This 

research will inform future professional development and continuity of operations plans 

so that teachers feel prepared to continue providing meaningful learning opportunities for 

their students regardless of the physical setting. 

Research Questions 

 My primary research question is: What is the relationship between the shift to 

pandemic instruction and teacher identity as expressed by middle school teachers? 

Secondary questions are: 

 Do teachers use different language to describe their identities before, during, and 
after pandemic teaching? 

 Is there a connection between level of experience and changes in teacher identity 
during the pandemic period? 

 What training and preparation do teachers recommend based on their experience 
with pandemic teaching? 
 

Summary 

 The COVID-19 pandemic caused sudden school closures that forced teachers to 

teach in environments drastically different from what they trained for. Thrown into a 

realm of online learning, teachers did their best to teach themselves how to carry on with 

instruction. Throughout the 2020-2021 school year, teachers continued to navigate a 

changing and uncertain landscape that may have included remote, hybrid, and face-to-

face instruction. This study aims to examine the consequences of these shifts and their 
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relationship to teacher identity. The results of this research may inform teacher 

professional development and help prepare our schools to face unexpected school 

closures, whatever the cause, in the future. 
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Chapter 2 

Review of Knowledge for Action 

 I think [my identity] will always be changing. 

—Logan 

 This literature review provides context for factors that affect teacher identity as 

well as specific challenges of teaching during a pandemic. First, an introduction to 

identity theory establishes that one’s identity is dynamic and is both influenced by and 

influences society. Identity theory is the theoretical framework for this study, informing 

the data collection and analysis. Second, a review of empirical research on teacher 

identity identifies characteristics and influences on teacher identity and the need for 

further research in that area. The second half of the chapter examines the challenges of 

pandemic teaching as a unique phenomenon. 

Review of the Educational Research Literature: Theoretical Sources 

Identity Theory 

Stets and Serpe (2013) defined identity as “a shared set of meanings that define 

individuals in particular roles in society ..., as members of specific groups in society ..., 

and as persons having specific characteristics that make them unique from others” (p. 

31). A person’s role in society might include a profession like teacher or a familial role 

like parent or child. A person might belong to a specific group in society like a church or 

a group based on a hobby or interest. A person may have characteristics like being shy or 

assertive or athletic (Stryker & Burke, 2000). All of these meanings and identities make 

up the self (Stets & Serpe, 2013). 
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Identity theory was first presented at the meetings of the American Sociological 

Association in 1966 (Stryker & Burke, 2000). The theory was built on the work of 

George Herbert Mead’s Mind, Self, and Society (1934). Mead was a behaviorist and 

argued that humans have the capacity to shape their own behavior (Stryker & Stryker, 

2016). Mead also asserted that the self is shaped by society and, in turn, self shapes 

society (Stryker & Burke, 2000; Stryker & Stryker, 2016). Researchers in his time 

focused on the notion of a whole self (Stryker & Stryker, 2016). Building from Mead’s 

work, two strands of identity theory evolved. The first focuses on the interdependence of 

self and society that Mead had identified (Stryker & Burke, 2000; Stryker & Stryker, 

2016). The second strand depends on the first but has more of an internal focus; 

individuals seek to verify their identity. According to Stets and Serpe (2013) “Identity 

verification is individuals perceiving that others see them in a situation in the same way 

they see themselves” (p. 35). The process of identity verification is a reflective one. If 

these perceptions match, it can result in positive emotions and the reinforcement of the 

identity; if the perceptions do not match, it can result in negative emotions and, perhaps, 

an altering of the identity (Burke & Stryker, 2016; Stets & Serpe, 2013; Stryker & Burke, 

2000; Trettevik & Grindal, 2016). “An assumption in identity theory is that individuals 

work to develop a self-structure that reflects the organization of the various identities 

they hold” (Stets & Serpe, 2013, p. 36). Individuals reflect on and need ongoing feedback 

to verify their identities. 

Identity theory reflects the complexity and changeable nature of the various 

identities that exist within a person and how those identities are formed from and 

contribute to a society (Burke & Stryker, 2016). A goal of “identity theory is to specify 
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how the meanings attached to various identities are negotiated and managed in 

interaction” (Stets & Serpe, 2013, p. 31). This negotiation includes times of trauma or 

stress. Stets and Serpe (2013) summarized that, 

Identity theorists focus on how identities relate to one another ..., as well 

as how identities relate to role performance (or behavior), affect (feelings), 

physical and mental health (such as stress, anxiety, and depression), the 

self-concept (such as self-esteem, self-efficacy, and self-authenticity), and 

social structure. (p. 31) 

Identity theory establishes that a person’s identity is a composite of their roles and 

ascribed meanings developed and evolving within that person’s societal context. 

Review of the Educational Research Literature: Empirical Sources 

Teacher Identity 

Characteristics of Teacher Identity. Teacher identity is a construct that is 

difficult to define (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Beijaard et. al., 2004; Beijaard et. al., 

2000). A meta-analysis examining 22 empirical studies on the professional identities of 

teachers did not find consensus on how professional identity is defined, and 10 of the 22 

studies reviewed did not define it at all (Beijaard et al., 2004). According to Beijaard et 

al. (2004) professional identity is “as a complex and dynamic equilibrium between 

personal self-image and teacher roles one feels obliged to play” (Beijaard et al., 2004, p. 

111). The concept of roles people feel obliged to play suggests that teachers feel morally 

required to take certain actions. For the purpose of this study, teacher identity is defined 

as how teachers view themselves. 
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While teacher identity is difficult to define, studies identify elements or 

characteristics of teacher identity. Beijaard et al. (2004) found four essential elements 

teacher professional identity: 1. it is an “ongoing process,” 2. it is influenced by the 

person and their individual context, 3. it is comprised of sub-identities, 4. it depends on 

teacher agency for their own professional development (pp. 122-123). Furthermore, 

Canrinus et al. (2012) identify job satisfaction, self-efficacy, occupational commitment, 

and change in level of motivation as elements of professional identity. Their study 

examines the relationship among the elements and relative influence of each. Teacher 

identity is dynamic and evolves based on experience, context, and the influence of 

personal life (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Beijaard, et al., 2000; Buchanan, 2015; 

Coldron & Smith, 1999). Cauldron and Smith (1999) conducted a literature review to 

examine how teachers construct their professional identities. They concluded that, “from 

the beginning of, but also during, their careers, teachers are engaged in creating 

themselves as teachers” (Coldron & Smith, 1999, p. 712). Similarly, Beauchamp and 

Thomas (2009) concluded that teachers need to be aware of identity as an ongoing 

process and that based on their contexts, teachers will need to be aware that their identity 

may shift or change. Awareness that one’s identity transforms over time may help 

teachers navigate circumstances that cause unanticipated change. Day et al., (2006) stated 

that their “research shows consistently that identity, ... is affected, positively and 

negatively, by classroom experiences, organizational culture and situation-specific 

personal and professional events which may threaten existing norms and practices” (p. 

190). This study examines the effect of a global health event and the subsequent changing 

instructional contexts that may have influenced teacher identity. 
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 Identity and Teacher Effectiveness. The Variations in Teachers’ Work Lives 

and Effectiveness (VITAE) Project (Day, 2008) was commissioned by the Department 

for Education and Skills between 2001-2006 to identify “the factors that enable (or do not 

enable) teachers to build and sustain their sense of identity, commitment, agency, and 

effectiveness” (Day, 2008, p. 246). It surveyed a representative sample of 300 primary 

and secondary teachers from 100 schools across seven districts. A key question was 

"What are the roles of biography and identity" on teacher effectiveness? (Day, 2008, p. 

245). They found “that teacher identity itself is a composite of the interactions between 

professional, situated, and personal dimensions” (Day, 2008, p. 250). Day (2008) found 

that “Challenges to positive, stable identities may affect teachers’ resilience” (Day, 2008, 

p. 255) and that “Teachers’ sense of positive professional identity is associated with well-

being and job satisfaction and is a key factor in their effectiveness” (Day, 2008, p. 257). 

Understanding factors that affect positive teacher identity may lead to support for teacher 

effectiveness and resilience. 

 Research has examined the effect of particular potential stressors on teacher 

identity. Buchanan (2015) conducted in-depth interviews to examine the effect of teacher 

accountability on teacher identity and agency. They found that “teacher agency is a 

manifestation of each teacher’s identity carried out within his/her local school context” 

(Buchanan, 2015, p. 707). Similarly, Day et al. (2006) examined the impact of 

educational reforms marked by an increased reliance on state-wide and national 

assessments. In a time of reforms that include reliance on student assessment scores to 

measure teacher effectiveness, the researchers found two types of conflicting identities 

emerged: (a) perceived moral responsibility to prepare students academically, socially, 
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and personally and (b) concern that teacher professional merit would be measured 

through student achievement including results from state and national assessments. This 

evolving impact on identity harkens back to identity theory’s belief that identity affects 

society in addition to society affecting identity (Stets & Serpe, 2013, Stryker & Burke, 

2000; Stryker & Stryker, 2016). Beijaard et al. (2004) highlighted “the relationship 

between identity and curriculum practice: when programs and curricula change, teachers 

lose a sense of themselves. School changes, then, results in new stories to live by” (p. 

122). More research is needed to understand and support the ongoing development of 

teacher identity. 

Measuring Teacher Identity. There is little quantitative research on teacher 

identity and a lack of instruments to measure identity. A meta-analysis of studies that had 

developed quantitative instruments or at least had quantitative elements in their design 

found that “a more empirical understanding of the developmental process of teacher 

identity is important to the provision of more personalized support not only to student 

teachers and those starting their career, but also to experienced teachers” (Hanna et al., 

2019, p. 16). 

Metaphors are one vehicle used to describe and examine teacher identity (Alger, 

2009; Carter, 1990; Marshall, 1990; Munby & Russell, 1990; Stofflett; 1996; Volkmann 

& Anderson, 1998). Munby and Russell (1990) examined teachers’ use of metaphors in 

describing their teaching practices. They found that “realities are constructed 

metaphorically and we realized that we could turn this around and explore practitioners 

metaphors to gain insights into how they constructed their professional worlds” (Munby 

& Russell, 1990, p. 117). Furthermore, they were “struck by how a metaphor that 
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characterized a teacher's approach to his subject matter seem[ed] to parallel his approach 

to thinking about his teaching strategies” (Munby & Russell, 1990, p. 120). Participants 

noted that the process of discussing their practice through metaphor was beneficial. 

Stofflett (1996) found similar results about the benefits of using metaphors to 

facilitate teacher reflection. Stofflett (1996) in conducted a case study of eight teachers 

participating in a master’s degree course on Instructional Theory into Practice. The 

purpose of the study was to examine the teaching metaphors that were developed by the 

students in this course as articulated throughout the course and explicitly in the final 

paper. Stofflett found that school context influenced metaphor development, and that 

teacher participants felt that developing and articulating their teaching metaphors was 

beneficial in critically reflecting on their practice. 

The research that follows was influenced by Alger (2009). Alger (2009) created a 

survey to measure changes in teacher identity based on metaphors. Research has shown 

that metaphor can be an effective vehicle for teacher reflection (Carter, 1990; Marshall, 

1990; Munby & Russell, 1990; Stofflett; 1996). Alger (2009) surveyed 110 high school 

teachers asking them to select a metaphor that best described (a) what they thought 

teaching would be like when they first entered the profession, (b) what teaching was 

currently like for them (c) and what they hoped it would be ideally. Alger identified 

1,053 metaphors in literature on teaching, then they narrowed those down to the “most 

prevalent” (p.744). Alger used positive language in the metaphors provided so as not to 

influence the selection of certain responses. The metaphors provided were: “Guiding, 

Nurturing, Molding, Transmitting, Providing Tools, and Engaging in Community” 

(Alger, 2009, p. 744). Metaphors were further categorized as teacher-centered or student 
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centered metaphors Alger (2009). Alger provided descriptions for each metaphor, and 

participants also had the opportunity to create their own metaphor or explain their 

response. Open-responses (132) were coded and analyzed to examine factors that 

influenced the change from participants initial to current metaphor, and 

challenges/obstacles that inhibit achieving aspired metaphor and current. Alger identified 

Guiding, Nurturing, Molding, Transmitting as Teacher-centered: and Providing Tools, 

and Engaging in Community as student-centered metaphors. 

Alger (2009) found that 63% of teachers reported a change in their teacher 

identity at different points in their career. Forty-seven indicated a difference between 

their aspired metaphor and their current metaphor. Those who used the open response 

option to elaborate on this difference identified students, curriculum, home and 

community challenges, and lack of resources as obstacles to achieving their desired 

metaphor. By students as obstacles, respondents identified student motivation as the most 

frequent obstacle followed by lack of student preparedness, and problems outside of 

school (Alger, 2009). 24% of respondents had consistent metaphors across all three 

phases. Tool Provider (38.2% & 35.5%) and Guiding (33.6% and 30.0%) were the two 

most selected metaphors to describe current teaching and aspirations for teaching. Alger 

advocated for further studies in this areas including longitudinal ones following pre-

services teachers on into their careers to further identify factors that cause change in 

teacher identity. 

Continued research on teacher identity is needed (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; 

Beijaard et. al., 2004; Hanna et al., 2019). Such research may help direct professional 

development and teacher training to prepare educators to respond to their evolving 
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identities. Since identity changes based on a teacher’s context and experience, how would 

a disruption like a pandemic influence identity? 

Pandemic Teaching 

 Teacher Preparedness. Since one’s classroom experiences and context may 

affect a teacher’s identity, it is important to examine the level preparedness teachers 

perceived relative to the pandemic (Beijaard et al., 2004). An essential aspect to a 

Continuity of Operations Plans is preparing for the event that instruction/learning may 

need to occur offsite should school closures become necessary. Prior to COVID-19, 

online instruction provided another opportunity for learning and earning credit. Clements 

et al. (2015) studied the use of online courses in schools in the Greater Capital Region of 

New York State. The researchers surveyed all of the Capital Area School Development 

Association (CASDA) member schools; 59% of the schools used online courses during 

the 2012-2013 school year. Of those using online courses, 77% used them for credit 

recovery. 61% indicated increased use of online courses would benefit student learning. 

On average schools enrolled 6% of their students in one or more online courses 

(Clements, et al., 2015). The average of 6% enrollment is composed of students who 

elected to take online courses or were enrolled for credit recovery. Schools indicated 

concern about the lack of in person interaction (71%), “the quality of online courses” 

(64%), and the “academic integrity of online courses” (63%). (Clements, et. al., p. 8). 

Despite the growing demand for K-12 online learning opportunities prior to the 

pandemic, there is limited research on training for teachers in online learning programs, 

and subsequently it is difficult to identify what makes teacher training for online 

programs effective and what further training online teachers need. Zweig and Stafford 

(2016) attributed some of the limited research to the fact that only Kansas, Maryland, 
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Vermont, Virginia and the District of Columbia require that teachers participate in 

training in online instruction before they can teach an online course. 

Zweig et al. (2015) studied teacher training for online courses, the challenges 

faced by online teachers, and further needs for professional development among teachers 

from the Wisconsin Virtual School. Ninety-one percent of the 54 teachers who 

participated in the survey, which consisted of 19 closed-ended questions. All of the 

teachers reported participation in training for online teaching and 83% had participated in 

training in the last year. Student perseverance and engagement were identified as major 

areas of concern for teachers (Zweig et al., 2015, p. 4). The researchers identified 

strategies for engaging students in online learning as an area for further study (Zweig et 

al., 2015; Zweig & Stafford, 2016). 

Zweig and Stafford (2016) examined the experiences of educators teaching in one 

of four online programs in the Midwest. They explored: 1. what pre-service and ongoing 

training those teachers received, 2. what were the major challenges they faced as online 

teachers, and 3. what additional professional development they felt they needed. The 

researchers found that fostering student perseverance and engagement were identified as 

the greatest areas in which further professional development was needed. These findings 

echoed those of Zweig et al. (2015). The researchers also found that teachers preferred 

less structured professional development such as participation in professional learning 

communities and working with a mentor or a coach (Zweig & Stafford, 2016). 

Hodges et al. (2020) clarified that what teachers experienced as a result of sudden 

school closures in 2020 was not what had previously been identified as online learning; 

they described it as emergency remote teaching (ERT) in which educators were doing the 
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best they could to implement elements of online learning without the benefit of 

professional development training in that area. Hodges et al. (2020) explained that most 

university faculty take six to nine months to prepare and develop fully online courses and 

that they may not feel confident teaching that course until their second or third time 

through. How could K-12 teachers possibly feel confident teaching online after a few 

days preparation at best? Marshall et al. (2020) found that 92.4% of teachers surveyed 

from mid-March to early April 2020 had never taught online prior to the pandemic and 

few had received training from their district. Given the amount of time required for 

university faculty to develop online courses, how could K-12 teachers possibly feel 

prepared after mere days of preparation? 

The sudden school closures of 2020 did result in some abrupt professional 

development. In a Learning Forward webinar on remote instruction, Kaitlyn Billops and 

Taylor White describe the Detroit Public Schools initiative to create distance learning 

packets in March 2020. The staff had one week to create 10 weeks of lessons for Pre-K 

through grade 12. Each lesson had to be accessible to students with varying access to 

technology and the internet classified as “no technology, limited technology, or access to 

a device and the internet” (Billops & White, 2020) in an effort to take into consideration 

potential inequity. Each lesson included a short video created by a member of the faculty 

so a student might view videos from a number of staff members within the same course 

(Billops & White, 2020). The webinar included examples of the videos created by the 

Detroit initiative. 

In addition to needing training in order to implement remote instruction, over 

80% of educators indicated in an international survey that they needed structure and 
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direction from administrators, yet approximately 60% of administrators indicated that 

they were providing those supports (PDK International, 2020, March 26). Teachers, 

school and district administrators were asked if they felt prepared for distance learning. 

65% of building administrators responded that their schools were prepared to shift to 

distance learning, yet only 39% of classroom teachers and 42% of district leaders 

indicated that they were prepared (PDK International, 2020, April 20). Despite limited 

preparation, three national, Cognia Innovation Lab (2020) surveys conducted between 

April and June 2020 reflected that 82% of teachers felt confident that they had prepared 

their students to advance to the next level. There was a disconnect between teacher and 

administrator perceptions about the levels of preparedness ad support, nevertheless, 

teachers felt successful in their instruction. 

 Student Impact. Since wide-spread remote instruction was such new territory, 

researchers were quick to study the impact of remote instruction on students. PDK 

International (2020, March 26) surveyed nearly 2000 of its membership, which includes 

practicing teachers and administrators as well as high school students who are 

considering careers in education. The focus of this first survey was on the social and 

emotional needs of students and teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic. Data were 

collected from an open-ended survey and then they conducted a contextual analysis. The 

purpose of the survey was to determine what resources might best support students at the 

time (PDK International, 2020, March 26). In this first analysis of the survey results, the 

researchers focused on the student responses; while it is unclear how representative the 

student sample was, they were all considering careers in education, which might limit 

their perspectives. The most common response (25% of students) identified watching 
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programs as a way to cope with anxiety or stress. Other coping mechanisms included 

playing video games (10%), participating in social media (8%), reading (7%), and online 

activities (6%); 9% indicated that “trying not to worry” was their coping mechanism 

(PDK International, 2020, March 26, p. 2). Fifty-nine percent of students indicated that 

they would have liked their schools to provide an online format for them to interact with 

their peers (PDK International, 2020, March 26). Seventy percent indicated that clear 

communication from teachers and staff was essential for students to feel connected to 

their schools, yet only 56% indicated that effective communications from their schools 

had happened (PDK International, 2020, March 26). Students in the first few weeks of 

the pandemic were drawn to computer, television, and phone screens as a way of coping 

with their stress and anxiety and longed for more support and communication from their 

schools to facilitate interactions with their peers. 

 When asked to identify something that schools have done well during remote 

learning, 32% indicated that teachers and administrators did a good job keeping them 

informed and passing along information (PDK International, 2020, March 26). When 

asked about their greatest concern about the effects of school closures, the most common 

responses (31%) were finishing the 2019-2020 school year and end of the year events like 

prom and graduation; 7% responded that they were concerned about getting the virus 

(PDK International, 2020, March 26). When these future teachers were asked what 

lessons from remote learning during the pandemic they would take to their own 

classrooms some day, the most common answer was that they learned the importance of 

planning for emergencies (PDK International, 2020, March 26). While students were 



PANDEMIC TEACHING AND IDENTITY 29 

concerned about missing milestone events like prom and graduation, they acknowledged 

the importance of effective school communication and preparedness. 

A second brief produced from the PDK (PDK International; 2020, April 2) 

compared the responses from the educators including classroom teachers, administrators, 

higher education practitioners, and retired educators in a second survey with the results 

from the students from the first survey. Adults identified self-care as their most frequent 

coping mechanism (48%) (PDK International; 2020, April 2; p.7). The researchers 

suggest that it seems that students participate in more activities for distraction or 

avoidance. Nearly 40% of teachers expressed a need for social and emotional support for 

themselves, yet fewer than 5% of administrators indicated that they were providing that 

support (PDK International 2020, April 2). Educators were asked how parents/caregivers 

should be supporting children schooling at home. Teachers suggested creating normalcy, 

playing with their children and providing reassurance. The researchers noted that teachers 

did not specifically identify parents teaching their children self-care as a need (PDK 

International, 2020, April 2). Educators emphasized the importance of social and 

emotional support for themselves and their students to cope with the pandemic. 

In the third brief, the PDK researchers surveyed their membership including 

students in mid-April 2020 (PDK International, 2020, April 20). The surveys consisted of 

selected response questions and one open response. Teachers and administrators 

identified student mental health as the greatest area concern as the school closures 

continue and as plans are made for potential future closures (PDK International, 2020, 

April 20). Providing social and emotional supports for both students and educators should 

be included in future continuity of operations plans. 
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 Morale. Kurtz & Herold (2020) noted a steady decrease in morale among 

students and teachers from March 25 to April 27. Common Sense Media surveyed 849 

teenagers about their online learning between March 24 and April 1, 2020. The majority 

(80%) indicated that they were following updates on the pandemic closely. Sixty percent 

indicated that they were worried that they or their family members would be exposed, 

which would hinder their family's income (Kamenetz, 2020). Ninety-three percent of 

teachers felt it was more challenging to meet the needs of “lower achieving students” 

92% felt it was more difficult to meet the needs of lower income families, and 91% felt it 

was more difficult to meet the needs of students with disabilities (Kurtz & Herold, 2020). 

While teaching during the pandemic was challenging in general, meeting the needs of a 

number of student populations became even more challenging. 

An Education Week survey of 1,720 teachers and district leaders in a nationally 

representative online poll, student and teacher morale decreased from March 25 to April 

8 as reported by teachers (Kurtz, 2020, April 10). In a fall 2020 Rand American Educator 

Panels survey, approximately 80% of teachers identified feelings of burnout as a 

moderate or major concern (Diliberti & Kaufman, 2020). Approximately 25% were likely 

to leave teaching—the majority of whom had not been planning to leave prior to the 

pandemic (Diliberti & Kaufman, 2020). Cognia Innovation Lab (2020) surveys revealed 

that 99% of teachers surveyed “missed their school life” (p. 4). The pandemic resulted in 

a decrease in both student and teacher morale. Teachers felt burnt out trying to meet the 

needs of their various students in a new context and longed to be back to normal. 
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Data from Relevant Stakeholders 

Beginning on March 13, 2020, New Hampshire Governor, Christopher T. Sununu 

issued an executive order declaring a state of emergency order followed by a series of 

emergency orders detailing provisions and procedures to support and protect the state of 

New Hampshire during the pandemic (Sununu, 2020). 

 In May 2020 the New Hampshire Commissioner of Education, Frank Edelblut, 

announced the creation of the School Transition Reopening and Redesign Taskforce 

(STRRT). The Taskforce was charged with making recommendations to the Governor, 

the Department of Education, and local school districts. The work was facilitated by the 

Region 1 Comprehensive Center from the U.S. Department of Education and workgroups 

were developed around instructional, operations, student-wellness and technology. The 

taskforce was comprised of 87 education leaders, parents, students, and teachers. A 

survey was made available to parents and educators in May 2020; 54,000 people 

completed the survey. The results were published by school district in August 2020 (New 

Hampshire Department of Education, 2020). Results indicated that the majority of New 

Hampshire teachers expressed concern for their own health and safety as well as 

skepticism that their students would follow safety protocols including masking in the 

event of the return to in-person schooling for the fall of 2020 (DeWitt, 2020). 

Extant Data from the Organization 

The district administered a survey for staff, parents, and students in grades six 

through 12 to gather feedback on the first few weeks of remote learning. With over 750 

responses from parents, approximately 60% of respondents gave remote learning a 

positive rating as of March 30, 2020. Of almost 200 staff responses, 47% gave remote 

learning a positive rating. Over 600 hundred students responded to the survey and 32% 
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gave remote learning a positive rating, however, the subset of high school juniors and 

seniors gave it a lower rating. The 47% positive ratings from teachers contrasts with the 

perceptions of the instructional coaches working with teachers throughout the district. 

In a second district-wide survey conducted in June 2020, 63% of the 115 staff 

members who responded to the survey identified their personal safety and that of their 

families as their greatest area of concern regarding a return to in-person school in the fall. 

They identified physical safety (40%) and social emotional health (35%) as their greatest 

concerns for students in returning to in-person school. Thirty percent of the respondents 

identified a need for professional development on instructional strategies for distance and 

hybrid learning in the event that distance learning continued in the fall. Staff indicated 

that they relied heavily upon collaboration with colleagues: 39% indicated they used 

telecommunication frequently and 55% indicated they used telecommunication “all of the 

time” to interact with colleagues. 

Members of the district instructional staff participated in the New Hampshire 

Commissioner of Education’s STRRT Survey (New Hampshire Department of 

Education, 2020, August 12). Table 3 shows highlights of the responses of 130 out of 

approximately 280 district instructional staff members who completed the survey in May 

2020 (See Table 3). Despite national survey results suggesting that educators lack 

confidence in their implementation of remote teaching in the spring of 2020 (Diliberti & 

Kaufman, 2020), 54% of teachers from the district seemed confident in their 

implementation of remote teaching (NH Department of Education, 2020, August 12). 

34% felt they were able to maintain a regular pace of instruction and 26% felt that 

students were able to maintain a regular pace of learning. Despite fairly positive 



PANDEMIC TEACHING AND IDENTITY 33 

responses regarding the effectiveness of remote instruction, there seemed to be a toll from 

this shift to rapid remote instruction; 56% of the district respondents agreed that they 

were likely to experience burnout from their current teaching responsibilities. 

Table 3. 

Local Instructional Staff Responses from New Hampshire Reopening and Design Survey 

Survey Prompt Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree or 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

NA 

I am confident that my 
students made academic 
progress during the remote 
instruction period. 

6% 45% 22% 17% 6% 4% 

I have been able to maintain 
a regular pace of instruction 
for students during remote 
instruction. 

8% 26% 19% 21% 14% 12% 

My students have been able 
to maintain a regular pace of 
learning during remote 
instruction. 

2% 24% 15% 28% 25% 5% 

I have been able to maintain 
high-quality instruction for 
my students despite the 
transition to remote 
instruction. 

12% 42% 20% 16% 3% 7% 

I am likely to experience 
burnout from my current 
teaching responsibilities. 

25% 31% 23% 12% 6% 3% 

Note. New Hampshire Department of Education. (2020, August 12). STRRT Surveys by District. 

https://www.education.nh.gov/strrt-districtsurveys 

Summary 

 A person’s identity is multifaceted and shaped by the various roles and contexts 

they experience and dispositions they possess (Stets & Serpe, 2013; Stryker & Burke, 

2000). Similarly, teachers’ professional identity evolves throughout their career in 

response to classroom experiences, school organization and culture (Beauchamp & 

Thomas, 2009; Beijaard, et al., 2000; Beijaard et al., 2004; Buchanan, 2015; Coldron & 
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Smith, 1999). Beijaard et al. (2004) emphasize the importance of teacher agency in 

accessing professional development as an essential element of teacher identity. Despite a 

lack of explicit, proactive professional development to prepare continued learning in the 

event of school closures, teachers in the district felt successful in their efforts, yet they 

also expressed feelings of burnout (NH Department of Education, 2020, August 12). 

After their first few months of pandemic teaching, educators in the district seemed to 

maintain their sense of identity, but what would be the impact of continued pandemic 

teaching and perhaps continued feelings of burnout? Building on the qualitative research 

on teacher identity (Alger, 2009; Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Connolly & Hughes-

Stanton, 2020; Hanna et al., 2019; Volkmann & Anderson, 1998) that precedes it, this 

research aims to examine how pandemic teaching may have affected teacher identity 

among middle school teachers. 
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Chapter 3 

Methods and Design for Action 

 I feel like this year has broken a lot of people, a lot of educators. 

—Alex 

When a pandemic forced physical schools to close, teachers had little time or 

preparation to adjust to pandemic teaching (Marshall et al., 2020; PDK International, 

2020, April 20). Research on teacher identity has shown that changes to teaching contexts 

can result in teachers losing or changing their sense of identity (Beijaard et al., 2004) and 

subsequently, their effectiveness (Day, 2008). Therefore, there was a need to examine 

how teacher identity may have been affected by teaching during the pandemic. The 

purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the consequences of the shift to 

pandemic instruction on teacher identity among middle school teachers in New 

Hampshire. This research informs future professional development and continuity of 

operations plans so that teachers feel prepared to continue providing meaningful learning 

opportunities for their students regardless of the physical setting. 

This qualitative study used a phenomenological approach to capture teachers’ 

experiences during the pandemic (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Patton, 2015). The 

primary research question was: What is the relationship between the shift to pandemic 

instruction and teacher identity as expressed by middle school teachers? Additional 

questions were: 

 Do teachers use different language to describe their identities before, during, and 
after pandemic teaching? 

 Is there a connection between level of experience and changes in teacher identity 
during the pandemic period? 

 What training and preparation do teachers recommend based on their experience 
with pandemic teaching? 
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Data were collected through semi-structured interview questions each related to one or 

more of the research questions. Data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2018). Reflexive thematic analysis enabled me to reflect on my 

proximity to the subject matter and the participants throughout the research and also 

enabled both semantic and latent coding. This chapter includes a description of the 

research design, the process for data collection, and the procedure for data analysis. 

Research Design 

A qualitative design was used to capture the rich details of teachers’ experiences 

during the pandemic. This was consistent with the majority of the identity research 

examined in the literature review (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Beijaard et. al., 2004; 

Connolly & Hughes-Stanton, 2020; Hanna et al., 2019; Volkmann & Anderson, 1998). 

This qualitative study followed a phenomenological approach to examine the experiences 

of teachers who taught during a pandemic and how those experiences may have 

influenced their sense of professional identity (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Patton, 2015). 

Phenomenology began in philosophy and was applied by Edmund H. Husserl in the early 

twentieth century as he studied how people describe their experiences (Patton, 2015). 

Phenomenology depends on the belief that there is a shared essence or meaning 

understood by those with common experiences (Patton, 2015). In order to identify the 

essence, a researcher must participate in phenomenological reduction by blocking their 

own past knowledge and focus on the phenomenon under investigation and by refraining 

from confirming the reality of the phenomenon being described (Patton, 2015).  

Participants 

  This study examined the experiences of eight middle school teachers (grades 6-8), 

which was 28% of the full-time teaching staff at the school whose 6-8 enrollment was 
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331 students in 2020-2021. Participants ranged in age from between 26 and 65 years old. 

The participants were all English speakers. The participants were from mixed ethnic 

backgrounds. Participants each hold a bachelor’s level of education as a minimum and 

taught full-time during both the 2019-2020 and 2020-2021 school years in New 

Hampshire. Participants had been teaching between 3-22 years with an average of 11 

years experience. The school had a history of high teacher turnover rates, and 45.6% of 

the entire teaching staff were probationary teachers (in their first five years of 

employment in the school) during the 2020-2021 school year. Table 4 indicates the 

number of participants teaching at each grade level and Table 5 indicates the number of 

participants in each content area. 

Table 4. 

Participants’ Primary Teaching Assignment 

Primary Teaching 
Assignment 

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 

Number of 
Participants 

1 4 3 

 

Table 5. 

Participants’ Content Area 

Subject 
Taught 

English/ 
Language 

Arts 
Mathematics 

Social 
Studies 

World 
Languages 

Science 
Special 

Education 

Number of 
Participants 

1 2 1 1 2 1 

 

 Participants taught six different subjects as depicted in Table 5. The participants 

were my colleagues, but in my work as an instructional coach, I did not have an 

evaluative or supervisory role whatsoever. Furthermore, the four participants with whom 
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I had worked closely on previous occasions had experienced that I maintain 

confidentiality in my role as an instructional coach. Appendix B (Participant Synopses) 

provides a brief overview of each participants’ experience with pandemic teaching. 

At the request of the school district superintendent, the building principal 

forwarded a recruitment email, introducing the study and offering to answer questions to 

all grade 6-8 teachers; there were 18 teachers total. Interested participants replied to me. 

At the end of each interview, I asked each participant if they could recommend another 

colleague for the researcher to interview. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews (see Appendix B). I 

drafted semi-structured interview prompts including anticipated follow-up questions to 

facilitate a discussion of the participants’ experience with pandemic teaching and how 

that experience may have influenced their current teaching identity (see Appendix C). 

The prompts were developed based on the literature review and were each related to one 

of the research questions. Prior to data collection, I conducted two cognitive interviews to 

test out the interview prompts and found that the questions elicited responses that 

answered the research questions (Patton, 2015). I anticipated and welcomed participants 

to steer the interview beyond the planned questions and the researcher added spontaneous 

questions as appropriate. The data also included my journal entries written following 

each interview and throughout the analysis and memos created during coding. 

Upon receipt of signed, informed consent forms (see Appendix D), I scheduled 

one-hour Zoom interviews at the convenience of the participants. Five days before the 

scheduled interview, I sent the link for the online survey. A short, seven-question, 
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introductory survey (see Appendix E) collected demographic information and provided 

participants an opportunity to think about teaching metaphors that would be discussed 

prior to the interviews. The survey was based on the survey instrument from Alger (2009) 

that asked participants to describe their teacher identities in terms of metaphors provided 

or of their own creation and used those metaphors to measure change in their teacher 

identities. Research has shown that metaphor can be an effective vehicle for teacher 

reflection (Alger, 2009; Carter, 1990; Marshall, 1990; Munby & Russell, 1990; Stofflett; 

1996; Volkmann & Anderson, 1998). I had hoped that providing the participants the 

opportunity to think about their teaching careers in terms of metaphors prior to the 

interviews would enable to conversations to be richer. Participants completed the survey 

at their own convenience prior to the interview. The survey was created using Qualtrics 

and the settings were set so that IP addresses were not collected. 

Interviews occurred in the last six weeks of the 2020-2021 school year. Three of 

the interviews were conducted during the school’s April vacation. This timing was 

significant since teachers had just made an abrupt transition from eight months of hybrid 

instruction in which they taught small cohorts of students on alternating days to a fully in 

person model. The other five interviews occurred between June 2 and June 22 as the 

school year was ending. The interviews were conducted via Zoom in the participants’ 

natural settings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Each interview lasted between 35-60 

minutes. Each participant indicated that they were willing to answer any follow-up 

questions that arose. 

Interviews were recorded for audio and video. I took brief notes on a copy of the 

interview protocol during each interview and wrote a reflection in a notebook 
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immediately following each. I used Otter.ai for initial transcription of the interviews and 

then I reviewed the transcripts following along with the recordings. After transcription 

and review, I forwarded the transcripts to the participants for their validation (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018; Saldaña, 2021). 

Participant privacy was protected. No identifying information was collected in 

this study. Pseudonyms have been used, and Qualtrics did not collect IP addresses. Data 

were stored securely. Survey results were removed from the Qualtrics server daily. All 

data were stored on a password protected USB thumb drive that is stored in a locked 

filing cabinet in the researcher’s private office. 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis in response to the research 

questions and the qualitative approach (Braun & Clarke, 2018; Terry & Hayfield, 2021). 

Reflexive thematic analysis is a flexible and recursive process, and is characterized by six 

phases: 

 familiarization with the data 
 coding 
 generalizing initial themes 
 reviewing themes 
 defining and naming themes 
 writing the results 

 
This reflexive thematic approach was a safeguard against bias by requiring me to refer 

back to the source data frequently and to reflect on my own perceptions of the 

phenomenon without contaminating those of the participants (Braun & Clarke, 2018; 

Terry & Hayfield, 2021). I found it helpful to work back and forth among the phases. For 

example, after reviewing the transcripts and while I was familiarizing myself with the 

data, I created a matrix that included each interview prompt that I filled in with In Vivo 
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Codes for each participant (Saldaña, 2021). When I had finished filling in the matrix for 

each participant, I could look across and compare their responses easily. Later I created 

another matrix based specifically on my research questions. Again, this required me to 

delve into each transcript, and then I was able to compare the responses from all eight 

participants to the research questions. At this point, I felt like there was so much rich 

detail in the individual transcripts that I wanted to honor but was concerned that it might 

not be essential to my research, I found it helpful to write about each participant to make 

sure I was identifying the most relevant details from their pandemic teaching. After 

reading through each transcript again and looking at my two matrices, I wrote the first 

drafts of the participant synopses; this step helped me focus my analysis. I added memos 

to my matrices as I wrote the synopses. After this step, I was able to organize my codes 

and name themes (see Appendix F). In addition, I found it beneficial to add to my journal 

throughout my analysis to reflect in general and to make sure I was blocking my own 

previous knowledge and focusing on the phenomenon of the pandemic. 

Trustworthiness 

 Initially, I was concerned that conducting research at one of my worksites might 

create challenges. I knew that I had to be mindful of my bias as a high school teacher for 

25 years and an instructional coach working with educators in the building. In some ways 

being an instructional coach helped prepare me as a researcher. As a coach, all of my 

work is confidential, non evaluative, and teacher directed. I may work with a number of 

teachers and administrators on the same or similar topic, and I have to keep each separate 

unless it is a collaborative project. Participants knew me as an experienced teacher and 

instructional coach in the district. They also knew that I had an understanding of the 
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dynamics and players in their school. The embedded nature of my work provided me 

with credibility with the participants and the research as a whole (Patton, 2015). Member 

checking, collection of data from multiple sources (surveys and interviews), and the 

application of reflexive thematic analysis were further steps in ensuring trustworthiness. 

Summary 

 This qualitative study examined teacher identity in the context of pandemic 

teaching from March 2020 through June 2021. This study set was designed to answer: 

What is the relationship between the shift to pandemic instruction and teacher identity? 

Teachers in a small middle school in New Hampshire were interviewed from the end of 

April through the end of June in 2021 after the participants had experienced pandemic 

teaching in various incarnations for more than a year. 
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Chapter 4 

Description of the Findings and Recommended Actions 

 There’s a lot to be learned from everything we’ve gone through. 

—Alex 

This study examined middle school teacher identity during the first 15 months of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. In March 2020 schools abruptly closed, and teachers had little 

time or preparation to adjust to pandemic teaching (Marshall et al., 2020; PDK 

International, 2020, April 20).They spend the following school year responding to 

frequently changing conditions and structures. Research on teacher identity has shown 

that changes in teaching contexts can result in teachers losing or changing their sense of 

identity (Beijaard et al., 2004). Therefore, there is a need to examine how teacher identity 

may have been affected by teaching during the pandemic. The purpose of this qualitative 

study is to examine the consequences of the sudden shift to pandemic instruction on 

teacher identity among middle school teachers. This research informs future professional 

development and continuity of operations plans so that teachers feel prepared to continue 

providing meaningful learning opportunities for their students regardless of the physical 

setting. 

The literature review presented in Chapter 2 informed data analysis in order to 

answer the research question: What is the relationship between the shift to pandemic 

instruction and teacher identity in middle school teachers? This study was conducted with 

data collected from semi-structured interviews and a survey. Transcripts were sent to the 

participants to check for accuracy as a means of validating the data (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018; Saldaña, 2021). The data also included researcher journal entries 

following each interview and researcher memos created during data analysis. 
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 Data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2018; 

Terry & Hayfield, 2021). Reflexive thematic analysis is a flexible and recursive process 

that includes six phases: Familiarization with the data, coding, generalizing initial 

themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and writing the results (Braun & 

Clarke, 2018; Terry & Hayfield, 2021). I worked through and between its six phases 

throughout my analysis. Because I accumulated so much rich detail that was not 

necessarily germane to my research questions but that I wanted to honor, I found it 

particularly productive to return to the familiarization phase at multiple points during 

analysis. Similarly, I found it beneficial to write throughout my analysis. 

 Participants in the study were eight middle school teachers from a single school in 

New Hampshire. They taught one of six different subjects in grades six through eight: 

English language arts, mathematics, social studies, world languages, science, and special 

education. All had been teaching during the first fifteen months of the COVID-19 

pandemic (March 2020-June 2021). Table 6 lists participants’ pseudonyms and years 

teaching experience. Interviews were conducted between April 28 and June 25, 2021. 

 From March through June 2020, teachers in this study taught remotely using 

synchronous and asynchronous options. From the fall of 2020 through April 16, 2021, 

teachers taught in a hybrid model in which students were divided into cohorts of fewer 

than 16 students. Classes were conducted remotely for all students on Mondays and then 

the cohorts attended in person on alternating days and completed remote work on their 

offsite days. Students also had the option to “Learn from Home” for the 2020-2021 

school year; teachers had a teaching block built into their schedules to teach “Learn from 

Home” students so they were not required to teach remotely and in-person during the 
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same class period. After seven months of hybrid teaching with small cohorts of students 

teacher were notified that they were required to provide in-person schooling by April 19 

for the rest of the school year, which resulted in the doubling of class sizes. 

Table 6. 

Participants’ Pseudonyms and Years Teaching 

Participant Years Teaching Experience 

Alex 12 

Brady 3 

Jordan 8 

Leslie 22 

Logan 18 

Noah 3 

Ryan 3 

Taylor 16 

 

Discussion of the Findings 

 Quoted results that follow were taken from interview transcripts. 

Challenges of Pandemic Teaching 

 Participants described teaching during the first fifteen months of the COVID-19 

pandemic (March 2020- June 2021) as “chaotic,” “riding a really long roller coaster,” and 

a “huge unknown.” Some acknowledged that teaching always requires flexibility, but that 

this experience far surpassed typical requirements and having “to roll with the punches” 

(Noah) so frequently was overwhelming. They describe their exhaustion and that it was 

“labor intensive to a degree I’d never felt before; it was very tiring and sometimes very 

discouraging” (Logan). They described the pressure of changing schedules and protocols 
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causing them to “reinvent the wheel” (Noah) with little notice. Alex summed up the 

experience as: 

Exhausting! I think I’ve never heard the word “flexible,” “flexibility,” 

“being flexible” more in my life and having it ring true. The constant 

change-up in schedules, cohorts, changing rules, changing protocols, the 

never-ending battle of things changing, and having to immediately adjust 

to that is exhausting! I’ve never been more tired, more stressed, … just on 

top of the normal stresses of teaching. 

Along with this feeling of exhaustion, teachers expressed self-doubt in their 

teaching ability. Six out of the eight participants expressed self-doubt explicitly and three 

described considering leaving the profession. Logan stated that: 

I just felt like I was drowning and not being able to keep up. … When I 

thought I was doing everything I could to be the best teacher ever, then I 

was asked to do more and to do things that I never thought I would be able 

to do or really want to do. 

Leslie explained, “I have felt inadequate. I have felt like I’m not doing the best I can for 

my students.” Taylor, who otherwise described themselves with confidence as a teacher, 

“started to feel dumb.” Alex stated that they, “feel like more of a failure this year.” Brady 

described wondering if they were making mistakes with their instruction and wondering 

if students were just not attending their classes, or not completing their assignments; or if 

students were showing the same behaviors in other classes. Jordan stated that “there was 

just so many things that you didn’t know until they came up that would have been 

helpful.” This self-doubt along with exhaustion caused three participants to consider 



PANDEMIC TEACHING AND IDENTITY 47 

leaving teaching. Jordan, a teacher with eight years experience, stated, “I don’t know that 

I would want to return to teaching; it was just very stressful and very hard…. Maybe I’m 

not cut out for this.” Brady, a third year teacher, reflected, “I would say that the last two 

years have made me skeptical that I will be a teacher for forever.” Leslie, a teacher with 

22 years experience, seriously considered leaving the profession. 

We looked at the finances and everything. What happens if I stopped 

working now? Because it’s just very draining, trying to satisfy remotely 

and in person, and keep up with professional responsibilities, and it was 

very draining, not knowing exactly what this is supposed to look like … 

I’m not old enough to retire yet. I would like to. 

The hectic pace, frequency of changing expectations and protocols, and self-doubt 

caused some teachers to reconsider their profession. 

Most teachers identified concern for students who were not participating in 

remote learning or hybrid learning opportunities and an increased awareness of the other 

pressures many students faced at home as their greatest concern and challenge during the 

pandemic. These concerns were consistent with national survey results (EdWeek 

Research Center, 2020, April 28; Kamenetz, 2020). In spring of 2020, not all students 

had a school-issued Chromebook to use at home, but by the fall, one-to-one technology 

was available. Even when students had a device to use, they may not have had reliable or 

sufficient Wi-Fi at home. Teachers recognized that there were other factors that may have 

inhibited student learning. Noah observed: 

so many kids, for whatever reason, … some of them have like a bajillion 

siblings and dogs, and it’s super loud at their house, and how are you 
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supposed to manage that and get your work done, and also deal with 

whatever else is popping up. 

Brady speculated that when students and parents were not responsive it was “because 

they have something major going on in their life, like their school is not a priority. … I 

hope whatever they’re going through, they can get through.” Teachers acknowledged the 

various circumstances that might keep students from participating in pandemic 

instruction. 

Navigating the Challenges of Pandemic Teaching 

Seven out of the eight participants stated explicitly that collaborating with their 

colleagues helped them navigate the challenges they faced during pandemic teaching. 

Jordan, who taught remotely through April 2021 relied on collaboration with their 

building colleagues and other teacher groups on social media. They described remote 

teaching as: 

very isolating … even though you see your kids, it’s like a black screen 

for most of them all day… . I don’t think I would have made it through the 

year, if I was all by myself. I think that [collaboration] was a very, very 

valuable resource (Jordan). 

Brady described taking comfort “commiserating with my fellow teachers” when they felt 

like they weren’t being an effective teacher. This commiseration is an example of 

“identity verification” (Stets & Serpe, 2013; Trettevik & Grindal, 2016). Brady felt more 

comfortable with his identity as a teacher after verifying that his colleagues had similar 

experiences.  
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 Teacher collaboration served as more than just emotional support, but also as a 

means to improve instruction through interdisciplinary teaching. Logan described it as 

“work[ing] smarter, not harder.” Five out of eight participants described using 

interdisciplinary instructional design and co-planning as essential to their pandemic 

teaching and as a vehicle for managing its demands. Ryan described looking forward to 

using a learning management system (LMS) as a “golden opportunity to open those 

doors” between content areas and digital classrooms. Jordan hopes that collaboration time 

with colleagues will be built into their daily schedule moving forward after the pandemic. 

Identity and Pandemic Teaching 

 Beijaard et al., (2004) described the complexity of teacher identity and the many 

factors that influence it. In the interviews, when asked how teaching during the pandemic 

period affected teachers’ professional identity, seven out of the eight participants (88%) 

indicated that their identities had changed as a result of the pandemic. This is higher than 

Alger’s (2009) findings that two thirds of all teachers will change their view of their own 

teacher identity over their career. The teacher who said their identity had not changed 

was a confident veteran teacher who indicated that teaching during the pandemic had 

reaffirmed their existing values and priorities as a teacher. Six out of eight stated that 

their identity had shifted to a more nurturing one and one that was more focused on 

building community. Ryan stated that their, 

focus really shifted from content … to thinking about the kids and their 

social emotional needs. And I like that shift. I want to keep that moving 

forward because I found the curriculum was easier to … teach once that 

relationship was established anyway. 
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The one teacher who stated that they didn’t perceive or anticipate an identity change, did 

state that they were most proud of the “connections” (Leslie) they made with students. 

 Based on survey results prior to the interviews, six out of eight participants 

selected what Alger (2009) classified as teacher-centered metaphors to describe their 

identities when they started their careers (see Table 7). Five out of eight (63%) selected 

student-centered metaphors to represent their current teacher identities and two 

participants selected both a student-centered and a teacher-centered metaphor. This 

reflects a change in their teacher identity. For the teaching metaphor they aspired to, only 

three selected student-centered metaphors. When participants discussed their aspirational  

Table 7. 

Teaching Metaphors Based on Career Phase from Survey 

Phase of Teaching Career 

Start of Career Current Aspirational 

Leslie Nurturing Providing Tools Guiding 

Ryan Nurturing Providing Tools Engaging in Community 

Taylor 
*Guiding &  

Engaging in Community 
*Guiding &  

Engaging in Community 
Engaging in Community 

Alex Molding Providing Tools Nurturing 

Noah Providing Tools Providing Tools Engaging in Community 

Brady 
*Molding &  

Providing Tools 
Providing Tools Guiding 

Jordan Transmitting 
*Transmitting &  
Providing Tools 

Guiding 

Logan Transmitting Guiding Nurturing 

Note: Alger (2009) categorized metaphors as either teacher-centered or student-centered. Unshaded 

metaphors were identified as teacher-centered. Shaded metaphors were identified as student-centered. 

*Indicates participant identified both a teacher-centered and student-centered metaphor. 

identities in their interviews, however, their language suggested a commitment to 

student-centered learning even though Alger (2009) characterized some of those same 
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terms as teacher-centered. For example, Alger’s complete description for the “Teaching 

is nurturing” metaphor is: 

Teaching is nurturing: It is a sunny day. I see myself holding a watering 

can and carefully attending to my seedlings. I make sure that the soil, 

water, and climate are rich and right for each seedling so that each will 

develop and blossom. (2009, p. 744) 

This description is a teacher-centered metaphor because the teacher is in total control of 

the seedling’s conditions. Logan, however, used the term nurturing differently to describe 

their post pandemic identity. They elaborated that the pandemic made them realize “that 

I’ve got a whole child in front of me, not just an academic learner, but I’ve got … a social 

emotional learner too, and they have issues at home. … And it’s so much easier to teach  

them if they know you care about them.” Alger’s (2009) complete metaphors are 

available in Appendix E. 

 All participants directly or indirectly expressed feelings of self doubt through 

their interviews. They expressed concern that they were not meeting the expectations of 

their job and more importantly were not meeting the needs of their students. All 

participants identified Social Emotional Learning including building relationships with 

students and fostering positive classroom community as the priority for their teaching in 

the future. This reflects a shift in teacher identity in which the participants were each 

more focused on the delivery of content prior to the pandemic. In terms of Alger’s (2009) 

metaphors, these teachers aspire to “Teaching is engaging in community” rather than 

“Teaching is transmitting” content knowledge (p. 744).  These findings are consistent 
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with prior research that indicated that teacher identity is affected by “personal and 

professional events which may threaten existing norms and practices” (Day et al., 2006). 

Despite all of the challenges and exhaustion, each participant identified aspects that they 

were proud of from their pandemic teaching. They mentioned their resilience and finding 

strength they didn’t know they had. Five of the eight participants were proud of the 

connections they made with students and the sense of community they were able to 

create. That focus on building relationships paved the way for learning. Participants were 

proud of what their students achieved academically. Jordan was proud of, “How much 

my kids were still able to grow and be successful. I think it showed the power of the new 

strategies.” While each interview started out examining challenges, interviewer notes 

reflect that the tone of the interview was positive and optimistic by the end of each 

session. Ultimately, reflecting on their shift to focusing on the whole child and the 

importance of building community, as well as, learning to use technology to improve 

instruction, Logan described pandemic teaching as “a curse while I was doing it, but now 

I see it as a blessing.” All of the participants recommended further professional 

development around using technology and identifying, “what do we incorporate from 

online teaching” (Taylor). Each participant mentioned the importance of building on their 

pandemic use of technology in a blended learning model in order to meet the needs of 

students. Leslie observed that the increased use of technology and remote instruction 

made it easier for special education students to take academic risks since their learning 

was occurring in a more private setting. Alex observed that now that we’ve “climbed that 

hill a little bit,” we should continue using technology. Two participants noted that 

teachers need differentiated instruction and opportunities to practice their new learning, 
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which they indicated was lacking from their professional development trainings prior to 

and during the pandemic. 

While Alger (2009) found that newer teachers tended to select teacher-centered 

metaphors and experienced teachers tended to select student-centered metaphors, this 

study found no relationship between level of teaching experience on teacher identity; 

furthermore, no two teachers had the same responses when identifying metaphors that 

reflected their past, current, and aspirational teaching metaphor (see Table 6). 

Contributions to the Field of Educational Leadership 

Participants in this study expressed feelings of inadequacy and uncertainty due to 

their lack of preparation and the frequently changing guidelines and parameters 

associated with COVID-19. Increased professional development in the use of technology 

will help teachers feel more prepared to continue instruction in the event of unanticipated 

closures. Furthermore, Leslie, Brady, and Jordan observed that their students 

demonstrated increased achievement using some of the digital tools available like 

Desmos and Edpuzzle. Brady reported that work completion rates were higher 

(approximately 70%) when they used Desmos and Edpuzzle than what they would have 

expected during pre-pandemic instruction. Participants expressed that pandemic teaching 

forced them to learn new instructional tools that may improve student achievement even 

when the pandemic is over. 

Participants also perceived the importance of prioritizing Social Emotional 

Learning both for their students and for themselves. Teachers in this study felt that they 

benefited both personally and professionally in terms of improving their instruction from 
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collaborations with peers, therefore, such collaboration time should be built into their 

schedules especially when prolonged emergency operations are required. 

Recommendations and Implications for Educational Leadership for Social Justice 

This research will inform future professional development and continuity of 

operations plans so that teachers feel prepared to continue providing meaningful learning 

opportunities for their students regardless of the physical setting. Through my research, I 

will advocate for teachers who may face unplanned or highly disruptive events. This 

research identified both professional development activities and systemic policies and 

practices to support teachers when disruptive events occur. 

Ultimately, access to education for all children is at the heart of this research. 

Soon after the school closures in 2020, UNESCO (n.d.-b) reported nearly 1.5 billion 

students were affected by school closures in response to COVID-19. While school 

closures were no longer a concern at the time of this writing, they are still a concern 

globally. As of April 12, 2021, UNESCO reported that there were still 186,577,755 

learners affected by school closures. 

Implications for My Leadership Agenda and Growth 

 When the pandemic began, I observed how hard teachers were working. They 

learned new tools to try to reach their students who were no longer delivered to them by a 

school bus. They redesigned their instruction to entice students to log on from home. 

They pivoted with every change of schedule and protocols. As an instructional coach, I 

did whatever I could to support teachers, nevertheless, I was afraid that level of work was 

unsustainable. I worried that teachers would not be able to maintain that pace and I was 

concerned for students who might not have educators to teach them. I will continue to 

support teachers and facilitate professional development around incorporating Social 
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Emotional Learning, collaboration and building community, interdisciplinarity, and 

technology into their instructional design. 

I hope this research influences principal and superintendent organizations. When 

faced with sudden school closures in the spring of 2020, some administrators felt 

prepared. A Phi Delta Kappan (PDK) International (2020, April 20) brief pointed out that 

while the majority of building administrators felt prepared to shift to remote learning in 

the spring of 2020, classroom teachers and district administrators felt they were not 

prepared. My research sheds light on those discrepancies and should lead to the closing 

of  those gaps. 

I will advocate for teacher preparation and support so that teachers feel ready to 

teach despite various disruptions. Even during the pandemic, schools continued to 

emphasize preparing for armed intruders and other emergency operations scenarios that 

are statistically unlikely to occur (Klinger, 2020). I will advocate for substantive 

continuity of operations plans to be part of the annual review of emergency operations 

plans so that learning can continue in a broader range of circumstances. 

Limitations and Suggestions for Further Study 

This research captures a snapshot of an historic time. A significant limitation of 

the study is its small sample size from a single school. Within the small sample there was 

uneven representation; three of the eight participants were seventh grade teachers and 

only one was a sixth grade teacher. Participants all agreed that while they were teaching 

during the pandemic, they felt stress, anxiety, and concern that they were not doing their 

job well, but by the end of the interviews each participant indicated that pandemic 

teaching had a positive impact on their teacher identity. There are many explanations for 
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this including the possibility that people who would volunteer for this interview at the 

end of a pandemic may not be a representative group. 

Timing is another limitation. Interviews were conducted at two different high-

stress times for the teachers involved. The first cluster of interviews occurred just after 

the school had abruptly resumed in-person schooling. The other cluster occurred at the 

end of the school year when they were experiencing typical end of the year exhaustion 

compounded by having just experienced seven weeks of in-person teaching that included 

class sizes that had been doubled. At the time of the interviews teachers assumed that the 

subsequent school year would be more typical; it would have been interesting to conduct 

further interviews as the pandemic continued. I wonder if the participants have been able 

to maintain their optimism after another year of pandemic teaching. 

Additional research is needed to measure changes in teacher identity and to 

examine how work-related trauma may affect teacher identity. Using metaphors to 

measure and facilitate reflection on identity has potential, but new metaphors should be 

developed. As was observed in this research, some of the metaphors Alger (2009) 

identified as teacher-centered, seemed student-centered when considered by the 

participants in this study. Also, some of Alger’s language reflected a disconnect between 

the overriding metaphor and the elaboration provided (e.g., “Teaching is nurturing” yet 

the description describes someone tending a garden). 

Conclusion 

 Participants in this study expressed feelings of inadequacy and uncertainty due to 

their lack of preparation and the frequently changing guidelines and parameters 

associated with COVID-19. Despite these feelings, each participant was able to identify 
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accomplishments they were proud of from their pandemic teaching. I found that teaching 

during the pandemic did result in a change in teacher identity. Furthermore, 75% of 

participants indicated that their teacher identity had shifted to a more nurturing one, 

focused on community building. These findings are consistent with the framework of 

identity theory that indicates a person’s identity is shaped by their societal context.  

 Despite all of the challenges they faced, teachers were positive about their change 

in identity in terms of their own learning and growth during the pandemic. They 

demonstrated agency in their own professional development by requesting more training 

in Social Emotional Learning and will prioritize building community in their classrooms. 

They also expressed a desire to build on their use of technology to better meet the needs 

of their students in a blended learning environment. They hope to build these professional 

skills and others by working collaboratively with their peers. These findings indicate a 

need for future continuity of operations plans to include professional development in 

instructional technology and social-emotional learning as well as structured time for 

teacher collaboration. The teachers in this study and I look forward to building on the 

lessons we have learned from pandemic teaching to improve student achievement 

regardless of whether schools are “back to normal” or not. 
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Appendix B 

Participant Synopses 
Alex 

Alex was a veteran teacher, who was undergoing significant personal struggles at 

home during the pandemic, described the past two years as “exhausting” due to the 

“constant change up in schedules, cohorts, changing rules, changing protocols, the never 

ending battle of things changing and having to immediately adjust to, that is exhausting.” 

Previously an interventionist, Alex was a classroom teacher for most of their pandemic 

teaching. Alex expressed anxiety about their pandemic teaching and concern that they 

were not doing enough. Ultimately, Alex recognized that they had “been a lot harder on 

myself, but at the same time, I think I’ve done the best I could, given the situation.” Alex 

was proud of the “sense of community that we built “especially during hybrid instruction 

when in-person instruction was based on small cohorts and hopes that that sense of 

community will be something that they can continue to maintain. Referring to that sense 

of community, they also stated that “we adults needed it as well, to feel like we were 

having some kind of success this year.” Alex recognized their own strength and resilience 

from their pandemic teaching and that “there’s a lot to be learned from everything we’ve 

gone through.” Alex aspires to becoming even more nurturing as an educator as they 

continue to grow. 

Brady 

Brady was an early career teacher and new to public school so it was difficult for 

them to distinguish between their pandemic teaching and teaching in general. Brady 

found that having limited feedback both from administrators and students was 

challenging during pandemic teaching. As a teacher, it was difficult to check for 
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understanding, especially in remote teaching. Brady found support “commiserating with 

fellow teachers.” Brady wished they had more training in Social Emotional Learning 

(SEL) prior to the pandemic. Brady built in more community building and informal talk 

time during his pandemic teaching, which they “felt provided a little bit of normalcy, … 

and they were providing some for me as well.” 

Jordan 

Jordan was a veteran teacher, who had limited middle school teaching experience 

prior to the pandemic. Jordan reflected on the uncertainty of the changing protocols and 

schedules. In the following statement, Jordan described some of the challenges of 

pandemic teaching: 

 I would work like 12 hours trying to get the stuff ready for the kids and be 

supportive. … Everybody was having a hard time just with the world at 

that point, and I felt like I was getting some not so nice feedback from 

some parents that it was really, really hard. 

These challenges caused them to consider leaving teaching, but they were not sure what 

else they would do. Ultimately, they were proud of the level of learning and engagement 

that the students demonstrated, which they stated, “gave me some hope.”  

Leslie 

Leslie was a veteran teacher with more than 20 years experience. They 

characterized their teaching style at the beginning of their career as nurturing. Teaching 

during the pandemic was “like riding a really long roller coaster” so much so that Leslie 

considered the feasibility of retiring. Leslie described feeling inadequate and worried that 

they were not doing enough for their students. Making personal connections with 
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students was a highlight of pandemic teaching. Leslie observed that some students were 

more willing to take academic risks in the individualized settings available online. The 

help of colleagues and coaches helped them navigate the pandemic; they wished for more 

leadership from the administration. Leslie aspires to the “teaching is engaging in 

community” metaphor and pandemic teaching reinforced the importance of building 

relationships with students. 

Logan 

Logan was a veteran teacher, who has always embraced change and sought out 

opportunities for growth. They took 30 years off in the middle of their teaching career to 

pursue other opportunities, but returned long before the pandemic. Logan described 

teaching during the first two years of the pandemic as “chaotic” and that they were 

“drowning and not being able to keep up … or reach out to students personally.” (p. 1). 

Prior to the pandemic, Logan already thought they were “doing everything I could to be 

the best teacher ever, then I was asked to do more.” Despite all of the challenges, Logan 

felt that they had grown as a teacher from the experience and will place even greater 

emphasis on connecting with their students as people. Logan was proud of their students 

for learning “in spite of the pandemic” and attributed project-based learning for some of 

that success. Ultimately, Logan described pandemic teaching as “a curse while I was 

doing it, but now I see it as a blessing.” 

Noah 

Noah was an early career teacher. They found teaching during the pandemic to be 

chaotic and a rollercoaster because of the uncertainty (availability of PPE, union 

negotiations about work conditions, potential teacher walkout) and the frequency of 
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changes to schedules and teaching modes (online, in person, hybrid), but that they learned 

to “roll with the punches.” Pandemic teaching made them realize “how important the 

relationship part of teaching is.” The support of their grade-level team, which included 

interdisciplinary teaching, helped Noah navigate pandemic teaching. Noah was proud of 

their ability to build relationships with students and to design interdisciplinary 

assignments. 

Ryan 

Ryan was a relatively new teacher. The pandemic caused Ryan to shift from a 

content focus to concerns about their students’ social emotional needs, and they realized 

that relationship building was necessary prior to working through the curriculum. During 

remote learning, losing contact with students was disconcerting for Ryan. They felt that 

“not giving up was really important.” Ryan was proud that students expressed that they 

enjoyed their subject matter despite the pandemic. When Ryan began teaching, they 

thought teaching was nurturing; the idea of a student as a seedling, each of which is 

different, that has to be planted in the right environment for them resonated with Ryan. 

Ryan aspires to the “teaching is engaging in community” metaphor. “Because of the 

pandemic, I’ve kind of seeing the beauty and working toward a common goal.” Ryan’s 

thinking shifted from a focus on personalized learning to individual students each 

contributing to a common goal. Their experience with pandemic teaching had a positive 

impact on their teaching. 

Taylor 

Taylor was a veteran teacher who described her life as very hectic prior to the 

pandemic. They described a busy family life and lots of demands of teachers from the 
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building and district administrations. Initially, Taylor felt frustrated because they “wanted 

to move at the same pace” that they had been moving; eventually, the change of pace 

became a silver lining to teaching during the pandemic—life slowed down for them and 

their family, allowing time for the family to take a walk etc. together. Taylor expressed 

further frustration with their administration and their team leader, feeling like they didn’t 

receive the support they needed. Eventually, Taylor participated in a reopening taskforce 

that made them feel more in control. Being a parent and seeing their own, highly 

successful child, “a total extrovert, started to wither inside from the pandemic… affected 

the way [they] saw their own students.” As for the long-term impact of pandemic 

teaching on Taylor, they said, “What happened in these last two years brought me right 

back to my roots for why I want to be a teacher. And that was ultimately affecting the 

community and making changes like affecting the world, all around me in a positive 

way.” 
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Appendix C 

Pandemic Teaching Interview Protocol 

Participant’s Name: 

Interview Date: Interview Time:   Interview Length: 

 

Thank you for meeting with me today. I am a doctoral candidate studying consequences 
of the sudden shift to pandemic instruction on teacher identity among middle school 
teachers. I have seven open-ended questions that we will be discussing within the next 
hour and your responses are confidential. Please also remember that you are free to end 
your participation at any time. Throughout I will use the phrase “pandemic teaching,” 
which refers to any of your experiences since the school closures in 2020. Do you have 
any questions before we dive in? 

 

I am going to begin recording this Zoom meeting in order to help me transcribe this 
interview. 

 

1. Tell me what the past two years (2019-2020 & 2020-2021) have been like for 
you.  
 
 
 Follow-up if not addressed: If you are comfortable doing so, describe any 
personal considerations that have arisen during the pandemic that have affected 
your teaching life. 
 
 
 Follow-up if not addressed: Describe your teaching identity/how you view 
yourself as a teacher over the past two years. 
 
 

2. Describe some of the biggest challenges you have faced are facing during 
pandemic teaching. 
 
 
 2a. What helped you navigate those challenges? 
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3. What professional development do you wish you had had prior to the pandemic? 
 
 
 3a. What professional development do you recommend moving forward? 
 
 

4. What are you most proud of from your pandemic teaching? 
 
 

5. Thinking back to the survey you completed recently, I am interested in what you 
thought about the metaphors included. Which ones resonated with you more or 
less and why? 
 

Share screen to show the list from the survey if the participant would like to see it. 

 

❏ Teaching is guiding: I see myself leading my students on a treasure hunt. I have a map 
that shows us the way. Sometimes the path is hard and sometimes it is easy, but it is 
always worth it when we get to the end. 

❏ Teaching is nurturing: It is a sunny day. I see myself holding a watering can and 
carefully attending to my seedlings. I make sure that the soil, water, and climate are 
rich and right for each seedling so that each will develop and blossom. 

❏ Teaching is molding: I am seated at a potter’s wheel with a lump of clay. I carefully 
mold the clay into a well-shaped and beautiful vase. Sometimes it takes pushing and 
prodding to get the vase to develop. 

❏ Teaching is transmitting: I have a large sum of money, which I deposit into a series 
of accounts. The goal is to deposit as much money as I can into each account so that 
each account has a high balance. 

❏ Teaching is providing tools: I wear a large tool belt. As each worker constructs his or 
her house, I provide the builder with the tools he or she will need to be successful in 
completing the project. 

❏ Teaching is engaging in community: I am part of a community that is building a 
house. We collectively decided that we need a house and then we design and build it 
together. 

❏ Create your own metaphor  

 
 5a. How has pandemic teaching affected how you view yourself as a 
teacher? 
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 5b. Do think your teacher identity will change when we are back to a more 
traditional teaching setting in the future? 
 
 

6. Is there anything else you would like to tell me or anything you wish I had asked 
you? 
 
 

Thank you for your participation today. May I follow-up with you if I have any clarifying 
questions about what we discussed today? When I have finished collecting data, I will 
share a draft with you so that you can check for accuracy if you wish. As I mentioned 
before, this interview is confidential and my findings will be reported using pseudonyms. 
Do you have any further questions for me? 
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Appendix D 
 

Informed Consent 
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Appendix E 
 

Pandemic Teaching Introductory Survey 
 

The purpose of this survey is to collect some demographic information and to provide 
you with an opportunity to think about your teaching experience in metaphorical terms. 
You may discontinue your participation in this study at any time without penalty or 
consequence. 
 
Demographic Information 

 
1. Name 

 
 

 
2. Were you teaching during both the 2019-2020 and 2020-2021 school years? 

 
 Yes 

 
 No 

 
3. How long have you been teaching? 

 
 1-3 years 

 
 4-12 years 

 
 13-22 years 

 
 23 or more years 

 
4. At what level is your primary teaching responsibility? 

 
 6 

 
 7 

 
 8 

 
Teaching Metaphors 

The following prompts are from: 
Alger, C. L. (2009). Secondary teachers’ conceptual metaphors of teaching and learning: 

Changes over the career span. Teaching and Teacher Education, 25, 743-751. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2008.10.004 
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5. Which of the following metaphors best describes how you viewed teaching at 
the beginning of your career? 

 Teaching is guiding: I see myself leading my students on a treasure hunt. 
I have a map that shows us the way. Sometimes the path is hard and 
sometimes it is easy, but it is always worth it when we get to the end. 

 Teaching is nurturing: It is a sunny day. I see myself holding a watering 
can and carefully attending to my seedlings. I make sure that the soil, 
water, and climate are rich and right for each seedling so that each will 
develop and blossom. 

 Teaching is molding: I am seated at a potter’s wheel with a lump of clay. 
I carefully mold the clay into a well-shaped and beautiful vase. Sometimes 
it takes pushing and prodding to get the vase to develop. 

 Teaching is transmitting: I have a large sum of money, which I deposit 
into a series of accounts. The goal is to deposit as much money as I can 
into each account so that each account has a high balance. 

 Teaching is providing tools: I wear a large tool belt. As each worker 
constructs his or her house, I provide the builder with the tools he or she 
will need to be successful in completing the project. 

 Teaching is engaging in community: I am part of a community that is 
building a house. We collectively decided that we need a house and then 
we design and build it together. 

 Create your own metaphor for how you viewed teaching at the beginning 
of your career.  
 

 
 
 

Feel free to comment on or explain your selection 
 

 
 
 

6. Which of the following metaphors best describes how you currently view 
teaching. 

 Teaching is guiding: I see myself leading my students on a treasure hunt. 
I have a map that shows us the way. Sometimes the path is hard and 
sometimes it is easy, but it is always worth it when we get to the end. 

 Teaching is nurturing: It is a sunny day. I see myself holding a watering 
can and carefully attending to my seedlings. I make sure that the soil, 
water, and climate are rich and right for each seedling so that each will 
develop and blossom. 

 Teaching is molding: I am seated at a potter’s wheel with a lump of clay. 
I carefully mold the clay into a well-shaped and beautiful vase. Sometimes 
it takes pushing and prodding to get the vase to develop. 
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 Teaching is transmitting: I have a large sum of money, which I deposit 
into a series of accounts. The goal is to deposit as much money as I can 
into each account so that each account has a high balance. 

 Teaching is providing tools: I wear a large tool belt. As each worker 
constructs his or her house, I provide the builder with the tools he or she 
will need to be successful in completing the project. 

 Teaching is engaging in community: I am part of a community that is 
building a house. We collectively decided that we need a house and then 
we design and build it together. 

 Create your own metaphor  
 
 
 

Feel free to comment on or explain your selection. 
 

 
 
 

7. Which of the following metaphors best describes what you aspire to? 
 Teaching is guiding: I see myself leading my students on a treasure hunt. 

I have a map that shows us the way. Sometimes the path is hard and 
sometimes it is easy, but it is always worth it when we get to the end. 

 Teaching is nurturing: It is a sunny day. I see myself holding a watering 
can and carefully attending to my seedlings. I make sure that the soil, 
water, and climate are rich and right for each seedling so that each will 
develop and blossom. 

 Teaching is molding: I am seated at a potter’s wheel with a lump of clay. 
I carefully mold the clay into a well-shaped and beautiful vase. Sometimes 
it takes pushing and prodding to get the vase to develop. 

 Teaching is transmitting: I have a large sum of money, which I deposit 
into a series of accounts. The goal is to deposit as much money as I can 
into each account so that each account has a high balance. 

 Teaching is providing tools: I wear a large tool belt. As each worker 
constructs his or her house, I provide the builder with the tools he or she 
will need to be successful in completing the project. 

 Teaching is engaging in community: I am part of a community that is 
building a house. We collectively decided that we need a house and then 
we design and build it together. 

 Create your own metaphor. 
 
 
 

Feel free to comment on or explain your selection 
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Thank you for your participation! 
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Appendix F 

Themes and Codes 

  Alex Brady Jordan Leslie Logan Noah Ryan Taylor 

Theme Code         

E
xh

au
st

io
n Constant Change x  x  x x x  

Flexibility x     x x  

No Control x  x   x   

Exhaustion x  x x x    

S
el

f-
do

ub
t Self-Doubt x x x x x   x 

Public Perception x  x     x 

Leaving the 
Profession 

 x x x     

C
ol

la
bo

ra
tio

n Peer Support x  x  x x x x 

Peer 
Collaboration 

x  x  x x x x 

Interdisciplinarity x  x  x x x  

Teacher Isolation x x x x     

 Relationships x x  x x x x x 

 Agency        x 

 Self-efficacy        x 

 Family concerns       x x 

 Admin Support    x    x 

Note. x indicates at least one response under this code. 
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Appendix G 

Research Questions 

P
ri

m
ar

y 
Q

ue
st

io
n What is the relationship between the 

shift to pandemic instruction on teacher 
identity as expressed by middle school 
teachers? 

Teachers viewed themselves as supporters of 
their students as whole people rather than 
primarily content experts. 

S
ec

on
da

ry
 Q

ue
st

io
ns

 

Do teachers use different language to 
describe their identities before, during, 
and after pandemic teaching? 

Yes, teachers recognize the need to facilitate 
social emotional learning before they can 
deliver content. 

Is there a connection between level of 
experience and change in teacher 
identity during the pandemic period? 

No relationship between level of teaching 
experience on teacher identity. 
No two teachers had the same responses 
when identifying metaphors that reflected 
their past, current, and aspirational teaching 
metaphor. 

What training and preparation do 
teachers recommend based on their 
experience with pandemic teaching? 

Instructional Technology 
Social Emotional Learning 

 


