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Editorial on the Research Topic

Education Leadership and the COVID-19 Crisis

This research topic presents important developments in the field of education as the COVID-19
crisis ripples across the world. Not only have educators everywhere had to take extraordinary
measures to deal with the health and safety threats they have encountered on a daily basis since
the onset of this pandemic, but they have also had to learn new technologies, and respond to
multiple demands as the landscape of teaching and learning shifted under their feet. The 20
articles in this collection, which capture early responses to the pandemic, highlight the
complex, disruptive nature of this ongoing global challenge. While many of the authors
have found hopeful ways to understand what educators have been experiencing, they also
chronicle the harsh realities of loss and interrupted learning that weigh heavily on teachers,
administrators, parents and students.

Themes connecting this collection include: leadership contexts, organizational perspectives
and potential future opportunities. Both empirical studies and thought-provoking essays offer
informative insights into how the education community is striving to address the needs of a
diverse student population and deliver crucial services to local neighborhoods and stakeholders
situated far afield. In addition, authors identify future research that will be crucial for the field as
individuals and systems grapple with what it means to live with this and future public health
disasters.

LEADERSHIP CONTEXTS

Crisis leadership and the toll a crisis takes on human beings is examined in a number of the articles.
Although often called upon to respond to emergencies (Virella and Cobb), leaders in education have
not traditionally been prepared tomanage crises (McLeod andDulsky). Articles by Urick et al. and by
McLeod and Dulsky identified the importance of self-care and support structures for principals while
they navigate the turbulence of a crisis. In a study of Scottish primary Head Teachers, Ferguson et al.
found that the leaders’ focus on an ethics of care (Noddings, 1986) allowed them to re-negotiate their
leadership role. Particularly important was the call-to-action school leaders embraced as the crisis
exacerbated racial and economic inequities students experienced (Reyes-Guerra et al.; Virella and
Cobb). DeMartino andWeiser analyzed school and higher education crisis leadership to understand
the distinctions between the institutional response and the values of individual leaders. Similarly
contrasted, rural superintendents and their school boards took different approaches to the public
health crisis in Lochmiller’s study and Hayes et al. found that rural school principals adopted care-
taker leadership in response to Covid-19 challenges.
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ORGANIZATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

To address the adverse impact the pandemic has had on children’s
social, emotional and cognitive development, an expanded notion of
organizational capacity building emerged in Herrmann et al.’s
research on empathy training for elementary school staff in
Germany. Organizational factors such as school culture (Keown
et al.) accountability, principal autonomy, professional culture and
teacher decision-making were found to influence the capacity of
school leaders to support student learning (Weiner et al.). Biag et al.
presented evidence of the effectiveness of mutually beneficial
partnerships between local education agencies (LEAs) and higher
education institutions (IHEs) to facilitate students’ social, emotional
and learning needs. Also focused on higher education, Kruse et al.,
found that declining resources and changing institutional policies
and practices created dilemmas and conflicts for department heads
to continue to prioritize social justice and equity. Similarly,
undergraduate science learning and medical school practices have
been severely impacted by the necessity to implement alternative
teaching and learning strategies (Anderton et al.; Guadix et al.).
Cordeiro et al. reported on the financial as well as academic
challenges to the operation of an international non-governmental
organization (INGO) with schools in Latin America, Sub-Saharan
Africa and India.

OPPORTUNITIES

Several articles presented conceptual ideas to help re-frame
education or to consider educational leadership in a different
light. Castrellón et al. use the concept of collective healing, which
is anchored in resistance, love, collective well-being and solidarity
to advocate for the humanizing of the collective experience of loss
and disruption. The rapid spread of the virus forced the closure of
schools and required educators to deliver instruction remotely
with little opportunity to plan or master new technologies
(Rincones et al.). Using Ilich’s notions of deschooling society,
these authors provide ideas for a collective re-examination of
school systems as echoed by Reyes-Guerra et al., who argue that
systems cannot simply revert to old inequitable ways. In a similar
vein, Price and Cumings Mansfield question whether this crisis
offers us with an opportunity to reconsider State educational
policy decisions and to view community stakeholders as
educational leaders moving forward. Also looking at
educational policy, Joaquin et al., examined the innovative
national responses to the pandemic by Philippine IHEs in
comparison to responses made by IHEs in Indonesia, Thailand
and Vietnam.

FURTHER RESEARCH NEEDED

Even as infection rates surge in the United States and parts
of Europe implement new lockdowns, the education community
is feeling immense pressure to get “back to normal” as quickly as
possible. This pressure combined with the politicization of health
concerns andmask and vaccination mandates is putting enormous

demands on an already struggling system. Educators in the
United States are retiring or leaving the profession at alarming
rates. Student and educator mental health concerns are on the rise,
and issues of educational equity, put to the side inmany contexts in
light of the requirements of health and safety, have been
exacerbated. These and other continuing and compounding
impacts of the COVID Pandemic must be given serious
attention by the research community. The long-term effects of
social isolation and community disruptions on adult and child
learning and well-being must be studied, as well as new
conceptualizations of education, schooling, teaching, and
leading. If we continue to use the same measures of efficacy
and achievement, as this collection suggests, we may overlook
innovations that could completely reimagine schools and learning
communities that are grounded in equity of access, opportunity
and outcomes.

As educators, students, communities and governing bodies
move into the third year of continuing upheaval caused by the
coronavirus disease and its aftermath, educational researchers
across the globe need to continue their investigations of how
equitable and high-quality teaching and learning can best be
supported in all schools, colleges and home settings. In these
efforts, special care must also be given to understanding and
transforming global inequities (global south versus global
north, as well as within emerging nations). This research
topic pinpoints significant areas for further research.
Among the myriad concerns this early research identified,
possible directions for new and follow-up studies include:
In what ways does educational leadership need to be
reconceived to best meet the needs of the especially
vulnerable populations of students who have lost precious
opportunities to learn? How is leadership generated
collectively to provide more compassionate and targeted
responses to the social, emotional, mental health and
academic needs of students, teachers and instructors in all
settings? How must educator preparation change to prepare
educators who can teach and lead for equity in an increasingly
complex and challenged profession? How can government
policies be better crafted to retain and nurture the best
educators so that such crises do not harm educational
processes irreparably? What educational innovations
implemented during the pandemic, albeit hastily and
haphazardly, should be retained? What kinds of
infrastructure and technological advancements are necessary
to address any future major disruptions to education? How can
such new networks be provided equitably and sustainably to all
communities?

We urge researchers to pursue the questions raised here
and look forward to reading about additional approaches,
perspectives, and experiences that position educational
leaders more successfully for future crises.
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The Philippine Higher Education
Sector in the Time of COVID-19
Jeremiah Joven B. Joaquin1,2* , Hazel T. Biana2 and Mark Anthony Dacela2

1 Southeast Asian Research Center and Hub, De La Salle University, Manila, Philippines, 2 Department of Philosophy, De La
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This paper reports the policy-responses of different Philippine higher education
institutions (HEIs) to the novel coronavirus, COVD-19 pandemic. It compares these
responses with those made by HEIs in Indonesia, Thailand, and Vietnam. Publicly
available data and news reports were used to gauge the general public’s reaction
to these policies and how the Philippines’ responses fare with its Southeast Asian
neighbors. The paper observes that despite the innovations made by Philippine HEIs
in terms of alternative learning modes and technologies for delivering education, there
are still gaps and challenges in their responses. It recommends that policy-responses
and learning innovations should be grounded on a deeper understanding of distance
education and should be sensitive to the call of the times.

Keywords: COVID-19, Philippine education, policy and institutional actions, online learning, distance education,
flexible learning

INTRODUCTION

COVID-19 has become a global health crisis. As of October 6, 2020, almost 36 million
people have been infected and over one million have died. In the Philippines, this translates
into almost 325,000 infected and 6,000 deaths (Worldometer, 2020). To curb the spread of
COVID-19, most governments have opted to employ quarantine protocols and temporarily shut
down their educational institutions. As a consequence, more than a billion learners have been
affected worldwide. Among this number are over 28 million Filipino learners across academic
levels who have to stay at home and comply with the Philippine government’s quarantine
measures (UNESCO, 2020).

To respond to the needs of learners, especially of the 3.5 million tertiary-level students enrolled
in approximately 2,400 HEIs, certain HEIs in the country have implemented proactive policies for
the continuance of education despite the closure. These policies include modified forms of online
learning that aim to facilitate student learning activities. Online learning might be in terms of
synchronous, real-time lectures and time-based outcomes assessments, or asynchronous, delayed-
time activities, like pre-recorded video lectures and time-independent assessments (Oztok et al.,
2013). Case in point are top universities in the country, viz., De La Salle University (DLSU), Ateneo
de Manila University (ADMU), the University of Santo Tomas (UST), and the state-run University
of the Philippines, Diliman (UPD).

DLSU has resorted to remote online learning, which combines both synchronous and
asynchronous activities. For students who cannot participate in online learning, there are flexible
options for completing course requirements throughout the academic year (De La Salle University,
2020a). ADMU has suspended synchronous online classes but continued asynchronous online
learning so that “all students can learn at their own pace” (Villarin, 2020). UST, like DLSU, has
opted to continue with synchronous and asynchronous online classes, and a flexible grading of
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student outputs and assessments (University of Santo Tomas,
2020). Other private universities and institutions such as STI
College, St. Scholastica’s College, Adamson University, Far
Eastern University, the University of the East, Ateneo de Davao
University, and the University of San Carlos have continued with
their online classes as well.

Arguably, the HEIs’ pivot to modified forms of online
learning attempts to concretize the government’s stance to
continue learning despite the pandemic. As the Philippine’s
Department of Education (DepEd) Secretary, Leonor Briones
quipped, “Education must continue even in times of crisis
whether it may be a calamity, disaster, emergency, quarantine,
or even war” (Department of Education, 2020). The Philippines’
Commission on Higher Education (CHEd), on the other hand,
advised HEIs to continue the “deployment of available flexible
learning and other alternative modes of delivery in lieu of on-
campus learning” (Commission on Higher Education, 2020).
These pronouncements aim to encourage the continuance of
learning. Without implementing rules and regulations, however,
private HEIs are left to make their own policies.

THE GENERAL PUBLIC’S INITIAL
REACTION

For varying reasons, however, different sectors have chastised
the proactive online learning measures by these HEIs. For
example, through an online petition based on student and faculty
sentiments, student governments from different universities
urged CHEd to mandate the cancellation of online classes, stating
that “while we understand the need for learning to continue,
the different circumstances of students across universities are not
ideal and conducive for such.” The petitioners argue that “access
to the internet connection and learning devices continued to be
a privilege up to this day, placing those with poor internet access
at a disadvantage when it comes to online classes.” [For a better
picture, 45% of Filipino citizens (46 million) and 74% (34,500) of
public schools do not have access to the internet (Jones, 2019)].

Furthermore, “adding more workload for the students
increases their burden and contradicts the purpose of the
lockdown, which is to help their families prepare and adjust
to the situation at hand.” Finally, there is an issue about the
“lack of environments conducive to learning at home and the
effectiveness of the online lectures” (Bagayas, 2020). Social media
hashtags like, #NoStudentLeftBehind, #NoSchoolLeftBehind,
#EndOnlineClasses, #EndTheSem, and #NoToOnlineClasses
strengthen these sentiments further.

In consideration of such petitions, the state-run University
of the Philippines-Diliman (UPD) suspended all modes of
online learning. In his message to the academic community on
March 17, 2020, UPD Chancellor Fidel Nemenzo announced
the cancellation of online classes due to (i) emergency concerns
as “caring for our families and for ourselves comes first,” (ii)
“unequal access to personal computers and the internet exists
among our community,” and (iii) “the shift to online classes has
also not been smooth for our faculty, who have had to learn new
skills and revise their syllabi overnight” (Nemenzo, 2020).

It is quite understandable that some of the backlashes stem
from the stresses caused by the pandemic. The other concerns,
however, have already been noted by experts in the field of
distance education. First, there is the issue of social integration
and peer culture, and the possibility of transmission of values in
a “virtual” classroom. Since there is a lack of human interaction
in the learning process, students may learn less in such a set-
up as opposed to those in the traditional classroom (Edge
and Loegering, 2000; Gamage et al., 2020). Second, there is
also an issue on the unnaturalness and the results of online
learning, since it goes against how natural teaching and learning
supposedly take place (Larreamendy-Joerns and Leinhardt, 2006;
Adnan and Anwar, 2020). The lack of face-to-face human
interaction in the online learning space and process appears
disconcerting to both educators and learners alike.

On top of these concerns, however, there are deep socio-
economic concerns for online learning in a developing country
like the Philippines. Students in far-flung areas in the country do
not even have roads or electricity, let alone access to computers
and the internet. Moreover, given current internet infrastructure,
even students in urban areas may have limited internet access.
This then results in a “digital divide” between those who do have
access and those who do not.

Furthermore, there is also an issue of social policy.
The Philippines does not have a national policy dealing
directly with online platforms such as Massive Open Online
Courses (MOOCs), Open Distance e-learning (ODel), and Open
Educational Resources (OERs). While there are laws, like the
Open Distance Learning Act (Sixteenth Philippine Congress,
2014), which provide legal bases for funding such platforms,
they are not enough as “some national policies will have to be
put in place to sustain the growth” of these online platforms
(Bandalaria, 2019).

THE IDEA OF DISTANCE EDUCATION

At the time of quarantines and viral outbreaks, it would seem that
online learning is the only viable way to continue learning at a
distance. This, however, seems to rest on a mistaken assumption.
It should be emphasized that online learning is just one mode of
distance education.

Distance education is broadly characterized as any form of
learning experience where the learner and the instructor are
physically separated from each other (not only by place but also
by time). Arguably, such a dislocation is “the perfect context
for free-flowing thought that lets us move beyond the restricted
confines of a familiar social order” (hooks, 2003). Moreover, this
type of education is a way of providing learning opportunities
to every learner, whatever their circumstances might be. This
means that distance education may extend access to education
through distribution and economies of scale (Guri-Rosenblit,
2005; Owusu-Agyeman and Amoakohene, 2020).

One may claim that the main thrust of distance education is to
bring education to those who are unreachable, under-resourced,
less-privileged and inaccessible (Biana, 2013). Taken as such,
distance education “reaches out to students wherever they live
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or wish to study” (Guri-Rosenblit, 2005). This kind of flexibility
gives students more freedom to actively participate in learning
(Guri-Rosenblit, 2005; Daniel, 2016). Students learn even if they
are separated from their instructors by space and/or time (Edge
and Loegering, 2000). In the time of COVID-19, distance learning
became a necessity for learners and educators all over the world
(Ali, 2020).

Such a form of education, however, need not be limited to
online learning (Baggaley, 2008). Some have suggested using
cell phones and (SMS) texting technology to facilitate learning
(Flores, 2018). Others urge to employ TV programs, radio
broadcasts, and other non-internet based media (Punzalan,
2020). Perhaps, some teachers might go back to basics and
distribute annotated physical textbooks to their students through
courier services. As long as the education sector is engaged,
teachers and students have ample support, the curriculum
and content of the learning modules are well-defined and
personalized, technological limitations are acknowledged, and
user-friendly and enjoyable materials are present, education will
continue one way or another (Ramos et al., 2007; Ali, 2020).
Such support presupposes a collaboration between teachers and
policy makers and authorities to develop the relevant referenced
programs as well.

Notwithstanding the various stresses it brings, the outbreak of
COVID-19 not only forced us to think about the technologies for
delivering education (Kim, 2020), it also compelled us to rethink
the very nature of education itself. The government should create
and implement concrete policies that will support a new breed of
distance educators. Educators in turn need to innovate to ensure
that education remains inclusive and accessible, and that distance
learning is not limited to pure online learning.

THE CURRENT SITUATION

Several months after the initial backlash in March 2020, CHEd
Chairperson, Prospero De Vera qualified the idea of flexible
learning as “more encompassing than online learning.” De
Vera explains that while online learning requires internet
access, flexible learning does not necessarily require connectivity.
Instead, it “focuses on the design and delivery of programs,
courses, and learning interventions that address the learners’
unique needs in terms of pace, place, process, and products of
learning” (Parrocha, 2020).

Similarly, DepEd sets a distance learning approach that
utilizes three methods: (1) delivery of printed modules to
students, (2) access to DepEd Commons, an online education
platform DepEd developed to support alternative modes of
learning, and (3) delivery of lessons or self-learning modules
via radio and television. The specific guidelines on the
implementation of distance learning, however, are still under
review (Magsambol, 2020).

Private universities and institutions have likewise adapted
to the limitations imposed by the pandemic and are poised
to go either fully online, blended learning, or scheduled
in-person classes in case the government lifts quarantine
measures. In July 2020, DLSU adopted an alternate mode

of education that is technology-enabled dubbed Lasallians
Remote and Engaged Approach for Connectivity in Higher
Education (R.E.A.C.H). R.E.A.C.H emphasizes the importance
of engagement between faculty and students and offers three
different delivery modes: (1) fully online (synchronous and
asynchronous), and whenever possible (2) hybrid (blending of
online and face-to-face), and (3) face-to-face. All online academic
tools and materials are organized and made accessible via the
university’s learning management system (LMS), AnimoSpace
(De La Salle University, 2020b).

Similarly, ADMU piloted the Adaptive Design for Learning
(ADL). ADL combines three different modes of delivery: (1)
online, and, whenever possible, (2) blended, and (3) face-to-face;
and offers uniquely designed courses that suit faculty style and
respond to learner’s needs and contexts. The curricula materials
are hosted in AteneoBlueCloud, an online platform branded as the
university’s virtual campus (Ateneo de Manila University, 2020).

Meanwhile, UST through its learning management platform,
UST Cloud Campus implemented an Enriched Virtual
Mode (EVR) that combines both online (synchronous and
asynchronous) and offline strategies to ensure accessibility
and flexibility in learning. Other than team-teaching, the
approaches in EVR include a combination of the following:
(1) complementing of professional competencies with industry
partners and alumni interactions, (2) collaborative online
learning with foreign partner institutions, and (3) remote
encounters with community partners (Alejandrino, 2020).

Finally, the University of the Philippines System shifted
to blended learning using already existing platforms like
University Virtual Learning Environment (UVLE), and UP
Open University (UPOU). UPOU maximizes online learning
and distance education and also offers free special courses in
online learning. UP College of Education presented an Education
Resilience and Learning Continuity Plan (ERLCP) to help
schools transition to an alternative learning environment. ERLCP
recommends enacting flexible learning options that are learner-
centered and are made available in various modes of delivery such
as face-to-face instruction, remote learning, and blended learning
(University of the Philippines - College of Education, 2020).

THE RESPONSE OF SOUTHEAST
ASIAN HEIs

The Philippines is not the only country facing these problems.
Its Southeast Asian neighbors have creatively responded to
the same challenges and started to pivot to a new era of
education. Indonesia, Thailand, and Vietnam have initiated
some form of distance learning as early as May 2020.
Thailand’s Education Ministry originally planned to implement
a learning program using a Distance Learning Television
(DLTV) platform. Seventeen television channels were set up to
broadcast educational courses, vocational education, non-formal
and informal education (Praphornkul, 2020). The approach
combines television or on-air learning and online learning. The
rollout, however, was met with criticisms due to broadcasting
problems and poor connectivity (Bangkok Post, 2020a). The
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ministry adjusted its plan and focused instead on preparing for
schools to reopen nationally after a survey found that 60–70% of
students are not ready for TV education (Bangkok Post, 2020b).

As Thailand universities move their operations online,
the Ministry of Higher Education, Science, Research and
Innovation (MHESI) provided more than 60,000 educators
and 2 million students access to Microsoft applications
(Microsoft, 2020b). Universities have also taken key initiatives
and partnerships to ensure that the transition to digital is
successful. Chulalongkorn University has launched its own
learning platform called the Learning Innovation Center (LIC)
which contains resources, information, tools, and methods
to support online learning (Chulalongkorn University, 2020).
Mahidol University has partnered with Siam Commercial Bank
to create an improved virtual platform for both students and
teachers (Siam Commercial Bank, 2020). Thammasat University
partnered with Skilllane to launch a degree program on data
science. Some universities like Chiang Mai University also offer
MOOC to encourage online learning (Phongsathorn, 2020).

Indonesia’s Education and Culture Ministry, in collaboration
with TVRI, a state-owned broadcaster, released their own
distance learning program called “Learning from Home” (Jakarta
Globe, 2020). The program focuses on improving literacy,
numeracy, and character building for all levels of elementary
and high schools. The implementation, however, proved to be
challenging given issues like uneven access to the internet,
the disparity in teacher qualifications and education quality,
and the lack of Information and Communications Technology
(ICT) skills (Azzahra, 2020). A survey of 1,045 students
found that a majority of students who responded, 53.7%,
cited concerns about online learning due to poor streaming,
limitation in network quota and reception. Though the reactions
are mixed, in general, there seems to be a positive response
to online learning in Indonesia (Yamin, 2020). Ninety five
percent of Indonesian universities carry out online learning
using the Online Learning System Program (SPADA) (Yamin,
2020). SPADA supports LMS across all tertiary education
hosting online lectures and course materials made freely
available to students.

Vietnam’s Ministry of Education and Training (MOET)
hosted a national online conference with 300 live meeting
hubs to find ways to improve online learning before launching
its educational program (Nguyen and Pham, 2020). The
conference was attended by HEI leaders, technology and
technical service providers including Viettel Group, VNPT,
MobiFone, Vietnamobile, Microsoft, Google, Amazon, and
FPT (Nguyen and Pham, 2020). MOET reported that 110
out of 240 HEIs in Vietnam had initiated online training.
However, not all HEIs have a fully developed LMS (Nguyen
and Pham, 2020). Recognizing that they are presented with
a unique opportunity to work together and enhance digital
teaching and learning, the delegates started working out plans
to implement online education long-term and not simply as
a response to COVID-19. Notable partnerships and initiatives
seemingly inspired by this collaborative discourse include
MOET’s partnership with Microsoft which equipped education
institutions with digital tools to implement remote learning

(Microsoft, 2020a), Viettel’s offer of free 3G and 4G data to
teachers and students using their e-learning platform called
Viettel Study, and VNPT’s launch of its online learning solution
called VNPT E-Learning which also comes with free 3G and 4G
data (Lich, 2020).

After months of experimenting, online teaching is now
recognized as a formal method in Vietnam, an interesting
development considering that any proposal to formally conduct
online learning before COVID-19 had been poorly received by
the country’s academic community (Nguyen and Pham, 2020).
Minister of Education and Training Phung Xuan Nha admitted,
however, that issues like connectivity problems, especially in
remote areas, as well as some pedagogical concerns, like
management of student performance, need to be sorted out for
the program to succeed.

CONCLUSION AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

The Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam, and Indonesia are on the
same economic and socio-cultural boat and are now facing the
same COVID-19 challenges in education. What comes with these
problems, however, is the opportunity to improve the way we
think about education and implement permanent and sustainable
changes that will enhance the quality of our educational systems.

Moving forward, the Philippines needs a clear set of policies
and guidelines based on an innovative educational framework.
This requires a careful and sincere assessment of the country’s
readiness to offer learning programs that demand more than the
traditional requirements.

As the Philippines ventures into a new mode of learning,
several factors need to be considered. This includes teacher
capacity, situation and context of the learner, and efficiency of
the learning environment. These are, of course, on top of the
more obvious issues of internet speed, cost of materials, and
mode of delivery. The best way to move forward is to take a
step back and design a strategy that engages teachers, students,
parents, school administrators, and technology-based companies.
This collaborative response based on a collective vision is the kind
of creative solution this novel problem warrants.

As the new academic year begins this October, CHEd seems
confident in its prescribed flexible learning mode. Stressing the
“spirit of bayanihan,” or the unique Filipino value of communal
unity, De Vera states that we must find ways to cope with
the pandemic during these challenging times and ensure that
while “learning must continue,” “we learn as one, we are ready”
(De Vera, 2020b).

In support of such statements, CHEd together with HEIs
sought to provide the following mechanism: (1) free training and
capacity building for faculty members on flexible learning, (2)
launch of the online resource PHL CHEd CONNECT, and (3)
putting up of the CHEd Hi-Ed Bayanihan digital community
of educators to “explore innovative responses in the context of
Philippine HEIs.” The CHEd Hi-Ed Bayanihan is a partnership
between the government and various HEIs in the country -it is
said to be the first of its kind in CHEd history. Through this
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effort, De Vera claims that the challenges in education brought
about by the COVID-19 pandemic may only be surpassed “if
we altogether educate and learn as one” (De Vera, 2020a). These
learning innovations, however, should be grounded on a deeper
understanding of distance education and should be sensitive to
the call of the times.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has created an unprecedented crisis with momentous

challenges for higher education institutions. Academic leaders have been charged with

restructuring their systems, ensuring instructional quality while operating with significantly

diminished resources. For department heads of units with leadership preparation

programs, the complexity of this crisis is layered upon fundamental scholarship about

leadership, which reports the effectiveness of leadership as a collective incorporating the

shared and diverse talents of faculty, students, and program stakeholders. This work of

educational leadership rests on a public and democratic ethic promoting social justice

and equity as the practices and outcomes for schooling at any level. In this article,

three department heads of educational leadership units in major research universities

use dialogic inquiry to reflect on our responses to complex demands brought forth

by the pandemic. We share insights into our decision making, as we have led with

a focus on equity. We address dilemmas and conflicts that we have addressed as

departmental leaders during this critical period of institutional challenges, changing

institutional policies and practices, and declining resources, as we have worked to

ensure equitable access and distribution of resources for students, faculty, and staff.

We conclude with implications for department heads who strive to maintain a focus on

equity during times of sweeping organizational change.

Keywords: higher education, COVID-19, crisis leadership, decision making, equity

INTRODUCTION

The ongoing coronavirus pandemic has created an unprecedented crisis with global consequences.
With relatively little warning, personnel in educational organizations, including PK-12 school
systems and higher education institutions, abandoned face-to-face instruction in mid-spring
semester 2020 and shifted rapidly to online learning. Educators were tasked with maintaining
relationships and ensuring quality, while balancing student needs with their own personal safety
and—for some individuals—simultaneously caring for loved ones and monitoring their own
children’s online educational progress. The transition to digital learning is but one example of the
significant ambiguous and immediate crises caused by the pandemic that have affected educational
institutions, students, programs, and faculty, and staff, and those who lead these organizations.
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In higher education institutions the landscape quickly
evolved, with senior leaders initially tasked with making rapid-
fire decisions, while keeping the health and safety of students,
faculty, and staff foremost in their planning. In early spring 2020,
academic leaders engaged in a first wave of decisions: canceling
events, moving students home, shifting instruction online, and
modifying university policies and procedures. Second-wave
effects followed soon thereafter, including summer/fall scenario
planning, undertaking significant budget reductions, continuing
to monitor and adjust policies, furloughs, employee layoffs, and
considering longer-term impacts on students and university
employees. Administrators, who already had been planning for
forecasted enrollment declines (Grawe, 2018) for the 2020–2021
academic year, braced for substantial drops in undergraduate
and graduate enrollment, as uncertainty loomed large regarding
students’ ability to afford college education during an era of
job losses, skyrocketing unemployment, and hesitancy to enroll
in coursework that would be primarily online. The financial
impacts for higher education have been compounded as U.S.
public education is among the few sectors to remain negatively
impacted by the Great Recession (Laderman andWeeden, 2020).

As administrators of their units, department heads must lead
through times of upheaval and crisis. As mid-level administrators
theymay not be directly involved in the examination and revision
of university policies and procedures that have unfolded. Yet,
heads typically engage in sensemaking (Weick et al., 2005) as
they lead equitable implementation of revised policies, consider
their effects on faculty, staff, and students, and determine modes
of communicating with relevant stakeholders. The department
head responsibility encompasses roles both as an actor and agent
of the institution (Berdrow, 2010). As an actor, the head “brings
his or her individual knowledge, skills, perspectives, experiences,
expectations, and objectives to the job” (Berdrow 2010, p. 500).
Thus, the head works with others within the unit and across
the organization, building relationships, managing human and
social capital, handling conflicts, and ensuring equitable resource
distribution. As an agent, the head “acts within the context of
the institution” (Berdrow, 2010, p. 501), operating within the
system to address academic functions, handle administrative
duties, and maintain external relationships. For heads of units
with leadership preparation programs, the complex demands
of a crisis are layered upon the fundamental scholarship about
leadership, which reports the effectiveness of leadership as a
collective incorporating the shared and diverse talents of faculty,
students, and program stakeholders (LeFevre and Robinson,
2015). More deeply, the work of educational leadership rests on a
public and democratic ethic promoting social justice and equity
as the practices and outcomes for schooling at any level.

RESEARCH BASE ON ACADEMIC

(DEPARTMENTAL) LEADERSHIP

Department heads come to the position in a variety of ways
(Schloss and Cragg, 2013). Some make a conscious choice to
pursue this role, while others fall into it almost accidently. Yet,
heads play key roles in the administration and governance of

higher education institutions, making decisions that influence
faculty careers, curriculum, student enrollments, and department
budgets (Berdrow, 2010; Gmelch et al., 2017). Thus, heads are
leaders and key decision makers, particularly with regard to
procedures within their own departments. It is expected that
heads lead and manage the totality of the day-to-day work of the
faculty and staff who form the unit.

Despite this important organizational role, research (Dopson
et al., 2019) suggests many heads receive inadequate training
for the position. It has been posited (Bolman and Gallos,
2011) that faculty who come from fields with a background
in leadership studies (e.g., business administration, social
psychology, educational leadership) are somewhat better
prepared for departmental leadership. However, more generally,
heads are unprepared for their leadership and management
responsibilities (Gmelch et al., 2017). This leadership role is
often assumed with limited warning, leaving many departmental
administrators entering positions without much formal training,
significant prior experience, understanding of the ambiguity and
complexity of the position, preparation to lead within a system
of shared governance, realization that administration requires a
metamorphic change from professorial work, and preparation
to balance personal and professional lives (Gmelch et al., 2017).
Adding to the complexity, as higher education demographics
and organizational expectations change, heads function in more
uncertain and increasingly complex institutional environments
(Dopson et al., 2019). During times of increasingly scarce
financial and human resources, heads are further challenged to
equity manage their units, ensuring that programs and personnel
are adequately supported. In this way, heads face increasing
demands for competency across all aspects of their job duties at
the same time the problems they face become more difficult.

In most institutions, department heads have two main arenas
of responsibility: handling the business of the department as
well as ensuring achievement of its academic mission. As the
business leaders of the department, heads are expected to lead
and manage their unit by the policies and routines of the
university. As academic leaders of their departments, heads must
assure the smooth operation of academic programs and student
success (Gunsalus, 2006; Buller, 2015). Yet, their placement in
the organization (i.e., subordinate to the university president,
provost, and college dean) and the reality of the internal
politics of academe, suggests that heads are often less a part of
formulating strategy and more responsible for communicating
and implementing it (Mintzberg, 2009; Weick, 2009). In this
way, the duties of heads and expectations for their performance
vary dependent on their department, dean, and the institution
they serve; furthermore, even within the same institution, heads
often find themselves charged with very different responsibilities
and tasks due to varying programmatic configurations of
departments and traditions and expectations of academic
disciplines. For example, heads within schools and colleges of
education often are responsible for developing and sustaining
partnerships with area schools, whereas heads of hard-sciences
departments may be charged with the safety and health of faculty
and students in laboratory settings. In sum, research (Cipriano,
2011) suggests that heads address an array of often dissociated
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tasks (e.g., course scheduling, hiring, strategic planning, faculty
evaluation, coaching/mentoring, budget, program assessment,
admissions, student success, stakeholder relationships) with
inadequate training and support. It has been long accepted
(Tucker, 1984; Gmelch et al., 2017) that the role is stressful and
often without tangible or lasting reward.

Building on this prior research, Kruse (2020) has posited that
heads work to balance their approaches to the work, striving
to employ common sense in decision making, humanity when
working with others, and being savvy when approaching an
unavoidable and often overwhelming political landscape, all
while possessing limited institutional authority. Thus, even under
ordinary conditions heads find themselves balancing tensions
including those related to the tasks assigned to them, their place
within the organization, and how they work with the people
within their units. In times of crisis these tensions are exacerbated
and their roles even more fraught; heads may find themselves
even more adrift as they attempt to respond to the needs and
demands of their deans, faculty, staff, and students.

EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP’S ETHIC OF

EQUITY FOR ACADEMIC LEADERSHIP

Most higher education colleges and schools of education
include departments housing educational leadership preparation
programs (LPP) that focus on the state’s public licensing
requirements for those aspiring to, and holding, leadership,
and management positions in public elementary and secondary
schools (Young et al., 2009; Hackmann and McCarthy, 2011).
Many of these departments include heads who have faculty
appointments in leadership preparation and thus also were
students in LPP in their career paths. As mid-management
leaders within public higher education institutions (IHEs)
preparing professionals to staff schools for children and youth,
the overall ethos of schooling youth and preparing teachers
and leaders focuses on necessary democratic values with the
overarching social mission of a productive citizenry (Starratt,
2004; Fowler, 2013). Among those values, equity is a persisting
requirement for school leaders to recognize, negotiate, and
advocate among communities (Furman, 2012; Lindle, 2019).
Furthermore, as communities’ and schools’ demographics
increase in both social and economic diversity, LPPs face higher
demands to better prepare aspiring and practicing school leaders
for the challenges of confronting inequities and implementing
the necessary associated changes in school practices and resource
allocations (Cobb et al., 2016; Bass et al., 2018).

Among the demands for better preparation, faculty of LPP
create knowledge through research and teaching (McCarthy
et al., 2017) while simultaneously implementing such social
justice principles and practices as finding and naming systemic
prejudices such as color-blindness, stereotyping, and other coded
expressions of biases and racism (Davis et al., 2015; Hernandez
and Marshall, 2017). Within the combined scholarships of
teaching and research, LPP faculty strive for further identity
development of mid-career educators as aspiring school
leadership who recognize and work to change systemic bias in

schools’ teaching practices or allocation of human and material
resources (Ryan, 2010; Carpenter et al., 2015; Robey et al., 2019).
This work also has implications for LPP faculty’s well-being
and success as professors (Hackmann et al., 2017; Martinez and
Welton, 2017), as well as graduate students’ satisfaction with
LPP quality and the adequacy of their preparation to lead within
educational organizations.

The combined requirements of program content,
instructional quality, and how to ensure both faculty and
program success create an amalgamation of responsibilities
for department heads (Gmelch et al., 2017). If research-based
ethical frameworks for school leadership require confronting
institutional inequities, then department heads are compelled
to enact these same frameworks and heuristics of socially-just
educational leadership practices (Furman, 2012; Smylie et al.,
2016). Like PK-12 leaders, university department heads face
scarcity of not merely financial resources, but also opportunity
resources that higher education systems routinely may distribute
inequitably (Martinez and Welton, 2017; Duggan, 2019; Mitchell
et al., 2019; Laderman and Weeden, 2020). The economic and
political constraints on departments of LPP may include the
traditions of the cash-cow phenomenon (Clifford and Guthrie,
1988), in which tuition revenue generated by the faculty and
programs is seized by other administrative units for distribution
to other faculty and programs (Carpenter et al., 2017). These
ongoing tensions require some acumen in framing the necessary
decision making in good times and bad. Within the approach to
framing fraught dilemmas while maintaining attention to equity,
the following questions can serve as a helpful framework:

1. Which values arise in the conflict, dilemma, or proposal (e.g.,
choice, efficiency, equity, quality, security)? (Marshall and
Gerstl-Pepin, 2005; Cobb and DeMitchell, 2006)

2. Who is raising this conflict, dilemma, or proposal, and why?
(Lasswell, 1965; Schneider and Ingram, 1993)

3. Who is mostly likely affected and are they part of the process
or not? If not, why not?

4. What are the intended outcomes? What unintended effects
might arise? Who could be affected potentially? And
potentially inadvertently? How might they be involved in the
resolution of the conflict, dilemma or proposal?

5. What are the time constraints on the conflict, dilemma
or proposal?

In this way, department heads can work toward establishing an
orientation to leadership that is simultaneously grounded by the
values of equity while allowing heads to plan for and reflectively
respond to that which confronts them.

CRISIS LEADERSHIP IN HIGHER

EDUCATION

A crisis is generally defined as an event, series of events, or
situation that presents a risk to the reputation of an organization,
the safety and well-being of its employees and customers, and/or
results in substantial damage to physical property or institutional
financial well-being (Mitroff, 2004; Bataille and Cordova,
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2014; Blumenstyk, 2014; Gigliotti, 2020). Furthermore, a crisis
requires immediate and sustainedmanagerial attention. Research
(Mitroff, 1994; Fink, 2002) suggests that crisis leadership is
staged, in that usually there is a pre-crisis or prodromal stage
when events indicate that an issue is emerging, a crisis event
where whatever the issue is has fully emerged, and a post-crisis or
resolution phase when there is clear evidence that the issue is no
longer a concern to members of the organization or institution.

Yet, suggesting that crisis unfolds in a linear fashion is both
artificial and reliant on retrospective sensemaking. Often the
beginnings of a crisis are well-underway prior to when leaders
discover its presence. Clearly, in the case of COVID-19 tracking
the prodromal stage is difficult: Did it begin once a single case
was identified in China, or when cases first appeared in the US,
or when political leaders failed to decisively respond with clear
and focused national guidance? Did COVID-19 become a crisis
for campus leaders only when they were forced to abandon on
campus-based instruction in spring 2020 or when it became clear
that the consequences of the virus’ presence would extend well
into fall 2020? Clearly, as we write this article at the start of
the fall 2020 semester, we are well rooted in the second stage of
this crisis, and university leaders are struggling to address the
full impacts and unfolding consequences of this crisis situation.
Furthermore, thinking of crisis as “an event” minimizes the
complexity of crisis. Be it a campus shooting, athletics scandal,
natural disaster, or racial tension and protest, how a crisis event is
experienced and ultimately, defined, is subject to evolving social
and organizational interpretation as a result of the complexity
inherent within each event.

Moreover, since institutions of higher education are complex
systems, they are susceptible to external environmental factors
that may disrupt organizational workflow, direction, and
purpose. As such, they are particularly vulnerable. More so,
because this vulnerability occurs at multiple levels of the system,
it is challenging to obtain clarity and agreement concerning
organizational purpose (Blumenstyk, 2014), how and which
functions organizational members perform which tasks (Gmelch
et al., 2017), formation of relationships and the processes and
power structures by which those relationships are maintained
(Weick et al., 2005), and the operational structures designed to
support the work within the organization (Fink, 2002). In turn,
what is privileged and given meaning within the crisis narrative
matters, as reality becomes defined by those acts of interpretation,
definition, and reaction or inaction (Mitroff, 2004; Gigliotti,
2020). Any institutional crisis is delimited by its causal events; yet,
institutional reputation and standing are often more influenced
by the social construction and perceptions of its response.

Research suggests (Fink, 2002), that ideally, crisis leaders
frame responses with attention toward multiple audiences
including internal and external stakeholders. In this way, they
are better able to mitigate messages that appear to privilege
the perceptions and status of one set of interests or groups
over others, or suggest that, for example, departmental and
system-wide organizational impacts are of greater concern
than individual consequences. Key to conveying the right
message, to the right audience, at the right time are leadership
actions that consider both the situation and how it is situated

within the context of the campus community and wider crisis
narrative. Doing so requires leadership competencies including
analytic and communication skills, flexibility, empathy and
compassion, presence and availability, transparency and honesty,
and established trust and respect (Gigliotti, 2020). Yet, as research
suggests (Weick et al., 2005; Schloss and Cragg, 2013), and
especially in the current context of higher education, developing
these competencies can be undermined by increasingly complex
institutional environments and disagreement as to the core
purpose(s) of the institution.

METHODS

The phenomenological research question posed for this
study follows: Given a global pandemic and its effects on
higher education in the US, what do participants, who are
practicing department heads, report about their leadership and
management of this crisis?

Three participating department heads practice higher
education leadership in public land-grant U.S. universities. The
team included two women and one man; all are white and have
been in academe for over 20 years. All three are married with
adult children who no longer live at home. Their universities
geographically span both coasts and the center of the U.S.
mainland’s regions. They share a common scholarship in the field
of educational leadership, although their research agendas differ,
bridging the range of formal education systems in the U.S. from
elementary and secondary school leadership to higher education
leadership. Their foundational disciplinary orientations differ
from political science and policy analysis to organizational
theory to a grounding in curriculum leadership and college and
career readiness.

The participants share roles in this study as participant
observers in the study with a responsibility for untangling a
phenomenon or multiple phenomena which engulf a specific
institutional leadership role in higher education—that of the
department head (Gunsalus, 2006; Buller, 2015). The appropriate
method for this role is a dialogic and biographical-ethnographic
form of phenomenological methods (Garza, 2008; Hughes et al.,
2012; Lund et al., 2012; Hoppes, 2014). These methods fit
the classification of emergent (sometimes deemed qualitative)
research design (Pasque et al., 2011, 2013; Saldaña, 2016).
The specific genre involves participants’ critical and iterative
interrogations of each other’s autoethnographic reflections, a
duoethnographic approach. “Duoethnographers are the sites
of the research, not the topics. They use themselves to assist
themselves and others in better understanding the phenomenon
under investigation” (Norris and Sawyer 2012, p. 13). Repetitive
reflections followed by dialogues engage the discourses of
experiences to stimulate insights.

Data Generation
To ensure a systematic engagement with iterative dialogics,
this study used two phases of data generation among the
three participating department heads. Each phase began with
written autoethnographic reflections which the participants
posted for each other to read, and then followed with a real-time
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conversation facilitated by digital meeting application crossing
three time zones.

Phase 1 consisted of the participants’ autoethnographic
reports of their career progression with a focus on how they
came to be department heads in their specific institutions.
Despite the fact that all three work in predominately White
public universities, they were asked to report on the specific
characteristics of the larger institution, the kinds of programs
and students within their departments, as well as the ethos
among their faculty and staff. Each generated a two to three-page
document that circulated to the other two participants, who then
inserted marginal comments or probing questions. The group
then met to discuss those annotated documents using an ethical
dialogic (Lund et al., 2012), or in this case, trialogic, as a form of
disrupting each other’s narratives and confronting the disruption
of probes and commentary about their autoethnographic reports
(Pasque et al., 2011, 2013). Such a discussion is an intertwining
of data interpretation in the process of data generation. Thus,
setting a foundation for the next phase of data generation.

In Phase 2, the participants turned to descriptions of their
awareness, roles, and responses in the global pandemic. The
trialogic concluded with participants agreeing that their current
leadership experiences revealed three aspects of the pandemic:
(a) dealing with the virus; (b) managing economic crises; and
(c) managing the issues of equity associated with the virus’s
impact on health, financial welfare, and the social systemic
consequences of all these forces, including a political climate
exposing racism on communities of color, affecting faculty, staff
and students. Again, the three participants wrote a two to three-
page semi-structured essay about their direct experiences in
their IHE leadership roles and shared the documents with each
other for marginal comments and probes. The second trialogic
produced more sensemaking than disruptive discourse. That
is, participants found more common ground than dissonance
among their constructions about leadership challenges in the
pandemic and confirmed the three aspects of it. This conclusion
signaled the structured data analysis phase.

Coding Structure and Analysis
The analysis process essentialized the second trialogic with a
confirmatory form (Miles et al., 2014) for each of the three
identified aspects (virus responses, budget impacts, and equity
issues). Each form required two of the three participants’
assignments and then validation of quotations from the second
phase’s essays with additional relevant statements from the Phase
1 narratives. Each participant assumed responsibility for one of
the three aspects, serving as the primary data manager in coding
quotations from both phases, and a second participant served in
the secondary role in validating selected quotations, adding, or
probing the selection. Another synchronous meeting offered an
additional opportunity to clarify and confirm this iterative coding
process among the three researcher-participants (Saldaña, 2016).

FINDINGS

As a result of our trialogic discussions we established that the
challenges we faced fell into three areas. Leading and managing

our units in response to the global pandemic, resultant budget
reductions, and, as the summer evolved confronting systemic
racism. We discuss each in this section.

The Pandemic’s Virulence in Institutional

Systems
During Spring 2020, institutions of higher education
(IHEs) turned to their crisis plans, many of which were
designed for the risk management of campus violence, fires,
tornadoes/hurricanes, and perhaps, a flu epidemic with little
awareness or detail for a global pandemic. Among the three
universities in this study, the appearance of Sars-COV-2, the
virus, as COVID-19, the outbreak, coincided with the occasion of
spring breaks. That traditional scheduled vacation from courses
offered a pause in preventing on-campus spread by shuttering
dorms and classrooms for a while. As one of us observed, “Of
course, that ultimately turned into online instruction for the
remainder of the spring and summer.”

The immediate impact of COVID-19 on the department
head role focused work on managing instructional change from
traditional in-person lectures, seminars, and in the case of
professional credentialing programs for school teachers and
other educator preparation, practica, and clinical experiences.
Traditionally university department heads are not direct
supervisors of instruction; still all three of the heads in this
study had been in an instructional support role for elementary
and secondary school teachers earlier in their careers. One of us
explained, “I have made deliberate efforts to briefly attend many
of our in-person classes,” and the appearance of a department
head as classroom observer is rare in IHE classes even in
Education colleges, schools, or departments.

At first, institutional support moved seamlessly into
provisions of the necessary equipment for digital learning
platforms, including hot spots, and equipment for both faculty
and students. The department heads invested in instructional
support roles for faculty who had to adjust to new forms and
modalities of teaching. Yet, two of us reported tensions due to
upper administration’s shifting messages about online courses
for spring and summer, that began to become increasingly
insistent to return to in-person formats mid-summer. As was
shared, the Provost’s initial message was, “if you can teach online,
teach online,” but then shifted to “we want teacher-student
relationships, particularly for our freshmen and seniors.”

And,

This shape-shifting message has a politicized element to it, in that,

inmy university, there’s still the undercurrent of the first, leaving it

up to instructors, but additionally a push for the in-person, we’re

open for business. These dual messages leave the conflict within

departments . . . in [the Provost’s] campus-wide meetings with

department heads, an explicit message [circulated] that “it’s up to

the department heads to explain the ambiguity between these two

messages and allay faculty’s fears and reactions encouraging them

to be [face-to-face], not online.”

In the two IHEs that reported the ambiguous messages
about preferred instructional modalities, both department heads
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acknowledged negative perceptions about the quality of virtual
instructional platforms. While these two universities were
focused on parents’ and students’ beliefs and preferences, at
least one department head mentioned that some faculty had
low opinions of online learning as well. That department head
recalled the struggles that a recently retired faculty member,
whose research was focused on multiple forms of historical
approaches to remote learning, including digital platforms.
That individual even as a senior full professor had faced peer
reviews with dismissive messages about such a research agenda,
and informally, confronted uncivil comments from so-called
colleagues. Interestingly, even with the strong push for in-person
learning, both campuses reported the same absentee student
phenomenon, with one of us reporting it as follows: “They started
classes with half of their students present, in many instances only
one or two students were attending. Instructors have expressed
frustration, as they plan their lessons to include small-group
activities, but their students are not present.”

At least one of the department head reported an undercurrent
about the extent to which Academic Freedom may, or ought
to, play a role in faculty choices and preferences for teaching
modalities, when campus leaders were encouraging in-person
instruction in the fall semester rather than online learning. One
of us stated, “faculty in my institution have been enormously
vocal, but the statistics on class modality suggest far more
compliance than rebellion.” In fact, in the two institutions
reporting the in-person instructional tensions, one reported
a third of fall courses started in-person, and the department
head reporting compliance cited a 62% rate of in-person
classes. That contradiction between rebellion and compliance
represents a form of emotional labor, defined by Hochschild
(1983) as the suppression of genuine feelings to enact a different
emotion. As heads, we were tasked with working with faculty to
reconcile institutional recommendations with their instructional
preferences, which took an emotional toll both for faculty and for
department heads.

Besides the faculty’s emotional labor, all three department
heads described a similar toll and a sense of obligation to manage
everyone’s emotional state. Our trialogue about emotional
management and emotional labor looked like this:

I feel like I’ve been forced to pay a compassion tax of sorts where

since I’m an administrator it has been my job to address people’s

fear, irrationality, grief, uncertainty, disappointment, and anger

(and that’s the short list). I also think that this is entirely gendered.

Followed by,

I feel like I have gone far into the side of verbalizing emotional

support, checking in . . . with people to see how they are doing,

emphasizing that this term is about “flexibility and empathy.”

. . . that has not typically been my style, but I’m painfully aware

of the importance of helping people be aware of their stress and

helping them give themselves permission to step away/relax.

Concluding with,

I’m the emotional “protector” and guide. Perhaps it’s what I

mean when I mention the aspects of building community and

addressing civility and collegiality? . . . I’m also wondering about

the “us v. me” mentality. There’s a rhetoric of self-care directed at

feelings of exhaustion and the lack of boundaries between work

and personal life. Still that rhetoric has a thin line between legit

reasons to take a break to preserve mental health and the level of

selfishness that arises when someone takes the stance that “it’s my

turn” to be excused.

We acknowledged that some of our faculty, staff, and students
experienced additional challenges, such as lack of internet access,
caregiving responsibilities, and homeschooling children, which
affected their work productivity and contributed to exhaustion
levels. As heads without young children at home, we did not
experience these issues. However, two of us had our children’s
weddings postponed due to the pandemic and we all were
concerned about our family members’ exposure to COVID.
Although we continued to express concerns about our colleagues’
self-care, we did not regularly assess our needs to attend to our
own stress levels.

During this pandemic, the middle-management centrism of
the IHE department head role intensified in the ambiguity of
managing a physical health crisis. It initially manifested as an
instructional challenge, which unsettled faculty because their
understandings of their roles changed rapidly. The instructional
challenges did not phase us, but the unsettling of professorial
identities, and the emotional labor in allaying anxiety in the face
of ongoing ambiguity has taken its toll.

Addressing Departmental Budget

Challenges During a Pandemic
As experienced departmental leaders, we were proficient with
developing fiscally sound and equitable budgets to consistently
and fairly support our units’ programs, ensuring faculty
and staff workloads were equitably balanced, and managing
our units’ finances. However, COVID-19 created immediate
and unexpected multi-million dollar financial losses at our
institutions in Spring 2020 and also affected budget planning.
Our campus administrators experienced uncertainties regarding
the ability to predict a variety of factors for the upcoming
academic year, including Fall 2020 enrollments; revenues from
tuition, fees, and student housing; and higher education
allocations from our state legislatures. Our universities, colleges,
and ultimately our departments were bracing for significant
reductions due to the COVID-19 economic fallout.

As mid-level managers, we were not involved in campus-
level financial conversations, yet it fell to us to interpret
communications once they became shared with employees and
students. Each of us sought to deliver regular and consistent
messaging to faculty and staff regarding campus-level responses
to the economic downturn and university fiscal processes that
were being continually adjusted. We provided our insights
into these formal communications and made sense of implicit
meanings for what was left unstated—being candid about the
stark realities of the budget situation while attending to the
needs and concerns of our departmental colleagues. At all
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three institutions, hiring freezes were quickly enacted, searches
currently underway were canceled, and/or additional layers of
approval were required for positions that could be justified as
“mission critical” to the unit. One of us observed that even
requesting an adjunct instructor for a well-enrolled summer
course now involved “a form to fill out and at least three emails
that have to get sent to make that happen.” Noting that some
department members advocated for their personal needs without
showing empathy with regard to the economic collapse’s impact
on others, one of us described initially showing care and later
became more direct with responses as the community and state
struggled economically and second-wave effects began to occur:

When furloughs, layoffs, and unemployment sky-rocketed, then I

hardened my responses, pointing out the privileges among being

paid on time while this collapse became more dire. Eventually,

faculty reported a variety of authentic moments in classes and

in advising sessions, where the working, mid-career adults in

our programs revealed economic effects on their neighbors and

families. At that point, it was easier to send a message to

faculty that they needed to be ready for some kind of downward

adjustment such as furloughs, alongside longer-term freezes

in spending.

As department heads, we were asked to submit proposed
reductions for the 2020–2021 academic year that averaged 10%
for two of us; one described the process in their department when
identifying over $750,000 to eliminate: “I worked with the faculty
and our subunit leaders to identify areas to cut: four faculty
positions (retirement/resignations), one staff position, supplies,
travel, lecturers, and graduate assistant appointments.” Another
noted how deliberations extended deep into the summer months:
“We went through about 30 hours of budget meetings in July to
figure out how as a college we’d get to the 10%.”

Our direct involvement in the budget reduction activities
concluded in late summer, and we received our finalized
departmental allocations for 2020–21 academic year. Yet, we
each received signals from our superiors—both implicit and
explicit—that these allocations remained subject to change. Mid-
year clawbacks could occur should the economy worsen, Spring
semester enrollments dip, or the legislature implement higher
education funding reversions. Thus, any sense of relief that we
may have felt at the start of the Fall semester was likely short-
lived, and the financial consequences clearly would extend into
future years. In some instances, policy changes were announced
by campus leaders without prior warning. For example, one of us
noted that although furloughs were anticipated,

none of the middle managers were included in the design

or communication plan for announcement of furloughs. The

message came on a Tuesday within days of the semester’s start,

and the instructions were not complete. Individuals had a chart of

pay ranges attached to the number of days people in that pay band

need to take, unpaid. Within 36 h, letters with the stated number

of days for a person came. Still, it took five more days to gain

clarity about how to get approval for the dates selected.

Another described being surprised with a change in online
tuition policies, which resulted in a handful of graduate students
withdrawing from programs: “Our budget and enrollments
took an additional hit in August, when we learned that our
non-resident graduate students enrolled in distance learning
programs no longer would qualify for in-state tuition.” Our third
colleague reported, “we’re currently in a holding pattern on the
budget, the semester has started and those decisions are over.”
They further reported that the budget cutting

just gets us through this budget year. No one is clear about what

any of this means for the next biennium until the state legislature

comes back in January. So mostly, I’m just waiting for the next

round of bad news.

Although we did not write extensively about how equity was
at the forefront of our budget deliberations, during our joint
reflections we agreed that equity was an important factor as we
explored potential areas to cut and considered the effects on
faculty, staff, and students. One described how they and their
faculty received a letter from students “asking us to support
graduating students who were unable to obtain jobs due to
the pandemic” through extending health insurance coverage
and providing short-term employment. This institution had
relaxed hiring procedures for post-docs, should units have
funding for their graduates. Within the unit, their budgets
ensured all students currently holding graduate assistantships
would maintain their appointments the upcoming year. Another
observed, “I learned how to communicate with compassion and
how to look for where the system was inequitable and what
(small) ways I could remedy those issues.” Our third colleague
reported on their “scholarship in micropolitics of leadership as
well as policy implementation in the front lines of educational
leadership,” which was invaluable when considering the equitable
implementation of budget reductions.

Finally, we again mentioned the emotional toll we personally
experienced as we engaged in budget conversations, and
particularly as we sought to be sensitive and responsive to the
needs of others. One described how the economic effects of the
pandemic broadly affected individuals in our institutions and
throughout our communities:

Public education depends on the healthiness of the workforce

which makes the economy healthy. And the economic future

depends on mentally and physically healthy people who are

knowledgeable and skilled in their work, and knowledge and skills

require education. All these elements of health and wealth are

linked in education and the economy. Health took an impact as

did wealth, due to this pandemic.

Our descriptions of how we internalized stress provide insights
into the challenges of academic leadership during a time of
financial crisis. One noted, “I spent three weeks of (literally)
sleepless nights in April-May agonizing over budget cuts.”
Observing that the department head “position is isolating under
any conditions,” our third colleague concluded, “the back-up and
recovery work is exhausting.”
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Although we are academic leaders who operate at the levels
closest to faculty, staff, and students, we were typically not
involved in campus-level decision making with regard to policy
modifications and budgeting principles in response to the
pandemic. This approach is understandably necessary and
efficient, particularly within a complex university bureaucracy.
Our campus and college administration expanded their
communications to those of us in mid-level leadership roles to
keep us regularly informed, and particularly as decisions were
made and procedural shifts were contemplated. While campus
administrators considered the effects of budgetary decisions at
the policy level, department heads—as the leadership “boots on
the ground”—were essential for interpreting these decisions,
explaining their impact and implications, and responding to the
questions and concerns of our faculty, staff, and students.

Addressing Race and Racism During a

Pandemic
We began this study with the intent of addressing the challenges
department heads faced as they attempted to address higher
education leadership in the time of COVID-19. However, as the
spring and summer unfolded an equally traumatic, pandemic
emerged. No doubt, the years leading up to the pandemic already
signaled the deep divides that mark the United States. Arguably,
the nation entered into the pandemic deeply economically,
socially, culturally, and politically divided. The educational
leadership literature has, for years, argued that our nation, and by
extension the nation’s schools, are marked almost unprecedented
inequality (Marshall, 2004; Theoharis and Haddix, 2011; Irby,
2018). Therefore, it was no surprise to us, that promoted by the
deaths at the hands of police of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor,
Black LivesMatter (BLM) protests filled the streets of cities across
the nation. As department heads, we were called to respond, to
comment, and to support our reeling faculty, staff, and students.
Furthermore, as one of us noted,

Among the faculty, six have research agendas focused on identity

development including aspects of diversity and inclusion. The

rest have declared stances against racism, placism, and effects

of poverty. Nevertheless, as with all scholars, these stances are

not identical nor even aligned. The protests about Black Lives

Matter (BLM) revealed the fissures extending beyond the fissures

of scholarship, and even, expanding the anxieties of pre-tenure

faculty whomay be juggling to find a balance among the tri-partite

requirements of research, teaching, and service.

They added,

While social media trended with multiple illustrations of the

vulnerabilities of being Black anywhere in the U.S. or the globe,

academic media channels included advice to check-in on Black

colleagues. African American faculty’s reactions to those check-

ins were wide-ranging and exposed differences in their ideologies.

Embracing a definition of equity that calls for attention to
systemic injustices and imbalances that have historically resulted
in unfair and unjust treatment of students, staff, and Faculty of
Color (Brown, 2006; Pasque et al., 2011; Davis et al., 2015), we

understood that it was important to demonstrate our care and
concern, even as we received differing responses. Some valued
the opportunity to connect through teleconferencing or phone
conversations, while others reported that they were—for the
time being, at least—adequately managing the challenges. We
noted that as the COVID pandemic kept us physically separate
and hampered our abilities to connect with faculty as we might
have in other times, our ideological distances deepened further
complicating our responses. Seemingly, just when our instincts
called for us to draw together, we were forced to be separate,
confounding our ability to deepen departmental trust and respect
as well as our social and intellectual bonds. In this way, our
imposed physical separateness served as a stark metaphor for
increasingly evident philosophical fissures.

Before we begin a deeper discussion, a note about the contexts
in which our campuses operate. As land grant schools we all sit
on what was Native land, and one of our campuses had been a
plantation. These contexts matter. Not only do they define, in
real ways, who we are as universities, colleges, and departments
but context also has the potential to limit a head’s ability
to address issues of race both within the department setting
and beyond. In our explorations, we found that institutional
context contributed to the level of preparation exhibited in
responding to the issues of racial unrest we faced. In one
case, the institution had been diligently working to develop,
prior to this summer, a comprehensive campus-wide faculty
and staff professional learning program that confronted topics
such as microaggression, “color-blindness,” and “the ways higher
education structures and systems have marginalized our black
and brown students.” Other campuses were less assertive about
these conversations and about their explicit attempts to remedy
long standing inequalities and racist practices. Simply put, and
of no surprise to scholars of educational leadership, where we
worked mattered and framed our ability to respond to the second
pandemic that griped the nation. Our discussions during this
time led us to talk about the enduring tensions that heads must
negotiate as they relate to race and racism and the real limits of a
head’s ability to effect systemic change.

As heads, we have all been part of our college and university’s
efforts to address racial inequalities. Of these, most evident is
support of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC). As
one of us shared,

A persistent problem we have been experiencing—which was

happening prior to my [hiring] and has continued while I have

been [head]—is retention of Faculty of Color. This issue has

become even more challenging as a result of the dual pandemics

we have been experiencing in the U.S. this summer—COVID-

19 and heightened racial unrest and growing awareness of

structural racism.

These tensions become further complicated by the ways in which
these departures are experienced by other faculty and students.
They continued, “I feel like. . . a large boulder has started rolling
down the hill, and it is difficult to get in front of it.”

Clearly, the ability to make targeted BIPOC hires was an
advantage not all of us shared. Faculty lines do not come easily to
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all heads, nor do positions, when posted, always attract a diverse
pool. As we discussed,

Sometimes it’s the place. We have a hard time attracting BIPOC

faculty, we’re not in a place that is well-known for diversity. It’s

hard to convince people that living here would feel good or that

their families would be welcomed.

Furthermore, even when, on the surface, our campuses strived to
address issues of race and racism within the institution change
does not come easily. While heads can be out in front of efforts to
mitigate systemic racism and inequality, they are often unable to
affect change that produces the desired results. As was revealed,

[Even as we work to educate faculty and staff] we’re struggling

with a campus conversation that permeates to the classroom,

advising, and interpersonal levels. We have the supports in place

but it’s not enough. Our retention and graduation rates differ in

all the ways you’d expect them to.

Additionally, we struggle with the very nature of this work.
As was suggested above, faculty intellectually and politically
disagree about what work is needed and how such efforts might
be undertaken. In turn, it rests on the head to negotiate the
interpersonal disputes that arise when faculty cannot work in
consistent and coherent ways. As was reflected,

My role as [head] required my negotiation of perspectives among

faculty whose side-bar conversations often expressed surprise or

hurt at a colleague’s reactions. Most were careful not to name

names, but most of the incidents, even the phrasing of quotes,

revealed who said what to whom simply because we are a small

unit. My role was to acknowledge how that phrase hurt the

individual relaying it and then to keep asking questions about how

to address it. This mediating step can build community rather

than dismantle it.

Furthermore, as heads we found that even as we worked to
support faculty efforts, we struggled with faculty positionality.
As was shared, “I struggle with how performative faculty, staff,
and students can be about their “wokeness” seemingly without
an awareness of the impacts of their claims and statements.” This
author went on to explain,

I have one faculty member how regularly tells students that

“silence is complicity” but then polices what is “acceptable” speech

dependent on who is saying what. I have faculty that claim to be

speaking for students only then to have those very students tell me

they felt infantilized by [their] actions.

Yet, another author pointed to a situation that made national
news where a university faculty member’s syllabus statement
overstepped in regard to the free-speech rights of students.

Clearly, we agree that heads must be out in front of efforts
to mitigate systemic racism as it exists in our departments,
colleges, and universities. We acknowledge we will not be able to
address the tensions inherent until our institutions take seriously
the ways in which an authentic sense of belonging amount
faculty, staff, and students is fostered. We also acknowledge that

belonging is not something we can create for others. Rather,
we understand that belonging requires that an organizational
member’s experience of personal connection to the larger
organization and a sense that they matter to others working
and learning within that same environment. Inasmuch as we
understand that a sense of belonging is fostered by effective
organizational communication, open interactive patterns of
governance and decision making, and ongoing and authentic
support and encouragement, we admit the challenges we face in
creating these environments.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

We set out to address the phenomenological research question:
Given a global pandemic and its effects on higher education in the
US, what do participants, who are practicing department heads,
report about their leadership and management of this crisis?

As we explored our own processes and experiences, we
identified addressing COVID, budget, and systemic racism as
interwoven crisis events. We submit that the series of events
faced by department heads in the Spring, Summer, and early
Fall of 2020 meet the definition of a crisis we set forth earlier
in this article. That is, a crisis is an event, series of events, or
situation that presents a risk to the reputation of an organization,
the safety and well-being to its employees and customers, and/or
results in substantial damage to physical property or institutional
financial well-being (Mitroff, 2004; Bataille and Cordova, 2014;
Blumenstyk, 2014; Gigliotti, 2020). Indeed, COVID, budget,
and addressing systemic racism each presented serious risks to
institutional reputation, student, staff, and faculty well-being, and
organizational finances. More important to our thinking, and
beyond the risks each presented to our institutions, we submit
that each created and contributed to significant departmental
leadership challenges.

Our experiences are not unique, and they had a compound
effect. As a friend who was also a department head suggested,
“Any one of these crises [alone] I could have handled no problem.
Two, I could have juggled. Three, it’s laid me flat. I’m really not
sure I can do this much longer.” Furthermore, we assert that
although we have distinguished between each for the purposes of
discussion, they are, in fact, mutually informing and as a result,
more highly charged. In turn, we suggest that the difficulty of
these crisis events was felt more deeply because they challenged
our notions of, work around, and commitment to equity within
our departments, were deeply complex, and required nimble and
adaptive leadership. Each of these claims are addressed in the
following discussion.

Equity in Times of COVID
We submit that equity-oriented departmental leadership focuses
on transforming institutional and departmental policies and
practices toward improved outcomes for faculty, staff, and
students within the higher education arena. This definition is in
keeping with the educational leadership literature (Brown, 2006;
Theoharis, 2007) which suggests that equity-oriented leaders
employ critical thinking skills and knowledge of the systemic
inequalities present in PK-12 and higher education systems,
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particularly as they relate to race, income, gender, religion,
disability, and the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer,
or questioning, intersex, and asexual or allied (LGBTQIA+)
community. In practice, leading from a stance toward equity
requires that department heads recognize the need for systemic
change and set priorities, invest time, effort, and political capital
toward marshaling the necessary resources to measurably and
culturally transform their departments. This is, of course, no
small charge. Furthermore, the directions of such work are
disputed and contested. We contend that these intersecting
pandemics have simultaneously exposed and exacerbated the
divide that was already present in higher education.

Certainly, the early days of the COVID pandemic had
all heads looking to identify easily addressed soft targets.
These included providing for student need, including seeking
emergency funds, advocating for increased Wi-Fi access on-
campus and in students’ communities, and finding avenues to
tackle issues such as food insecurity and access to compassionate
mental health services. Concurrently, we also ensured that
supports were available to faculty and staff as they moved to
shift classes to online and hybrid delivery models, providing
instructional and curricular supports with the intent toward
maintaining program and degree integrity. Such work required
considerable responsiveness and the ability to employ existing
and limited resources to meet shifting and uncertain goals.

Take for example the near ubiquitous move toward online
instruction. From an equity perspective, it required heads to
coordinate not only the provision of instructional materials to
faculty including those on the tenure and clinical tracks and those
in adjunct and instructor positions but it also required that heads
coordinate student access and opportunity. We witnessed how
both students and faculty with the advantages of reliable Wi-Fi,
home offices, older or adult children, and stable incomes were
able to accrue advantages that others were not. Similarly, those
who were more tech-savvy, either faculty who were better able
to pivot instructional mode or students who had adequate home
computing resources were more able to immediately respond to,
if not benefit from, changed circumstances.

Additionally, such signals and symbols of inequality were
readily apparent. Unsurprisingly lower income, first generation,
and BIPOC students were first and most hard-hit. Heads
shouldered the responsibility of communicating, often without
clear direction, support for impacted students as well as
calls to re-direct resources to mitigate student distress and
need, including locating financial supports. Further exacerbating
COVID response was our clear understanding that racism,
xenophobia, and aggression toward institutionally and societally
underrepresented populations was on the rise. As equity
leaders it fell to us, and others like us, to be advocates
for faculty and students in need, the face of compassion,
and their primary source of information. Often, we were
required to work behind the scenes and our efforts to
obtain supports were not visible, which sometimes caused
faculty and students to question whether we were truly
advocating for members of our departmental communities.
Addressing the interwoven pressures of support for marginalized
faculty, staff, and students proved difficult, as there were

few places to turn to for encouragement, guidance, and
resource supports.

Institutional Complexity and COVID

Response
Institutions of higher education are complex places. Smooth
operation requires that schedules are maintained, budgets
balanced, the safety and health of students and faculty is ensured,
and accreditation agencies, state, and federal policy makers have
confidence that core missions and goals are achieved. Yet, as
complicated as they are, when each component unit operates well
and interconnects as planned, the institution largely functions as
is intended (i.e., classes are held, students attend, the sum total of
educational experiences lead to degree).

However, when complexity within a system is increased,
for example, when factors external to an organization (such
as a global pandemic) influence the working of the system,
the system becomes less predictable. In the case of COVID, as
traditional feedback structures (e.g., communication practices,
budget forecasts) became compromised, the typical measures
of productivity, performance, and efficiency began to fail to
provide meaningful and consequential feedback for heads. In
turn, our ability to assure organizational outcomes (e.g., student
attendance and degree completion, instructional quality, faculty
productivity) was compromised. In this way, the complexity
of our institutional structures served to undermine effective
leadership action.

For example, as upper administration worked to determine
next steps as the pandemic spread, it was often unclear as to
what decision principles were at play and what outcomes were
most valued. Unmistakably, faculty, staff, and student health were
priorities. Financial viability was and remains a core concern
for university presidents, provosts, and deans. Speed matters.
Decisions could not be made in the typical glacial pace of
the academy. Yet, because of the constantly changing nature
of CDC and state guidance, existing institutional structures of
and for decentralized and participatory decision making (e.g.,
presidential cabinet, faculty senate) seemingly had been rendered
ineffective and our usual organizational routines (e.g., weekly or
monthly leadership meetings, hierarchical information sharing
and processing) failed to provide a robust communication
network for the messaging of end decisions and decision
processes. Often it was unclear as to the quality and quantity
of data used for decision making as well the ways in which
sensemaking was achieved (Weick et al., 2005). Additionally, any
decision was intensely politically charged. In turn, the ability of
university leaders appeared compromised, at times ineffectual,
and ultimately, inadequate to meet the pressures placed upon
the system.

To be clear, we submit that our institutional leaders worked
to respond in ways that were responsible and effective. Yet,
just as COVID and the Spring and Summer of racial unrest
made increasingly evident the long-standing inequities in higher
education, it too surfaced the ways in which the complexity
of higher education fails to support leaders in times of stress
and crisis. Additionally, the predictable, linear fashion in which
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decisions traditionally are reached on university campuses was
disrupted. Moreover, we would suggest that in the very instances
when institutional leaders sought to express and demonstrate
their commitments to ethical, value-centered leadership, the
reality of the complex challenge that COVID created undermined
their ability to do so in transparent and convincing ways.

Leadership During and Beyond COVID
Meeting the challenges presented by the crises of COVID,
racism, and budget asked us to lead in innovative ways.
Likewise, administration at all levels of the academy has been
called to assess how they lead as well as to construct new,
distinctive, responses to the challenges presented by these crises.
As department heads we acknowledge that, in this moment, we
are charged with responsibility for maintaining the continued
operations of our units, demonstrating care for those under our
charge, and planning for future semesters, all while working in
and with on-going uncertainty. Scholars of leadership (Rittel
and Webber, 1973) would suggest that the problems we face are
wicked, that they lack easy resolution where no single solution
can address the complexity of the issues faced. Indeed, at this
juncture the pandemic appears to have no stopping point (Alford
and Head, 2017).

Yet, as heads we are called to confront, and tackle, challenges
that include coordinating human resources (i.e., hiring freezes
and furloughs, staffing courses including tenure line, clinical,
instructor, and adjunct faculty, working with support staff),
evaluation (i.e., advocating for the adjustments of annual review,
tenure, and promotion timelines and deadlines), professional
learning (i.e., use of new pedagogical technologies, hybrid and
hy-flex models of instruction, course and content delivery,
and integrity), and enrollment management (i.e., continued
recruitment, student retention, and persistence). While critical,
these are not the kinds of issues that are well-addressed “on
the fly” and absent relevant data. Furthermore, we assert that,
although challenging, these issues are largely technical in nature
(Heifetz et al., 2009). All lie within prior areas of expertise and all
are solvable, at least within the short term, by the application of
relevant available data and well-understood institutional policy
and practice. At some level, they might even be considered
management issues in that they may be addressed through
organized processes even if those processes require some change
in response to the circumstances at hand.

More challenging are the adaptive problems we face (Heifetz
et al., 2009). This set of issues is characterized by more
demanding and conflicting concerns including balancing the
ambiguity and anxiety created by uncertainty (i.e., student and
faculty worry and fear about disease spread, availability and
safety of field placements, job security), self- and communal-
interest (i.e., maintaining individual faculty travel fund accounts
vs. creating funding for unit graduate students), transparency
and conflict (i.e., mask wearing, decision processes, productive
and destructive dialogue, and culture norms), and problem
framing and solution finding (i.e., who owns the problem and
likewise who is responsible for solution finding and execution,
allocation of resources to address need). In each of these cases,
on-going learning is required to robustly address the depth

of the circumstance. Furthermore, handling these well-requires
leadership (and opposed to management) including the ability to
ask deep, rather than superficial, questions and seek out solutions
that may well-require compromise and cooperation.

Yet, we found in the face of rising uncertainty and indecision
more often than not, faculty and staff sought immediate
answers: asking of us, and department heads across the nation,
that we be able to simultaneously respond in the present
and predict what the future will bring. Faculty, even those
who have traditionally supported collaboration, insisted that
we attempt, albeit measured, to control the circumstances
we faced. We attribute this call for leadership as control to
faculty, staff, and students’ deep need to grapple with and
confront their own discomfort with the unknown. We suggest
that there are two ways to generally solve the “problem” of
the unknown. One might, as most of our faculty, staff, and
students sought to do, decrease the perception of risk. For
example, we found that sharing even small certainties (e.g.,
increased Wi-Fi signals across campus, scheduling clarification,
prepping classrooms for in-person sessions) created pockets of
calm that allowed us to continue to work on more complex
issues. A second response to uncertainty is to increase one’s
tolerance of it. This proved a much more difficult task, and we
found ourselves asking faculty, staff, and students for patience,
compassion, flexibility, and grace as we worked to develop
robust, timely solutions to college and unit problems. We were
challenged to provide space for faculty, staff, and students to
handle their personal stresses and increased workloads, while
at the same time were being asked to devote attention to
complex issues that needed to be resolved within our units.
Working across the boundaries of these three intersecting
pandemics created additional leadership challenges for us,
as we sought to identify workable solutions to increasingly
complex issues.

One of our insights into leading in a time of COVID,
confronting systemic racism, and budget crises is the importance
of knowing and living by our leadership values. Addressing
the issues has been especially difficult, with problems and
issues competing for attention and demanding their piece of
significantly diminished resources. Although challenged, these
crises offered the opportunity to make public what we believed
important as well as to demonstrate our beliefs in practice.
Each time we decided to extend a deadline, offer support and
assistance, listen to concerns, or simply acknowledge how hard
this all is for all of us, we found we were able to make prominent
our stances toward equity, transparency, and leadership.

CONCLUSION

As COVID-19 swept through the nation, it created an
unprecedented crisis with momentous challenges for higher
education institutions. Further complicating COVID leadership
response and foundational to the work of department heads at
this time was the emergence of national unrest as communities
struggled to confront the impacts of long-standing systemic
racism fueled by both the health crisis and resulting economic
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downturn. As a result of our shared inquiry into the
challenges these co-pandemics created, we offer implications for
leadership practices.

First, our experience suggests that there is a strong therapeutic
dimension to shared inquiry (Norris and Sawyer, 2012). By
engaging in this particular methodology, we each were better
able to clarify and deepen our understanding of the issues
we faced. We found that by sharing our experiences with
our peers we each felt less alone and more supported as we
worked to respond to events as they unfolded. Additionally,
because we did not work for the same institutions, we were
able to provide fresh perspectives as well as have some
much-needed distance from any single happening or issue.
Our experiences here suggest that it is worth exploring the
importance of systematic processes of reflection on our own
leadership actions. We submit that beyond traditional mentoring
and coaching models that often focus on problem resolution,
an implication of our experiences as they are outlined in
this article is that department heads, and by extension other
educational leaders, look to models of support that focus on
empathy and extending compassion in the face of difficultly
and uncertainty.

Second, we highlight the ways in which institutional policies
and practices must be unpacked and examined in light of on-
going COVID related concerns. Well-beyond an immediate
resolution to the virus, institutions of higher education must
reckon with the lasting impacts of disruption and the inequitable
distribution of that disruption on budgeting practices, research
productivity and foci, faculty evaluation, student learning
experiences, and K-12 school/university partnerships (Alford
and Head, 2017; Dopson et al., 2019). We recognize the ways
in which our prior work in educational leadership preparation
sensitizes us to engaging in social justice-oriented work. We
call for increased foci by the academy for comprehensive
attention to how departmental leadership must address these
concerns. Department heads would be wise to begin now
to question and prepare for the effects of the pandemic on
institutional policy and practice extending into years, not
merely months, of recovery. As research (Ryan, 2010; Schloss
and Cragg, 2013) suggests, questions heads might want to
consider include:

• How might faculty seeking tenure and promotion best
represent the challenges they negotiated and experienced as a
result of COVID?

• In what ways should faculty who faced significant personal
trauma and/or added effort as a result of the summer’s national
focus on long-standing systemic racism represent this work in
evaluation and review documents?

• How should course evaluations be read as a result of
shifted modalities and as students suffered traumatic illness,
economic, and racial impacts?

• How might budget items need to be reallocated to
more fully support students and faculty who have been
disproportionately impacted by COVID and systemic racism?

• How will heads keep their understandings top of mind
through at least 2022 and beyond?

In short, we suggest department heads consider not only the
present but the short- and long-term future as they seek ways to
support and represent faculty and students.

Third, we assert that we must begin to look toward the ways
in which these circumstances forced us to shift our attentions
and disrupted the status quo. Here we suggest that department
heads consider not only the ways in which institutional policy
and practice is impacted but also consider how our departmental
mission might be reconsidered and restructured (Cipriano, 2011;
Kruse, 2020). As prior thinking (Hernandez and Marshall, 2017;
Lindle, 2019) suggests, the following questions serve as a basis for
reflection for department heads:

• What did these events teach us about who we are as social
justice leaders and what we value, as individuals and as
departmental colleagues?

• What did we discover that we are proud of and where did we
learn we have space to grow?

• As we move beyond the immediacy of this moment what will
we take with us, how will it inform our work going forward,
and how will we assure that equity matters in that work?

Finally, we acknowledge an ongoing disconnect between the
scope and difficulty of heads’ work and the ways in which that
work is recognized and supported. It has been long suggested
that the work of department heads is marked by any number of
challenges related to being middle managers and that many of
their efforts go unrewarded (Gmelch et al., 2017; Kruse, 2020).
Therefore, it was no surprise to us that our efforts to resolve the
challenges that these crises presented were met with resistance
and scant praise. To be clear, each of us experienced moments
of real support and gratitude for our efforts. The perpetual
challenges of the position were made worse by the challenges
faced during this time. As we note above, this is a time for
department heads to reflect on their work and the ways in which
they cope with the complex challenges it includes.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has fundamentally altered the pre-clerkship, clerkship,

and research experiences for medical students. Although these changes impact all

specialties, we highlight the unique challenges faced by neurology education and

discuss methods by which our institution is adapting to these changes at the epicenter

of the pandemic in the U.S. We include a few examples of how some neurology

departments around the country have altered their teaching methods in the COVID-19

era and capitalize on lessons learned by proposing new strategies for moving neurology

education forward.

Keywords: COVID-19, neurology, education, medical student, clerkship, virtual education, medical curriculum

AN UNCERTAIN TIME

Located in New York City at the epicenter of the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S., Weill Cornell
Medicine (WCM) has continuously reassessed the balance between patient care, medical education,
and research. In March 2020, in consultation with its primary teaching hospital system, New
York-Presbyterian, WCM made the difficult but necessary decision to suspend all medical student
teaching in clinical care settings, creating changes for medical students at all phases of their
education. For pre-clerkship students, all lectures became virtual, and preceptorship sessions, which
previously allowed students to engage in clinical settings, were either postponed or canceled.
Clerkship students who depended on a year of complete clinical immersion could no longer
participate in in-person patient encounters. More senior medical students struggled with the
cancellation of away electives and sub-internships, along with the uncertain implications of these
changes on the residency application process.

STAYING CLINICALLY ENGAGED

These COVID-19-driven changes in medical teaching have created rippling effects for
neurology education. The focus of the pre-clerkship curriculum is on building a strong
foundational understanding of the basic sciences gathered through faculty lectures and
small-group participation. To foster student learning during COVID-19, the WCM
neurology department offered continuing medical education (CME) courses inclusive
of medical students highlighting neurodegenerative disease and basic neurosciences.
Moreover, to maintain students’ early clinical exposure to neurology, traditionally
obtained through in-person preceptorships and physical diagnosis sessions, the WCM
neurology department began including students virtually in daily Morning Report sessions.
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For students in the clerkship phase, the focus of the medical
school curriculum shifts from foundational science to clinical
application. WCM began offering seven 2–4 week remote
telehealth and four 2–4 week clinical research electives to keep
students engaged in patient care during the pandemic, albeit
from afar. These electives included COVID-related patient care,
research and clinical care in OB/GYN, psychiatry research and
virtual liaison services, medical pedagogy, as well as structured
and independent research. A 2-week teleneurology virtual
elective was also created for students to engage with neurology
patients in subspecialty fields like stroke, neuro-intensive care,
movement disorders, neuro-oncology, and memory disorders.
This reflects previous reports demonstrating the long-ranging
potential of teleneurology to provide access to diverse groups
of neurology patients (Dorsey et al., 2018; Al Kasab et al., 2020;
Klein and Busis, 2020). Platforms such as EPIC, a commonly
used electronic medical record system, and video conferencing
applications allow medical students to join virtual visits; this
virtual clinical experience is not only being incorporated atWCM
but also at other institutions across the country.

These clinical electives are not only essential for students
interested in neurology to explore this field, but also for students
applying to other specialties. Though only 2.2% of U.S. MD
seniors applied to neurology or child neurology in the 2020
Match and 2% of 2018–2019U.S. DO students planned to
apply to neurology residency (American Association of Colleges
of Osteopathic Medicine, 2019; National Resident Matching
Program, 2020), patients exhibiting neurological symptoms such
as headache, vision changes, and sensory or motor deficits can be
found in almost all specialties, making the neurology curriculum
essential to general medical student education.

The American Academy of Neurology (AAN) Synapse forum,
which is an online discussion board of the AAN, has brought
WCM medical students in contact with national leaders in
neurology education. Through this forum, medical students
nation-wide have access to online educational meetings and
workshops. Two examples include the National Resident Lecture
Series initiated by St. Louis University and the Johns Hopkins
Virtual Neurology Chats. The National Resident Lecture Series
allows medical students around the country to attend meetings
typically reserved for residents and to obtain expert perspectives
in various neurology subspecialties. Similarly, the Johns Hopkins
Virtual Neurology Chats integrates faculty lectures, virtual
rounds, and case presentations into an elective course. WCM
students interested in neurology, particularly first and second-
year students, have also taken part in some of these educational
interventions offered by other institutions.

Students nearing graduation face yet another set of
uncertainties amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. It is unknown
how the lack of in-person preparation for residency interviews
and the cancellation of away rotations will impact residency
applications and specialty choice. With residents and faculty
turning their attention to COVID-related efforts in patient
care, students may have fewer mentors to guide them in
their career choices. Moreover, institutions are responding
by implementing virtual residency interviews. Measuring the
efficacy of the virtual interview would be highly beneficial to

residency programs across specialties and national organizations
seeking to streamline the application process. These efforts will
become increasingly important given the state of flux concerning
standardized testing. To receive their medical license, medical
students must complete the USMLE Step 1 exam, which focuses
on applying scientific concepts to medicine. They must also
complete the USMLE Step 2 exam, which tests clinical knowledge
(Step 2 CK) and clinical skills (Step 2 CS), and the Step 3 exam
which tests the ability to function as an independent medical
practitioner. With the upcoming transition of the USMLE Step 1
examination to a pass/fail system1 and the recent postponement
of USMLE Step 2 CS of over a year2, uncertainty will continue
to build for both students and residency directors. Program
directors will need to devise new means of filtering through large
pools of applicants.

For students, this is yet another change to which they must
adapt. When obstacles like inadequate exposure to neurology
(Gupta et al., 2013) and neurophobia (Humbert and Chang,
2014; Abushouk and Duc, 2016; Sandrone et al., 2019a)
already threaten the neurology pipeline, it is crucial to identify
factors impacting neurology specialty choice during COVID-19.
Recent survey data have identified cancellations of networking
opportunities, changes in board exam scoring, and limited
clinical experiences due to COVID-19 as major concerns for
students applying into neurosurgery residency (Garcia et al.,
2020; Guadix et al., 2020). Similar methods can be used to outline
concerns of neurology-minded medical students at each stage of
their training to which specific interventions can be tailored.

CHALLENGES IN TRANSITIONING TO
TELENEUROLOGY

Transferring clinical education to a telehealth platform poses
new challenges to neurology, a specialty that is highly dependent
on physical interaction with the patient and the intricacies of
the neurological exam. Certain parts of the exam are easily
translatable to the digital interface, such as mental status, eye
movement/facial symmetry evaluations, gait exam, and parts of
the standardized movement disorders exam such as evaluation
of tremor and bradykinesia. However, components such as the
sensory exam, formal muscle strength testing, tone, and reflex
evaluation, do not translate as easily. These limitations lessen
the efficacy of learning the exam through a virtual format. At
the same time, history taking skills can still be honed by having
students independently take patient histories and observing
them during the virtual encounter. Going forward, it will be
essential to obtain data on the efficacy of these teaching methods
through surveys and objective measures that elicit participant
perspectives and educational impact. By doing so, we can
better identify which virtual teaching strategies have been most
effective, potentially incorporating elements of virtual learning
into the post-COVID curriculum.

1InCUS: Invitational Conference on USMLE Scoring. (n.d.). Retrieved from

https://www.usmle.org/incus/.
2Announcements. (n.d.). Retrieved from https://www.usmle.org/

announcements/?ContentId=267.
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TABLE 1 | Clinical and research initiatives offered for students by the neurology

department at Weill Cornell Medicine during COVID-19.

Clinical initiatives Research initiatives

CME course offerings in

neurodegenerative disease

4-week movement disorders research

elective

Inclusion in virtual Morning

Report/Neurology Grand Rounds

Presentation of student research at Grand

Rounds

2-week teleneurology elective Student-led publication groups in the

neurosciences

STAYING INFORMED AND PRODUCTIVE

After a forced hiatus in basic science research beginning in early
March, WCM laboratories began the process of re-opening in
June with restrictions on personnel capacity. In place of lab-
based research, neurology clinical research electives at WCM
helped students stay current with a continually evolving body
of literature during the pandemic. One example is a 4-week
movement disorders research elective examining attitudes of
patients with Parkinson’s disease toward deep brain stimulation.
Designed with the goal of submitting results for publication at
the end of the 4-week period, this elective provided a structured
research experience for students to engage with and contribute to
the existing neurology literature.

A further consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic for
research-minded students is the movement of major research
conferences to online platforms such as those hosted by
the American Academy of Neurology and the American
Neurological Association (ANA). Conference cancellations have
recently been cited as a significant concern, particularly for
students early in their medical training who may miss vital
networking opportunities with leaders in the neurosciences
(Guadix et al., 2020). A potential strategy to complement
the AAN and ANA virtual conferences that provides medical
students with a platform to showcase their work is encouraging
medical student presentations at departmental virtual Grand
Rounds. Already adopted by various WCM departments,
this method creates natural opportunities for networking
among students and faculty and for students to receive
immediate feedback from faculty members over a virtual
conferencing platform.

LOOKING AHEAD

COVID-19 has fundamentally changed the nature of medical
education in the past few months. While it has taken students
away from the clinical setting, it has also provided a powerful
impetus to think creatively about neurology education and
patient care in the 21st century. Neurology departments have
begun to respond by creating telehealth courses and providing
virtual lecture series for interested students. Initiatives designed
by the WCM neurology department to maintain student
engagement as described above are summarized in Table 1.

Despite these impressive innovations in medical education,
COVID-19 has also created new personal challenges for
students, such as caring for family members affected by the
virus and coping with death for the first time. Students
may be facing these difficulties during a time of profound
isolation from the support network in their medical school
community, with those of minority background and lower
socioeconomic status likely being hit the hardest (Galea,
2020). Medical student burnout has been cited in 45–71%
of medical students at major institutions and has been
linked to clerkship disorganization and low perceived levels
of support from faculty (Ishak et al., 2013). It is reasonable
to assume that burnout is likely exacerbated during these
isolative and anxiety-producing circumstances (Shaw, 2020).
These difficulties highlight the necessity of bringing medical
student wellness to the forefront of education. In response,WCM
has increased student and faculty access to virtual psychotherapy
services. The WCM psychiatry liaison service, besides offering
a student elective, also hosted virtual town halls to raise
student and faculty awareness of psychiatry resources, while
providing support in coping with stress, guilt, and loss during
the pandemic.

Furthermore, isolation and distance learning have limited
peer-to-peer learning traditionally found in small group-based
settings. Increasing collaboration between student groups
at different institutions, such as through Student Interest
Group in Neurology (SIGN) chapters, could be a powerful
intervention moving forward. Virtual inter-institutional
SIGN meetings can bring together students from around
the country, providing a collaborative learning space and
forum to express concerns resulting from COVID-19. The
wide-reaching SIGN network can also improve access to
neurological subspecialties in a time when students across
the country face restrictions in completing away electives.
Student town halls during inter-institutional SIGN meetings
can also help acknowledge and alleviate anxieties during this
time, while simultaneously offering a platform for students
to dialogue with supportive faculty mentors and brainstorm
educational solutions. For example, in 2019, WCM hosted
an inaugural SIGN inter-institutional event, which provided
a space for students in the NYC area to share their research
in the neurosciences with their peers, residents, and faculty
sponsors. This can be re-imagined virtually on a larger
scale during the COVID-19 era for peer-to-peer learning in
neurology. In addition, the formation of student-led publication
groups has increased student research productivity during this
time in other departments (Chae et al., 2020). SIGN groups
can implement the publication group model either intra-
or inter-institutionally.

Moreover, these meetings would present a golden opportunity
to implement the flipped classroom model in neurology,
both for clinical topics as well as neuroscience research. The
flipped classroom model, which moves knowledge gathering
outside of the classroom and facilitated discussion into the
classroom, gained traction around 2012 and has since become
increasingly more popular in education (Sandrone et al.,
2019b). Although in the past the flipped classroom has been
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shown to increase students’ motivation and class attendance,
students have cited the lack of time to complete prerequisite
work as a significant barrier (Sandrone et al., 2019a). Thus,
the increased flexibility of medical students’ schedules during
COVID-19 maymake this model a particularly suitable approach
(Sandrone and Schneider, 2020; Sandrone et al., 2020). In
addition, virtual platforms with built-in chat functions and
breakout rooms mimic small-group learning and may make
students who felt socially inhibited from contributing in more
traditional in-person settings more comfortable. Despite these
advances, virtual learning through a flipped classroom model
carries unique challenges. For example, as classrooms become
increasingly more virtual, students and educators alike may
suffer from fatigue and feel distanced from engaging with the
conversations. One concrete way to implement the flipped
classroom model into inter-institutional SIGN meetings would
be to have students present neurology concepts andwork through
clinical cases through student-led workshops and problem-
based learning sessions. The virtual medium would allow for
collaboration among students from different institutions who
approach problem from unique perspectives given their diverse
training backgrounds.

At the national level, it is crucial for neurology organizations
to engage in a dialogue with medical students to understand
what educational interventions would bemost beneficial for them
at each stage of their medical education. Based on previous
reports (Guadix et al., 2020), early-year students interested in
the neurosciences would likely benefit from the expansion of
virtual mentorship programs similar to those offered by the

AAN, among other interventions. However, it is less clear what
initiatives would be most beneficial to more senior medical
students applying for neurology residency programs. Using a
comprehensive, data-driven approach, medical student concerns
and ideas can be gathered through nationwide surveys and focus
groups to better understand how students feel their neurology
education is being most impacted by COVID-19, broadening our
single-center experience.

Despite the uncertainty, the COVID-19 pandemic has
triggered a newfound spark for innovation in neurology
education. It has also given medical students the space to reflect
on what matters most to them, providing them with more
flexibility to craft their own schedules. Students at large academic
institutions such as WCM have had increasing opportunities
to engage in teleneurology and neurology research from afar.
Increased inter-institution collaboration would provide students
from smaller institutions a chance to experience more diverse
neurological cases and subspecialties. With these newfound
opportunities, medical students can continue to pursue their
interests in neurology and resume their development as future
physicians during this uncertain time.
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Rural school leaders are met with serious challenges and opportunities to lead rural

schools in times of normalcy, but these challenges are amplified during a crisis. Rural

school principals in the United States faced an unprecedented crisis when school

buildings closed in spring 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The measure of rural

school principals and their response to this crisis is exemplified through their leadership

practices. Through qualitative methods, we examined the leadership practices of rural

principals through the initial months of the COVID-19 pandemic and quarantine, and we

found that rural principals exhibit the practices of caretaker leadership. From the findings,

we used a meta-leadership frame to discuss the caretaker leadership practices of rural

school principals.

Keywords: rural, rural principal, COVID-19, leadership, meta-leadership

INTRODUCTION

Rural school leaders are met with serious challenges and opportunities to lead rural schools. Rural
school leaders face challenges that include being professionally and geographically isolated (Ashton
and Duncan, 2012; Versland, 2013; Casto, 2016; Parson et al., 2016; Hansen, 2018); recruiting
and retaining quality school teachers (Du Plessis, 2014; Ulferts, 2016; Hohner and Riveros, 2017;
Hansen, 2018; Hildreth et al., 2018); deepening and persistent poverty among students and
their families (Schaefer et al., 2016; Farrigan, 2017; Showalter et al., 2017); and facing a lack of
resources (Forner et al., 2012; Barrett et al., 2015; Ramon et al., 2019). The opportunities they face
include leading smaller schools in more cohesive communities with less crime (Southworth, 2004).
The cohesive community structure lends to a school-community environment in which family
engagement is relatively high (Semke and Sheridan, 2012) and principals are viewed as leaders and
pillars of the community (Preston and Barnes, 2017). While there are challenges in rural school
leadership, Surface and Theobald (2014) argued that rural schools could be ideal places to create
conducive learning environments for students. The rationale behind their argument is most rural
schools have a small population as well as a more personal accountability approach (Surface and
Theobald, 2014), which allow students and adults to be more familiar with each other as well as
create spaces for interactions. This opportunity distinguishes rural school settings from urban and
suburban school settings, which tend to have a larger student population that limit adult/student
relationships. With this said, frequent interaction and communication among students, teachers,
community members, and administration continues to rank in the top 3% of lists for characteristics
of effective principals (Surface and Theobald, 2014).

33

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2020.618067
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/feduc.2020.618067&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-01-06
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:will3677@msu.edu
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2020.618067
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2020.618067/full


Hayes et al. Rural Principals’ Leadership Practices

As the COVID-19 virus swept through the U.S., and schools
across the country began closing their buildings, rural school
leaders faced even further challenges in supporting their students.
Such support was stifled by students’ limited access to technology,
lack of reliable internet access, transportation shortages, and
inconsistent access to food (Hamilton et al., 2020). The purpose
of this study is to examine the leadership experiences of rural
school principals across the U.S. during the COVID-19 pandemic
and quarantine. More specifically, our study seeks to answer the
following research question:

How did the COVID-19 pandemic and resulting quarantine shape

rural principals’ leadership practices?

Although ∼20% of America’s school-aged children are educated
in rural schools, less is known about the educational environment
of rural schools (Lavalley, 2018). Moreover, very little is known
about the conditions in which rural school leaders do their
work. This study is relevant because unlike urban and suburban
schools, “little is understood about rural schools and the unique
challenges they face outside of the communities in which they
operate” (Lavalley, 2018, p. 1). Additionally, the leadership
experiences, barriers, and administrative opportunities of rural
school principals have been overlooked as compared to their
urban and suburban counterparts (Parson et al., 2016). Through
qualitative interview data, we highlight rural school principals,
the persistent challenges they faced due to the COVID-19
pandemic, and their response to such challenges.

RELEVANT LITERATURE

In an effort to better understand how rural school leaders made
decisions during the onset of COVID-19, we examine three
broad domains: (a) rural, rural context, and rural education;
(b) rural school leadership; and (c) Meta-Leadership and
Situational Leadership frameworks. The first stream of research
combines literature on the definitions and characteristics of rural,
rural context, and rural education. First, to gain a complete
understanding of the purpose of this paper and its relevant
literature, it is important to understand what is meant by
rural and the characteristics of its context. The second stream
of research describes rural school leadership by examining
characteristics, such as common challenges among rural school
principals, that seemingly are expected of individuals who lead
in a rural academic K-12 setting. The third and final stream
of research briefly defines both meta-leadership and situational
leadership frameworks.

Rural, Rural Context, and Rural Education
While there are multiple definitions of rural, this research project
employs the definition according to the National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES) (2016), which defines rural less on
population size and county boundaries than on the proximity
of an address to an urbanized area. NCES defines rural into
three territories:

• Fringe: territory that is less than or equal to 5 miles from an
urbanized area;

• Distant: territory that is greater than 5 miles but less than 25
miles from an urbanized area; and

• Remote: territory that is more than 25 miles (p. 2).

The rural context refers to the circumstances in which
rural schools exist. Compared to their urban and suburban
counterparts, the history, economic and political trends,
geographic barriers, inequities, and demographics highlight
many of their differences. Some of these differences, which
impact academics and academic settings, include higher rates
of unemployment, underemployment, and poverty (Curtin and
Cohn, 2015). According to Lavalley (2018), “more children in
rural communities come from conditions of poverty than in the
past,” and the population of rural America has historically been,
and largely remains, overwhelmingly White (pp. 4–5). Just over
one in four rural students is non-White, though this portion
varies significantly by region and by state (Showalter et al., 2017).

Approximately 64% of rural counties have high rates of
child poverty, as compared to 47% of urban counties (Schaefer
et al., 2016). These distinctions, as well as others, reflect
the schools within rural communities. There are profound
academic hurdles that rural communities and rural students must
overcome. Although lower literacy rates and limited access to
advanced coursework and technologies plague rural contexts,
rural students are earning “high school diplomas at a higher
rate compared to their urban counterparts, but rural high school
graduates are not attaining postsecondary degrees at the same
rate as urban high school graduates” (as cited in Lavalley, 2018,
p. 12).

Rural communities and schools are unique contexts that are
characterized by a strong sense of place (Bauch, 2001; Schafft
and Jackson, 2010; Brown and Schafft, 2011). Bushnell (1999)
defines a sense of place within rural settings as “the central
cohesion points of a life interconnected with other beings” (p.
81). In the past, rural communities have been mischaracterized
as a “problem to overcome” and not “a setting to understand”
(Burton, 2013, p. 8). However, students in rural schools tend
to perform as well or outperform their suburban and urban
school peers on various NAEP tests (Showalter et al., 2017). It is
important to acknowledge that all these components help shape
the culture of a rural community and is critical to understanding
rural educational leadership.

Unique Characteristics and Issues Related

to Rural School Leadership
How school leaders, specifically principals, successfully lead
schools in unique geographical contexts—namely, in rural
schools—continues to be understudied (Preston and Barnes,
2017). This attention to rural school leadership is significant as
school leadership is informed by the particulars of the school
community and its geographical setting; yet, scholarship about
successful school leadership is often unrelated to situational
realities and geography (Starr and White, 2008; Clarke and
Stevens, 2009).
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Although there is a paucity of research concerning rural
education, a few studies have been conducted to address common
leadership practices among rural school leaders. Among these
studies, two themes emerged: rural principals lead with a people-
centered focus and rural principals are change agents.

Being people-centered includes creating and maintaining
healthy relationships with faculty, staff, students, and community
members. Such relationships are created and sustained in a
variety of ways that include, but are not limited to (a) promoting
staff collaboration and capacity building (Pashiardis et al., 2011;
Klar and Brewer, 2014); (b) beingmore accessible, as compared to
urban principals, (Preston, 2012); (c) fluid communication with
parents (Latham et al., 2014); and (d) nurturing positive school-
community relationships (Ashton and Duncan, 2012). A change
agent is an individual who supports educational, social, cultural,
and behavior change in an organization. According to Preston
and Barnes (2017), rural principals are in an “ideal position to
lead” (p. 10). One way a rural principal exhibits tenets of a change
agent is by balancing local and district needs. However, to achieve
this task, rural principals must possess a deep understanding
of the community’s value systems, and they must be visible,
accessible, and approachable.

Barley and Beesley (2007) assert that the primary role of a
rural school is to serve the community. The most prominent
way it serves the community is often being the major employer
in the community. The school leader in a rural community is
considered “public property” and on “call to the community
24 hours a day” (Lock et al., 2012, p. 70). Unfortunately,
high turnover rates among rural school leadership plague rural
communities for various reasons, such as isolation, budgets,
salary, and community challenges. These high turnover rates
impact the school community and lead to a lack of continuity
in school planning and the ability to lead effectively (Arnold
et al., 2005; Browne-Ferrigno and Maynard, 2005; Fusarelli
and Militello, 2012; Lock et al., 2012). With these emotionally
and physically challenging factors, rural school leaders are still
expected to meet the daily needs of students (Southworth, 2004;
Barley and Beesley, 2007; Starr and White, 2008).

Theoretical Framing
We used the tenets of a meta-leadership framework (Marcus
et al., 2019) to anchor our investigation of how the COVID-
19 pandemic and quarantine informed the leadership practices
of rural principals. The meta-leadership framework is a useful
approach to examine the leadership experiences among rural
principals during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic
and their response to the quarantine and school building
closures. This framework recognizes the unique situation such
as leading and responding during a crisis (e.g., pandemic);
the impact of self-awareness and self-regulation in order to
lead themselves and others to stability; and the complexities of
influencing multiple stakeholders (e.g., teachers and parents),
including those who are outside of their authority, such as
politicians and community members (Marcus, 2006).

Relatively new to the leadership theory family, the meta-
leadership framework is becoming more widely recognized and
adopted, particularly for leading in emergency preparedness and

response (Marcus, 2006), such as the COVID-19 pandemic and
quarantine. Meta-leadership is defined by Marcus et al. (2019)
through three dimensions:

1) the person or personal characteristics of principals who
exhibit emotional intelligence, and who develop credibility,
trusting relationships,

2) the situation and a principal’s grasp of the complex
problem and actions taken through communication
and decision-making,

3) the connectivity and how principals build networks through
partnerships, collaboration, and work with stakeholders.

More specifically, meta-leadership closely examines a leaders’
self-awareness, self-regulation, and ability to make sound
decisions and create a sense of safety during a time of uncertainty
while discerning both the situation and what must be done in the
short-term and long-term. Additionally, meta-leadership closely
examines how the leader responds to a situation and how he/she
connects people and organizations to create unity of effort to
solve the issue (Marcus, 2006). While this leadership approach
has been utilized after large and complex disasters such as the
Boston Marathon bombings and the H1N1 outbreaks’ responses,
it is appropriate in the context of rural school leadership during
the onset of COVID-19.

Within the meta-leadership framework, a leader must assess a
crisis situation and respond appropriately. In essence the meta-
leadership framework incorporates a more recognized leadership
approach, situational leadership, to provide an avenue for leaders
to offer instruction, directives, and support based upon the needs
of the followers and organization (Hersey and Blanchard, 1977).
A key to situational leadership is the leader’s ability to adapt
his/her style to meet the needs of stakeholders. Leaders face
various situations every day, and theymust assess and understand
the situation, predict how it will unfold, make a decision, and
take action (Marcus et al., 2019). In times of crises, timing is
critical, and the leader must assess the situation quickly and take
appropriate action. Situational leadership has been studied or
applied in multiple contexts, including public school institutions
(Ali, 2017) and is a vital component of meta-leadership (Marcus,
2006). Meta-leadership provides a lens through which to view
rural school leaders’ practices as the COVID-19 pandemic and
resulting quarantine loomed large over their schools, thereby
altering their day-to-day leadership practices.

METHODS

In Spring 2020, the Director for the Consortium for Policy
Research in Education (CPRE) at the University of Pennsylvania
assembled a team of educational leadership researchers from
across the U.S. to interview school principals in varying contexts
about their leadership experiences during the initial months of
schools closing due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The research
team, comprised of 20 faculty members in different institutions
of higher education conducted 120 qualitative interviews with
principals in 19 different states and 100 districts between mid-
April and early August 2020. Two of the authors of this study
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(authors one and three) were members of the research team.
The interview protocol was collectively created by the team of
researchers and organized to examine the issues facing school
principals as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and quarantine.
Interview questions focused on the following: (a) instructional
responses; (b) challenges for students, families, and teachers; (c)
district guidance; (e) crisis management; (f) inequities exposed
by the pandemic; and (g) strategies for self-care and well-
being. Moreover, the questions were designed to ask principals
about their leadership experiences before the crisis and explored
how their leadership decisions changed during the pandemic
and quarantine. All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and
shared among members of the research team. Additionally, a
comprehensive list of participants was created to identify the
following: (a) grade level—elementary, middle, or high school);
(b) school context—urban, suburban, or rural, and (c) school
location by state.

Sample
This study draws from a subset of structured interviews from the
larger set of 120 interviews. We purposefully sampled principals
in rural contexts for this study. Approximately 15 rural principals
were interviewed in the larger study; however, only 10 of those
interviews were transcribed at the time of our writing. Our
sample of participants lead schools in a variety of rural contexts—
rural fringe, rural distant, and rural remote. Two authors of the
paper interviewed principals for the study, but those principals
worked in either urban or rural contexts. Thus, the authors had
no prior relationship with the participants in this rural subset
of data.

Data Collection
Interviews were conducted via telephone or Zoom, and each
interview lasted between 60 and 90min. We acknowledge
that conducting interviews via telephone or Zoom limits the
researchers’ ability to observe the context in which the leaders
work and engage; however, we acknowledge that time constraints
and the COVID-19 pandemic itself played a major role in
how we were able to collect data. In an effort to conduct
a quality interview, we followed Kvale (1996) and Roulston
(2010) and conducted interviews looking for the following:
(a) seek spontaneous, rich, specific, and relevant answers from
the interviewee; (b) ask shorter questions and expect longer
answers; (c) follow-up with interviewee and clarify meanings
of answers; (d) interpret meaning throughout the interview;
(e) verify interpretations of the subjects’ answers in the course
of the interview; and (f) ensure that the interview “self-
communicates’—it is a story contained in itself that hardly
requires much extra descriptions and explanations (Kvale, 1996,
p. 145). Attending to the aforementioned tenets of qualitative
interviewing helped us to gain confidence in the quality of the
data collected from study participants.

Data Analysis
Data used in the analysis of this study were obtained from
the larger U.S. dataset of qualitative interviews conducted
through the CPRE. Authors sorted the data to identify principals

TABLE 1 | Participants.

Principal (pseudonym) Grade level State Locale

David High Delaware Rural: Fringe

Gabrielle Middle California Rural: Fringe

Ben Middle Colorado Rural: Fringe

Susan Middle Connecticut Rural: Fringe

Clint Middle New York Rural: Fringe

Kamaria Middle Georgia Rural: Fringe

Walter Elementary Minnesota Rural: Remote

Jalon Elementary Montana Rural Remote

Maya Elementary Tennessee Rural: Distant

Beth Elementary North Dakota Rural: Distant

from rural schools. From the larger dataset, we selected 10
transcripts from rural school principals across the U.S. The
participants are delineated in Table 1. To ensure anonymity, a
pseudonym is used for principal’s name, grade level of school, and
corresponding state.

After identifying the transcripts for the present study, we
applied conventional content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon,
2005) to immerse ourselves in the data to obtain a sense of
the leadership experiences of rural school principals during
the initial months of the COVID-19 crisis. We read through
the data to identify codes by highlighting common words
used by the participants and then categorized the codes
into clusters to identify patterns. We paid specific attention
to how the COVID-19 pandemic informed the leadership
practices of rural school principals. Recurrent codes included
care, empathy, resiliency, connectedness, advocacy, stewardship,
and ardor. We then reviewed the coded data several times
to identify an overarching caretaker leadership theme and
inter-related sub-themes.

We achieved credibility and trustworthiness through
triangulation and dual-analyses of the data. First, we achieved
data triangulation by using the same interview protocol with
all participants and by collecting data from different principals
in various states and in various school levels (Yin, 2018).
Second, two of the authors analyzed and coded the transcripts
individually. By having two different researchers code the data
separately, write a separate description of the findings, and
compare the analyses, we were able to identify gaps or disparities
in our analysis and make corrections.

Limitations
The research process for this study has several limitations. First,
the participants in the study all serve rural public schools in
different states within the U.S., and principals who serve in
charter schools, independent schools, and private schools within
rural communities are not included. Additionally, only one
rural school principal from 10 different states was included
in the study; consequently, the findings cannot be generalized
to all rural school principals. However, the data generated
might be transferable to other rural contexts. Second, the data
collected were from virtual one-on-one interviews, and the
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principals in the study self-reported on their own experiences and
feelings during the initial months of the COVID pandemic and
quarantine. We recognize that these findings may be indicative
of aspirational leadership (i.e., what principals hoped to do), and
many principals across the U.S. are still struggling with COVID-
related problems and school issues. We also realize that including
other stakeholders (e.g., teachers, parents, and students) could
possibly give deeper insight into the principals’ actions and
responses in the Spring months, but for the purposes of this
study, we did not interview these stakeholders. Finally, the meta-
leader and situational leadership frameworks are limited in that
the meta-leader framework is purposefully designed for crisis
leadership and situational leadership is limited to the dichotomy
of people and tasks. Since the focus of the study is on rural
principals’ responses in a time of crisis and how they analyzed
the situation and responded, we feel the meta-leadership frame
is appropriate for this context; however, the findings cannot
be generalized to the leadership styles of rural principals in
a non-crisis.

Findings
The purpose of this study was to explore how the COVID-
19 pandemic informed the leadership practices of rural school
principals across the U.S. Through qualitative analysis, we
identified an overarching theme: rural school principals exhibit
the practices of caretaker leadership. Within this larger theme,
we identified sub-themes to describe the leadership practices of
rural school principals during the COVID-19 pandemic. Herein,
we discuss the caretaker leadership and sub-themes for this
leadership practice.

Principals as Caretakers
The primary theme that emerged in the findings was caretaker
leadership. Rural school principals in the COVID-19 study
established themselves as caretakers of their school communities
by (a) focusing on the social-emotional well-being of teachers;
(b) providing social emotional support for students and families;
(c) remaining a constant and calming presence within the
community; (d) and showing remarkable self-reliance and
resiliency. As caretakers of their schools, principals responded to
the COVID-19 pandemic by assessing the situation and the needs
of stakeholders and serving as advocates to meet those needs.

Social-Emotional Support for Teachers
During the initial months of the COVID-19 pandemic and
subsequent school building closures, principals in rural
communities were concerned with the socio-emotional well-
being of their faculty. Gabrielle explained, “I’ve been working
a lot with my staff–ensuring their mental health and social-
emotional well-being...that’s top priority.” Clint spoke of the
“many layers of mental health” that needed to be addressed, and
how as a caretaker, “It is my job to find support for my teachers.”
Ben explained that most of his “staff members are young people
and live alone—they miss their friends and their family—it’s been
the biggest struggle—how to navigate the isolation.” In contrast,
David discussed his teachers who had small children at home

and their added stress of trying to teach and take care of their
kids. He commented,

So a lot of them have their own children at home, ranging in age

from an infant up, and daycares closed, so I think their challenge

is trying to balance their family life and trying to help their own

kids with school. It was hard for them to navigate taking care

of their students online and their children at home. What takes

precedence—being a parent or being a teacher?

Other principals spoke of the stress that teachers experienced
with technology and not being able to turn off work.
Maya explained,

My teachers are working 14 hours; they’re not turning off. Between

the small group instruction, answering parent emails, being on

Zoom calls, office hours, and then also planning a week ahead of

lessons, that’s been a lot for them for time management. So, I have a

staff that is completely exhausted.

Kamaria also stated, “I was getting emails from teachers at
2 in the morning. I think everyone was glued to technology
and they couldn’t turn it off.” Many of principals asserted
that their teachers had a “harder time with work-life balance”
when schools moved to a virtual environment and they were
“working non-stop from home.” Principals in rural areas felt
responsible for monitoring and supporting the mental health
of teachers, particularly teachers who were socially isolated,
who were responsible for supervising their own children while
teaching online, and who were having a difficult time with work-
life balance.

In response to the added stress that their teachers were
experiencing, principals found ways to support teachers with
their well-being. Principals reached out to teachers by calling
them at home to check in with them and ask them questions like
“What did you do for yourself today?” and “What are you going
to do so you’re not on the computer for 14 h?” Maya mentioned
that she sent gifts to teachers’ homes to show appreciation for
their hard work. Clint spoke of his leadership team doing weekly
check-ins with his teachers to check on their well-being. Kamaria
and Ben both discussed “fitness days” that included yoga and
meditation to help teachers decompress.

Principals also mentioned the importance of community-
building with teachers to support them through the building
closings. Many of the principals used ZOOM meetings to
support teachers by creating an open forum for raising concerns
and providing an opportunity to process their feelings. Many
principals mentioned that they felt the need to create space for
laughter and fun to help ease staff stress. Some principals even
hosted “happy hours” to provide space for staff to socialize and
spend time together. Maya discussed the actions she took to care
for her staff:

During our weekly check-in meetings, it’s really mostly just checking

in on them and seeing how they’re doing. We have a little giggle

together. For Teacher Appreciation Week, I collected pictures of all

of them, and I created a video and it was to that new Alicia Keys
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song, like ‘You’re doing a good job,’ just to show them like that you’re

really superheroes and you’re doing amazing things.

A primary action of leaders is taking care of the staff, and in this
case, the rural school principals responded to their staff by finding
ways to care for them and appreciate them during the COVID
crisis. Principals felt a sense of responsibility to be a caretaker
because they did indeed carry the responsibility of caring for
teachers and ensuring their mental health and well-being.

Social-Emotional Support for Students and Families
Principals in the study showed great care for their students and
families. In discussing her own reactions to supporting families
during the COVID pandemic, Beth commented, “As a principal,
you are hardwired to care. I think [in a crisis situation] it’s
kind of hard to worry about anything other than the people
in your charge.” All of the principals expressed concern for
their families and students during the spring months and the
impact of virtual schooling on both parents and students. Walter
explained, “Parents are overwhelmed with trying to take care
of their families and support their kids in virtual school—they
are stressed.” David also stated, “Parents are working multiple
jobs; there is no childcare, and families are struggling. Maya
added that “parents are frustrated with students being home,
with technology or work packets or whatever—they are tired and
emotionally exhausted—they are just done.”

In response, rural school principals were determined
to maintain a connection with parents and students.
Walter commented,

With the building closed, it would be easy to just move on and worry

about students in the fall, but the kids still needed us. Parents still

needed us, so I insured that every administrator and teacher made

contact with students either by phone or video three times a week.

Clint also discussed the importance of staying connected when he
stated, “Leaders keep people connected—it is important to keep
connections with families.” Susan explained that she provided
“outreach services” by creating a call system so every parent
was contacted by a staff member once a week for “check-ins
and feedback.” Gabrielle spoke of “constantly communicating”
with families and helping them set-up technology or finding
social supports to help with a job loss. She mentioned that
“every parent was contacted by a staffmember weekly.” However,
this commitment to weekly parent and student contact was not
easily or readily achieved by all principals. Some of the rural
principals discussed “not having correct phone numbers” or
“finding parents with disconnected phones.” Maya shared that
many of her parents “were frustrated with the amount of phone
calls. Some of my parents asked us to quit calling.”

Numerous principals also suggested that the socialization
aspect of school is equally as important as the academic
aspect because children learn how to develop socially through
interactions with other children, and they worried that children
being physically isolated from one another caused anxiety and
stress. Beth stated, “Kids need one-to-one support, motivation
and encouragement, but if they are in a virtual environment, they

don’t have the emotional support they need.” Susan spoke of
the social-emotional needs of her middle school students when
she said, “Middle school is a time where peers become more
important than parents. I worry that kids not being with their
peers in schools is having an emotional toll on them.” Other
principals spoke of students being alone because parents have to
work. Jalon mentioned, “parents are working and kids are home
alone—we had to find ways to support them.” Ben reflected on
the virtual schooling was having on students:

I think the biggest challenge is quite honestly what all of us are

facing, the fear of the unknown... What does it mean? kids trying

to do things. I’m a middle school principal so we’re asking kids

and adolescents who don’t have the best... They’re not the best at

navigating multiple tasks, and we’re asking them to own their, own

education in a different way, without the supports that are offered

in a school, so I think that’s in itself is a challenge because we’re

asking kids to basically teach themselves and to have the discipline

that it takes in order to be successful.

In response, principals in the COVID leadership study took
the lead to reduce student isolation as much as possible by
establishing virtual schools and engaging students in “fun and
play.” Susan spoke of her teachers “creating interactive lessons for
students. . . teaching students how to cook or garden. . . or starting
fitness clubs.”Walter spoke of limiting the time students spent on
a computer to ease their stress, “We really tried to keep our virtual
lessons to 2 h-a-day—kids cannot not emotionally handle longer
than that.” Ben spoke of “online celebrations and spirit themes for
classrooms—students wearing crazy hats or PJs” to keep students
engaged. Other principals found ways to make home visits and
stand on the curb to talk to children and parents. Maya spoke
of delivering packets and doing home checks with teachers so
they could check on kids. Gabrielle and Clint both created parent
packets complete with social-emotional resources to support
their children, and Kamaria created a virtual network for parents
to have “virtual playdates for their [elementary-aged] kids.” By
maintaining connections with students and parents, principals
exhibited compassion and care for their students and families.

Although principals strived to maintain connections with
students and keep them connected to the school, some of the
principals expressed their frustration and worries about their
parents and students. Maya and Jalon both spoke of parents and
students who felt like school was done inMarch and did not want
to stay connected to their teachers. Maya stated, “Once the state
decided that no grade would be given after March 18th, many of
my parents and students disappeared—they were like we get a
really long summer break.” Jalon added that “we worried about
the kids who didn’t continue—in their minds, school was over.”

Constant and Calming Presence
Since teachers, students, and parents were overwhelmed by the
COVID crisis, it was important for principals to be role models
and to remain calm and consistent during the disruption. Jalon
stated, “My most important job was keeping my staff level
headed and remaining a voice of reason. I wanted to give them
perspective—to create hope.” Susan also discussed remaining
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calm, “. . .my job as the principal is to keep calm at all times—
regardless of anything else, that is most important.” Maya felt
that her “most important role was to be supportive and be a
role model for her staff.” She stated that “if I am okay, then they
are okay—they take their cue from me.” In explaining what she
learned about herself as a crisis leader, Kamaria stated,

I’ve learned and I’m a very resilient person. Through all of this,

my thought process... And I don’t know, this is a new learning for

me. Is something that... Again, I feel like it’s why I’m in this field,

I do feel like it’s a calling. . . I’m all about people. And for me, the

biggest reward was at the end of the year, and my staff just coming

back and saying that there’s no way that we would have gotten

through this had it not been for your calm, your positivity...your

constant encouragement.

By remaining calm, positive, and hopeful during the COVID-19
crisis, principals helped to guide their schools and keep schools
running as efficiently as possible.

Self-Reliance and Resiliency
One of the key findings in the study is the self-reliance and
resiliency of rural school principals during a crisis. Many of the
principals discussed the lack of guidance and decision –making
in March when schools first started closing. David explained
that when the school buildings closed in late March, his district
provided limited guidance of what learning would look like, and
he had to “figure it out” on his own. He explained, “There were
some stipulations [from the district] but I still had to figure
it [teaching and learning] out—what’s it actually gonna’ look
like. . . I think the amount of resiliency of principals to respond
in a crisis is amazing.” Jalon spoke of the lack of decision-making
from central office, and how he took it upon himself to create a
plan for when the buildings would close. He explained,

People in district office and the fear of making decisions stands

out most for me as problematic because weeks prior I brought it

up a few times to our team, our district level team that, ‘Hey,

this is something real...’ And it was discarded...then when it finally

hit. . . the main decision makers were really indecisive. . . people were

afraid to make decisions and wanted somebody else to tell them

what to do...I didn’t wait, I just made decisions for my school that I

thought were best.

Jalon went on to explain that he worked with his leadership team
and teachers to “do some research to figure out how they would
finish the year.” Clint also spoke of having to develop his own
plan without much guidance from the district or state. He stated,
“Yeah, I mean I think the big thing was developing a continuity
of learning program. . . the guidance from the state was ‘how are
you going to keep this going?’ So I had to put that plan together
and then submit that to the state.” Ben spoke of having “to create
a vision for the current COVID reality and work with teachers to
set reasonable goals.” Maya also explained that “we all thought we
would shut-down for a few weeks and be back. When we didn’t
come back, me and the other principal was like ‘Now What?’
We had to figure it out.” All of the participants expressed they
received limited guidance from their district on how to transition

to schooling outside of the building, and they all had to develop
their own plan.

Many of the rural school principals explained that they already
had systems in place that helped them easily transition to a
virtual world when the buildings closed. All of the participants in
the study spoke of having pre-established Professional Learning
Communities (PLCs) of teachers, and they used PLC meetings to
not only support teachers but to also collaborate with teachers on
meeting students’ needs. Gabrielle stated that “my staff continued
to collaborate and do professional learning every day through
their PLC to make sure they were on the same page.” Susan
spoke of the collaborative culture of her campus and said, “She
didn’t worry too much. . . teachers were the experts and they were
highly involved in the decision-making—it is just the way we
operate.” She further stated that “if you do the work upfront
and you have good systems, then in a crisis, it will be okay—
we’ve got this.” Gabrielle also alluded to trusting and empowering
her teachers because “they have been well-trained. They had
technology training every year—they took what they knew and
ran with it.” Ben spoke of the professionalism of his teachers and
how he knew they could continue to deliver instruction: “My
teachers really understand the power of working together and
I trusted them to do it because I’ve seen what they can do.” By
creating systems and developing teachers in their everyday work,
principals ensured that they were prepared to lead during the
COVD-19 pandemic.

Advocates for Resources
When the school buildings closed in the spring because of
COVID-19, rural principals responded as caretakers of their
communities with advocacy and compassion. Some of them
advocated for technology and broadband resources so students
could continue to learn, and many of them also advocated
for food services so students would have meals. Finally,
they responded to the needs of their communities through
communication and collaboration.

One of the inequities that was exemplified during the
pandemic was the lack of resources needed for students to
continue learning at home. Gabrielle explained, “Our community
is a disadvantaged community with 93% of our students on free
and reduced lunch, and most do not have access to technology.”
Principals across the U.S. in the study spoke of the challenges of
providing virtual learning for all students. David explained that
he had “many homeless students who lived in shelters without
computers or internet, and many other students whose parents
couldn’t afford a computer or internet.” Maya spoke of her rural
community and how there was limited internet access:

Out of 455 students, 225 had no internet—it’s like half the school

and worse, most of them didn’t have a device. I think that is the

biggest inequity—we can have the best programs in the world, but if

your kids don’t have a device and they don’t have internet, then it’s

not going to work.

In response, some of the principals worked with community
leaders to “negotiate cheap internet or provide free internet or
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they “purchased hot spots and distributed them as needed.”
Gabrielle asserted:

We did some work to partner with [name of company] as well as

[name of company] and [name of company] in order to ensure that

all kiddos had WiFi, so we again, had to communicate that with

families, there were many times where we had to over the phone,

explain how do you set up that Wi-Fi connection that [company]

shipped out to you and you receive it. So we did do that. We made

sure every kid could connect to the internet.

Some of the principals also found ways to provide free computers
for children. David explained that one of his first concerns was
making sure kids had computers or devices. He mentioned that
he “deployed Ipads to all the kids.” Beth spoke of “partnering
with [Name of Computer Company] to give Chrome books to
all kids.” Through advocacy many of the rural school principals
secured computer devices and broadband for their students so
they could continue learning virtually at home; however, some of
the rural principals, especially the principals who serve in remote
areas, could not provide devices or internet. Maya explained that
her community does not have access to reliable internet and
commented, “I don’t even have internet in my home because
it isn’t available. For most of the community the only places
with internet are the school and library and both are closed
to the public.” Beth also asserted that internet access “isn’t
always about money, it is about availability—we just don’t have
it in my area.” These two principals provided paper packets
to students.

Principals not only advocated for technology resources for
students, they also found ways to provide food for students on
free and reduced lunch. David commented, “My first priority
was making sure kids had food to eat—I worked with the
district nutrition center and the National Guard to set up
food distribution for families.” Many of the principals discussed
coordinating with the district to provide groceries or meals for
families and advocating for food distribution centers. Gabrielle
explained, “My school was not one of the sites for food
distribution, so I called the superintendent and said, ‘how do
we get a food distribution site set up?’ Two days later, we
opened up food distribution on my campus and had 600 students
coming through a day to get fed.” Maya spoke of collecting non-
perishables and creating grocery bags to distribute to parents
three times a week. All of the principals in the study recounted
the importance of supplying food and setting up distribution
centers for their students and their families; however, they were
not able to provide food for all students and parents because of
transportation issues. Some of the principals mentioned that they
didn’t see many of the students they knew might need the food
because these students and their families lacked transportation
to get to the distribution centers. Through their advocacy,
many of the principals were able to help some children and
families with food supplies. Moreover, rural school principals
not only made decisions that impacted teaching and learning in
the buildings, but they also played a leading role in attending
to the livelihood of students and parents during the onset of
the pandemic.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Through this study, we explored how the COVID-19 pandemic
and resulting quarantine shaped the leadership practices of
rural school principals during the Spring months of 2020.
During these early months, every school in the U.S. began
closing its buildings, and principals across the country faced
new challenges in dealing with wide-spread fear of the virus,
constantly changing information, and switching to remote
learning in less than a week’s time. Many of the principals
also had to worry about lack of technology, teachers working
from home while caring for their own children, and food
insecurity of their students. We interviewed 10 rural school
principals across the U.S., and we broadly defined their leadership
practices during the COVID-19 pandemic as caretaker leadership
and developed five interrelated sub-themes to describe such
leadership. We found that as caretakers, rural school principals
responded to the social-emotional needs of teachers, students,
and parents, remained a constant and calming presence for
their communities, were self-reliant and resilient, and served as
advocates for necessary resources.

Principals lead with their heart, and they are committed to
communities that they serve (Rodriguez et al., 2009). Rural school
principals wear multiple hats in their school-communities:
leader, caretaker, pillar, etc. As such, the rural principals that
participated in this study continued the work of caring for
their school-community and exemplified the qualities of a meta-
leader. The rural school principals in the study exemplified
the characteristics of meta-leadership as they assessed the crisis
situation created by the COVID-19 pandemic and responded
to the needs of their school stakeholders. Marcus et al. (2019)

expressed that meta-leaders are role models, who remain level

headed and calm during moments of crises and “possess a depth
of emotional intelligence” (p. 106).We found that the rural school
principals in the present study were a calming presence for their
communities and focused on the needs of their stakeholders.
With limited direction from the district or the state, rural school
leaders relied on their own expertise and knowledge to take
care of their staff, their students, and their parents. Their self-
reliance was amplified during the pandemic as they advocated
for technology and broadband resources so that students could
continue to learn; they maintained strong relationships with
the community by providing support to families with food and
resources; and they became the safe haven for their communities
through virtual check-ins with students and helping families stay
connected to the school community. As the architects of school
culture, principals are asked to support teachers and students
during normal school operations (Glanz, 2006), but this support
was amplified during the COVID crisis.

Although the leadership practices of a meta-leader are
often amplified during a crisis, a meta-leader exhibits these
practices in everyday routines (Marcus et al., 2019). As we
think about the leadership practices of rural school principals
at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and quarantine, we
realize that their leadership practices, in general, did not change.
This, perhaps, is due in part to leading in a rural context.
Rural principals, particularly those in rural remote areas, often
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lead and operate with fewer resources than their suburban
and urban counterparts. Therefore, although the context of
schooling shifted because of the quarantine, the principals’
overall caretaking of their community changed very little. For
example, rural principals had to think about virtual learning
for their students, realizing that broadband access is limited,
at best, in many of their communities. Children who live in
impoverished rural areas often lack technology resources such
as computers and internet access (Ramon et al., 2019). The
Federal Communications Commission (FCC) reports that over
21 million Americans lack internet access and 69% of these
Americans live in rural areas (Poon, 2020). The rural principals in
this study found themselves negotiating with internet companies
to provide internet services for their students.

Rural principals also paid closer attention to teacher burnout
due to stress of the unknown. Teachers in rural areas tend
to suffer stress and burnout at higher rates than their urban
and suburban peers due to low levels of professional support,
professional isolation, and feelings of inadequacy in working
with students who live in poverty (Hinds et al., 2015). Unlike
their suburban and urban peers, rural school principals have
the added burden of attracting and retaining qualified teachers
to hard-to-staff schools, and they do so by caring for their
teachers and nurturing them in their everyday work (Holmes
et al., 2019). Community cohesiveness in rural contexts often
makes up for the lack of resources that is evident in many
rural communities.

The data in this study reflect the findings of 10 rural principals
across the U.S.; therefore, we do not seek to generalize to all rural
school principals. We do not minimize the struggles that rural
school principals are currently facing because of the COVID-
19 pandemic, but we offer a view of how rural school principals
can respond in times of crises. Although it is not easy, principals
can be meta-leaders and exhibit caretaker leadership by caring
for their stakeholders; advocating for their stakeholders as much
as possible; remaining calm, positive, and hopeful; and leading
with compassion and understanding. The findings from this
study also indicate that being a meta-leader and serving as an
advocate for all stakeholders is imperative to responding well
during a crisis; however, this type of leadership is required of rural
principals in their daily work as a school leader. Rural principals
responded as meta-leaders during the pandemic and quarantine
because they are meta-leaders in their normal routines. Rural
school leaders understand what it means to lead schools that are
geographically isolated, and they understand the challenges of
(a) retaining and supporting quality teachers; (b) working with
students and families who live in poverty; and (c) providing
a quality education with a lack of resources. In essence, rural
school principals lead in crisis every day. Their unique context
has empowered them to become self-reliant and resilient so
that they can be caretakers of their school communities. We
examined their leadership practices during a time of crisis, but
we found that the crisis only amplified their everyday leadership
practices. Ultimately, the rural school principals in this study
responded to the COVID-19 pandemic, the way they would in
their every day school leadership practices—they took care of
their people.

Implications
In reflecting on rural school principals’ leadership and care
during the onset of the COVID 19 pandemic, some findings
became more apparent: Some rural schools have been facing a
pandemic for quite some time. To be clear, this is not to make
light of the global pandemic we current face, but it is to highlight
the inequities and inadequacies present in some rural schools
and communities. For example, there is a lack of infrastructure
for broadband access in some rural areas, and that became
more evident during the pandemic. Principals found themselves
negotiating with broadband companies, which should be a basic
utility in a country such as the U.S. The lack of infrastructure
for broadband access caused students to lag behind urban and
suburban students, who have better broadband connectivity.

In addition to the lack of infrastructure for better access to the
outside world, the pervasive poverty in some rural communities
compounds their day-to-day life. Not only did rural principals
work to make sure students had access to instruction, but they
also worked to make sure families were fed. The poverty rate
in rural areas is consistently high, and the onset of COVID 19
further burdened some rural residents. As research indicates, the
school is the hub in rural communities, and this is evidenced in
the ways that principals cared for families’ daily needs at the onset
of the pandemic.

Although rural communities lack infrastructure to better
connect to the outside world and poverty is widespread in most
rural communities, the cohesive community structure makes the
connections tighter among individuals. This, in the end, is how
rural schools and communities thrive. Strong school-community
relationships not only enhance the learning environment in rural
contexts, but it also provides a space in which stakeholders
care for each other—as the principals did in our study. This
level of engagement on behalf of principals makes the home-
school relationship more intertwined than might occur in non-
rural places and can benefit students’ short-term and long-term
trajectories. Moreover, this type of care as demonstrated by
rural school principals, might also transfer to teachers. That,
in the long run, has the potential to further shape teacher-
student relationships.

As evidenced in our study, rural principals lead with their
heart and are people-centered. They are regarded as pillars and
politicians in their respective rural communities, and most wear
those given titles with badges of honor. Thus, the leadership
exhibited by the principals in this study is no different in the
leadership they exhibit in their daily work—as the rural context
requires it. Given the nature of rural school leadership, our study
also highlights the need for educational leadership programs to
broaden their concepts. To date, most educational leadership
programs are developed from an urban-centric framework, thus
highlighting the needs of urban schools and their communities.
Few programs exist that highlight rural school leadership,
although 19% of public school students are educated in rural
schools [Johnson et al., 2014; National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES), 2016]. Thus, a major implication of our study
is to highlight the work of rural school leaders and scholars’
responsibilities to provide more frames for the work of rural
leaders as individuals seek paths to the position.
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Utilizing a sample of 54 interviews from a larger study of traditional public school

principals’ responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, we examined the degree to which

principals in 19 states and representing both urban (e.g., intensive, emergent or

characteristic; n = 37) and suburban settings (n = 17) and across all student levels

(i.e., elementary, middle, and high), experienced and engaged in behaviors to create

psychological safety during the COVID-19 pandemic. We also sought to understand

how various environmental and organizational features may have influenced these

conditions and thus the likelihood of learning taking place. We find principals reported

varied levels of psychological safety in their schools with associated differing levels of

organizational learning and responsiveness to the crisis. However, rather being grounded

in environmental conditions (e.g., urbanicity, demographics, etc.), organizational factors

and specifically, differences in accountability, principal autonomy, professional culture and

teacher decision-making were all key in the degree of psychological safety exhibited.

Together, these findings serve to expand understanding of leadership as creating

conditions for learning and give insight into the degree our pre-COVID-19 system may

have facilitated or stymied the ability or capacity of school leaders in different settings to

support transformational learning. In this way, this research may have real and important

implications for the types of support leaders and teachers require as we collectively

transition into the next phase of uncertainty as many schools continue to try and re-open

safely and all that lays ahead.

Keywords: psychological safety, organizational learning, school leadership, COVID-19, organizational culture

INTRODUCTION

While there are many striking aspects to the COVID-19 pandemic, the scale and rapidity with
which educators had to respond to school closures and fundamentally shift all aspects of their
work is unparalleled. School principals, tasked with leading this transition, were thrust into the
role of helping faculty, staff, students, and families learn how to effectively “do school” in a highly
uncertain and ever-changing environment. In this way, they were positioned to become what we
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might deem a “chief learning officer,” creating conditions to
encourage staff to “unfreeze” (Schein, 2010) and learn new ways
of serving their students’ and communities’ evolving needs. If
ever there was a time and need for principals to work with
teachers to engage in “higher” (Fiol and Lyles, 1985), “generative”
(Senge, 1990), “strategic” (Dodgson, 1991), or what Argyris
(1977, 1982) called “double loop learning,” it was seemingly
during this time.

Such leadership does not exist in a vacuum; as Argyris (1977,
1982) points out, leadersmust create conditions so organizational
members can examine underlying assumptions regarding current
practice and facilitate opportunities for new ways of thinking and
doing. These efforts may be particularly necessary during times
of crisis, as research indicates it is in these times of heightened
ambiguity and uncertainty that we need school leaders to be
oriented toward learning and create structures and systems for
creative problem solving and innovation (Wooten and James,
2008; Smith and Riley, 2012). And yet, it is important to note
that schools and school systems, often based on their geographic
location (e.g., urban, suburban, rural, etc.), had far from
equitable organizational conditions regarding their resources,
performance, and vulnerability to systems of oppression (e.g.,
the impacts of structural racism, poverty, etc.; Kotok et al.,
2017) before the pandemic started. For example, in 2017, the
percent of students receiving free and reduced price lunch in
suburban schools (43%) was∼20 percentage points lower than in
urban schools (63%), and 15 percentage points lower than in rural
schools (58%) with parallel discrepancies in student performance
between suburban students and their counterparts in urban and
rural settings (Logan and Burdick-Will, 2017). These disparities
were felt in, and continue to shape, the impact of and response to
COVID-19, with data pointing to the disproportionate lives and
livelihoods taken from Black and Brown communities (Oppel
et al., 2020)—still most often concentrated in urban centers
(Parker et al., 2018).

Therefore, besides the clear need to attend to such injustices,
these disparities also signal the different levels of uncertainty
and strain schools with varied organizational conditions faced
as they responded to the pandemic and learned. At the same
time, research indicates that organizations most able to learn,
and thus respond more effectively to crises (Wooten and James,
2004), are those in which the leader best utilizes the efforts and
skills of their workforce to adapt to changing conditions and
perform under pressure (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; Dodgson,
1993). However, as organizational scholars point out (Argyris,
1982; Schein, 2010; Edmondson and Lei, 2014; Weiner, 2014),
environmental pressures can make organizational learning more
difficult and increase the need for leaders, and school leaders
in particular (Edmondson et al., 2016), to foster a culture of
learning. The question, of course, is to what degree school
principals were able to fulfill this role. Were they able to, for
example, create the types of learning environments which Garvin
et al. (2008) describe as being places where people can feel safe to
take risks, make mistakes, and learn?

This sense of “psychological safety” (Edmondson, 1999),
defined as the degree to which people view the environment as
conducive to interpersonally risky behaviors like speaking up

or asking for help, impacts the degree to which individual and
organizational learning can occur (see Edmondson and Lei, 2014
for a review). Research shows that even when people want (and
like educators now, perhaps need) to change their practice, the
perceived risks of such change may inhibit their ability to do
so (e.g., Wanless et al., 2013). Research applying psychological
safety to schools (see 2016 special issue in Research in Human
Development for an overview), paints a complex portrait in which
traditional professional norms, mixed leader effectiveness, and
the high stakes nature of the work make creating a culture
of psychological safety both critically important and extremely
challenging to achieve (Edmondson et al., 2016; Weiner, 2016).

Utilizing a sample of 54 interviews from a larger study of
traditional public school principals’ responses to the COVID-
19 pandemic, we explore these issues directly. Specifically,
we examined the degree to which principals in 19 states
and representing both urban (e.g., intensive, emergent or
characteristic; Milner, 2012) (n = 37) and suburban settings
(n = 17) and across all student levels (i.e., elementary, middle,
and high), experienced and engaged in behaviors to create
psychological safety during the COVID-19 pandemic. We
also sought to understand how various environmental and
organizational features may have influenced these conditions and
thus the likelihood of learning taking place.

We find principals reported varied levels of psychological
safety in their schools with associated differing levels of
organizational learning and responsiveness to the crisis.
However, rather being grounded in environmental conditions
(e.g., urbanicity, demographics, etc.), organizational factors and
specifically, differences in accountability, principal autonomy,
professional culture, and teacher decision-making were all key in
the degree of psychological safety exhibited.

Together, these findings serve to expand understanding of
leadership as creating conditions for learning and give insight
into the degree our pre-COVID-19 system may have facilitated
or stymied the ability or capacity of school leaders in different
settings to support transformational learning (Drago-Severson
and Blum-DeStefano, 2014). In this way, this research may have
real and important implications for the types of support leaders
and teachers require as we collectively transition into the next
phase of uncertainty as many schools continue to try and re-open
safely and all that lays ahead.

LITERATURE REVIEW

School Leader as Chief Learning Officer:
Supporting Educators’ Learning
Schools, like all organizations, must continually adapt to shifting
environmental demands to remain effective (Levitt and March,
1988; Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; Dodgson, 1993). Indeed,
schools have long been called upon to become “learning
organizations” in which educators are pushed to continually
change and learn (see Giles and Hargreaves, 2006 for a review).
In this context, organizational learning is defined as “the
development of new insights and understandings that have
potential to influence behavior” (Hesbol, 2019, p. 35). This
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includes, according to Marsick and Watkins (1999), system-level
learning that is continuous and facilitates enhanced knowledge,
skills, and performance. One key outcome associated with
schools operating as learning organizations is their ability to best
serve students’ evolving needs and facilitate their success in our
changing society and world (Schlechty, 2009).

As highlighted by Harris and Jones (2018), the
conceptualization of schools as learning organizations finds
its origins in the 1980s, with Argyris’s (1982) focus on the process
of organizational learning, and double-loop learning specifically,
as a key mechanism for ensuring organizational efficiency and
effectiveness. With the work of Senge (1990), this framing—that
part of the essential work of schools is to support the adults
therein (e.g., administrators and teachers) in collectively learning
how to enhance their practice—gained popularity and prevalence
(Paraschiva et al., 2019). It also produced detractors, with some
arguing the concept is too broad and/or amorphous (Field, 2019),
as well as those questioning whether the concept adequately
attends to the more informal relationships and social networks
shown to be necessary conditions for learning and change (Giles
and Hargreaves, 2006). However, and despite what some may
consider unresolved questions regarding these critiques, the
concept of schools as learning organizations has again recently
gained traction in research and practice alike (Kools and Stoll,
2016; Harris and Jones, 2018) and, as we argue here, can be useful
in thinking about the work of schools in adapting to changing
environmental conditions generally, and in crisis situations like
that of COVID-19, in particular (Wooten and James, 2008; Smith
and Riley, 2012).

By centering organizational learning and its role in facilitating
schools’ ability to successfully respond to environmental
uncertainty, we can then understand a school leader’s key
role in creating conditions to support individual and collective
learning (Leithwood et al., 2017; Harris and Jones, 2018;
Robinson, 2018). In particular, scholars focused on schools as
learning organizations often call upon school and district leaders
to attend to ensuring school structures, systems and culture
facilitate learning (e.g., Giles and Hargreaves, 2006; Fullan,
2010; Kools and Stoll, 2016). For example, research shows that
leaders can facilitate organizational learning through building
communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) and professional
learning communities specifically (Bowen et al., 2007; Weiner,
2014; Meyers and Hambrick Hitt, 2017). Additionally, a clear
compelling vision, theory of action (Dimmock, 2012), and
means of effectively communicating information across the
organization all support learning, particularly in times of
uncertainty (Thompson, 2017; Harris and Jones, 2018; Paraschiva
et al., 2019) and crisis specifically (Wooten and James, 2008;
Smith and Riley, 2012).

Another important way school leaders can support
organizational learning is by attending to the professional
culture (Hallinger, 2011; Harris et al., 2013) and ensuring it is
positive, promotes teacher collaboration, and cultivates a feeling
amongst teachers that they are supported and respected in
their efforts (e.g., Harris et al., 2015). This work of sustaining a
professional culture needs to be explicit and frequently attended
to as schools’ default cultures are traditionally grounded in norms

of teacher egalitarianism, autonomy (i.e., isolation), and seniority
(Donaldson et al., 2008; Imants et al., 2013; Weiner, 2016) as well
as hierarchical governance (Weiner, 2014)—all norms that can
hinder collective learning and growth (Edmondson et al., 2016).

Additionally, given the prevalence of accountability pressures
grounded in neo-liberal reforms (Weiner, 2020), to create a
culture in which teachers feel they can innovate and learn often
requires school leaders to buffer teachers from such pressures
(Dworkin and Tobe, 2014; Cosner and Jones, 2016). Facilitating
trust and a sense of internal or collective accountability in which
teachers hold one another to shared expectations for meeting
students’ needs (Elmore, 2007; Sahlberg, 2010) are key to school
leaders’ efforts to enhance teachers’ willingness to try new things
and learn (Bryk and Schneider, 2003; Wahlstrom and Louis,
2008). Finally, and the core focus of the current research, is the
need for principals to create a culture in which teachers feel safe
to speak up and take interpersonal risks to facilitate learning (Le
Fevre, 2014; Edmondson et al., 2016), in other words, to establish
a sense of psychological safety (Edmondson, 2003).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:
PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY

Psychological safety (PS) is an element of organizational culture
that, as Schein and Bennis (1965) articulated over 50 years ago,
supports those working within the organization to move away
from default ways of doing and thinking and learn, innovate,
and grow (i.e., unfreeze) and serves as one of the critical
“building blocks of organizational learning [that] reinforce
each other” (Garvin et al., 2008, p. 5). As more recently
articulated by Edmondson (2003), we can understand PS as
the “degree to which people perceive their work environment
as conducive to taking. . . interpersonal risks” (p. 257). In this
framing, interpersonal risks are those directly associated with
the work of the organization and are activities that might make
the actor vulnerable to professional critique, for example, if they
were to speak up regarding an issue with current practice, ask
for help, or admit mistakes (Edmondson and Lei, 2014; Walters
and Diab, 2016). Again, as pointed out by Higgins et al. (2012),
PS is one of multiple dimensions of organizational learning
that needs to be simultaneously attended to build a robust
culture ready and able to engage in meaningful, positive learning
and change. When PS is present, in such environments, it can
promote collective learning and change toward the incorporation
of new behaviors that improve individual and organizational
performance (Edmondson et al., 2001; Morrow et al., 2010) as
well as increased voice and satisfaction (Frazier et al., 2017;
Newman et al., 2017). When PS is absent, individuals will work
to manage the risks of speaking up by, for example, avoiding
challenging or difficult conversations with one another or leaders
and thus, losing opportunities for learning and growth (Detert
and Edmondson, 2005).

PS allows us to differentiate between a culture of collegiality
or care where people may feel comfortable but are perhaps not
pushed to learn and change and a context in which people
feel supported to engage in the “risky behavior” of learning. As
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Helsing et al. (2008) make clear, adult learning includes loss
as people, individually and collectively, let go of familiar ways
of navigating the world and cross into new and unchartered
territories, and hence, engage in risk-taking. At the organizational
level too, real learning often requires collective engagement in
the risk of moving away from known, and oftentimes inhibitory,
ways of behaving and understanding the work to a better
but unknown future (Argyris, 1982). Thus, and aligned with
this understanding that learning—whether at the individual or
organizational level—involves risk, those who study PS are clear
that while the goal is to create a positive environment for
learning, it must also come with push via elements such as a
compelling vision for change (Schein, 2010) and a rewards and
discipline system (i.e., accountability; Higgins et al., in press)
clearly articulated and aligned with desired learning outcomes
(Knapp and Feldman, 2012). As Schein (1999) explains, the goal
of PS is not to remove all external pressures or learning anxiety,
rather, it is to mitigate that anxiety so it is productive.

The key to effective change management, then, becomes the

ability to balance the amount of threat produced by disconfirming

data with enough psychological safety to allow the change target

to accept the information, feel the survival anxiety, and become

motivated to change. The true artistry of change management lies

in the various kinds of tactics that change agents employ to create

psychological safety. For example, working in groups, creating

parallel systems that allow some relief from day to day work

pressures, providing practice fields in which errors are embraced

rather than feared, providing positive visions to encourage the

learner, breaking the learning process into manageable steps,

providing on-line coaching and help all serve the function of

reducing learning anxiety and thus creating genuine motivation

to learn and change (p. 61).

Given its role in helping organizational members cope with
learning anxiety associated with normal levels of change, it is
perhaps no surprise that scholars have long identified PS as
especially important in organizations with work, like that which
occurs in health care and schools, that is high stakes, complex,
and often under high levels of public scrutiny (Edmondson et al.,
2001; Nembhard and Edmondson, 2006; Weiner, 2014; Higgins
et al., in press). Therefore, and relevant for the current study,
we might understand PS as a necessary organizational condition
during periods of crisis—such as the COVID-19 pandemic—in
which organizational members, in this case educators, may need
to learn and change quickly.

While PS has only recently been applied to the educational
context (e.g., Wanless, 2016), there is strong transferability
of the concept to schools and the need for teachers to feel
safe to engage deeply and authentically about their practice
and learn (Edmondson et al., 2016). There are also insights
to be gleaned from the research outside education regarding
the organizational conditions that leaders create to support or
hinder PS in practice. For example, research suggests that when
organizations are more hierarchical and work is more discreet
than interdependent (Edmondson, 1999), less PS may be present
(Nembhard and Edmondson, 2006). In contrast, when employees
have the authority to make important decisions and are clear

about what is and is not their job, it supports PS (Frazier et al.,
2017). Reward and discipline systems too can impact PS in terms
of their degree of alignment with supporting learning and the
vision of improvement (Schein, 2010; Stragalas, 2010), as well as
whether they are shared or individually oriented (Newman et al.,
2017).

A leader’s effectiveness is also shown to enhance PS (Frazier
et al., 2017). This includes their ability to build strong, respectful,
and supportive relationships with, and among, those in the
organization (Zhang et al., 2010; Singer et al., 2015) and to engage
in clear and transparent information sharing with individuals
(e.g., Siemsen et al., 2009) and the larger group (Bunderson
and Boumgarden, 2009). Additionally, leaders must work against
hierarchical structures to reduce status gaps (Nembhard and
Edmondson, 2006) and promote the idea that all community
members have ideas with value and import, skills also critical
in times of crisis (Smith and Riley, 2012). Connected to this
point, the leader too must be willing to present themselves as
fallible and invite, rather than repel, dissent (Roberto, 2002;
Newman et al., 2017). While these are but a few ways leaders
can use to facilitate psychological safety, together they illustrate
the need for leaders to attend to PS in their work to ensure that
organizational members can productively respond to change and
learn, especially in times of crisis.

METHODS

We employ a basic interpretive design (Merriam, 2002) focused
on facilitating opportunities to understand how individuals
interpret, construct, or make meaning of their world and
experiences (Creswell and Poth, 2018). As per Kahlke’s (2014)
description that this design supports drawing on multiple
methodologies, we pulled on traditions of phenomenology and
its focus on examining participants’ lived experiences through
their descriptions, stories, and narratives (Moustakas, 1994)
and embraced approaches typically deployed in organizational
studies in which participants’ descriptions are used to examine
organizational routines, resources, and policies (Nowell and
Albrecht, 2019).

Sample
Data for this analysis come from a large qualitative study
of principal leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic in
the United States. During the spring and summer of 2020, a
cross-institution team of 18 researchers, including this study’s
authors, conducted interviews of 120 school leaders in 19
states. Researchers used their social and professional networks
to each recruit seven public school principals (2 at each of
the elementary, middle, and high school levels and one other)
working in traditional public schools. The result was a large and
heterogeneous sample with variability across features like school
size, demographics, location, and performance level. All authors
were involved in all stages of the data collection—from protocol
development to interviews to transcription.

We created a sub-sample of 54 schools on which to focus
our efforts. Guided by Milner’s (2012) framework regarding
the designation of “urban” schools as intensive, emergent, or

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 4 January 2021 | Volume 5 | Article 61848347

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Weiner et al. Psychological Safety During COVID-19

characteristic, we identified schools that were: (1) in cities of over
1 million people (n = 16) (urban intensive), (2) in cities with <1
million people but more than 400,000 residents (n = 10) (urban
emergent), and (3) those that were urban characteristic (n = 11),
what Milner says are schools “not located in big or mid-sized
cities but may be starting to experience some of the challenges
that are sometimes associated with urban school contexts in
larger areas” (p. 559) such as the proportions of English language
learners or those receiving free and reduced priced lunch. As
Milner points out, these schools may not geographically be placed
in cities. As a contrast to this sample, we also selected schools
considered suburban (n = 17) via the census and had <25% of
students receiving free and reduced-price lunch (the U.S. DOE’s
designation of a low poverty school). Please see Table 1 below for
more information regarding the demographics of the schools and
their principals.

Data Collection
We used interviews as our primary source of data (Hunt, 2009).
Upon agreeing to participate, principals were sent a consent form
and a survey of their and the school’s demographic information.
Information regarding the closure policies and, if available,
emergency response plans were collected as was data from the
census regarding the school’s community demographics.

The interview protocol was co-constructed by the researchers
and asked the principals to reflect from the time immediately
before school closure to the present. Principals were asked
how issues as broad as familial engagement to self-care, to
how and by whom decisions regarding instruction were made.
While the protocol was not directly geared to psychological
safety, there was strong overlap between many of the questions
regarding organizational conditions and principal behaviors and
the framework. Finally, interviews occurred one time, were
conducted online, and ranged from 45min to almost 2 h in
length. All were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim.

Analysis
In keeping with a basic interpretative approach, we employed
thematic analysis (Boyatzis, 1998). To build our codebook we
supplemented Schein’s (2010) work highlighting the necessary
conditions for PS along with other empirical work on this
topic and the outcomes (e.g., learning, staying together, meeting
external performance criteria, etc.) associated with its presence
(e.g., Frazier et al., 2017). Codes included topics such as
“infrastructure for teacher collaborative decision-making” and
“principal engages in relationship building behaviors” and were
oriented toward identifying gradations in implementation. In
addition to our thematic coding, we gave an overarching rating
to the degree of PS including its associated outcomes that seemed
present in the school via the principal’s recollections.

As a first stage of the work, we randomly selected a group of
6 interviews to collectively code and discuss. The conversation
built intercoder reliability and enhanced the applicability and
utility of the codebook. We thus saw our process as mirroring
Hruschka et al.’s (2004) in building intercoder reliability: the
segmentation of text, codebook creation, coding, assessment of
reliability, codebook modification, and final coding.

Once revisions were made to the codebook, the team
proceeded coding the rest of the sample, including re-coding
the 6 from the first round. Each team member coded a number
of interviews individually and provided designations regarding
the level of PS that appeared to be present. At regular intervals,
team members would double or triple code a group of interviews
and then discuss the results with team members. This meant
more than half the interviews were at least double coded. These
processes helpedmaintain reliability and facilitated opportunities
for team members to reflect on emergent findings and their
connection to the sample writ large.

After the initial coding was completed, team members
reviewed the school designations and worked to ensure collective
agreement regarding how these schools were coded, why, and
the assessment of their overall level of psychological safety. The
resultant conversation moved the team to consolidate from five
categories of the degree of PS we observed as present in the school
(low, low/moderate, moderate, moderate/high, high) to three
(low, moderate, high). This required redistributing a number
of schools through a negotiated collective process. Finally, team
members revisited transcripts of those representative of low vs.
high PS to determine salient features related to our coding that
appeared pivotal in their positioning on the continuum and will
be discussed further in the findings section.

Limitations
This research is not without limitations. First, as this research
took a holistic orientation to capturing principals’ and their
schools’ experiences at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic,
it was not specifically designed to examine PS in schools.
Second, the data collection was limited to the principal’s
views and recollections; we did not conduct interviews with
others in the school community or observe their behaviors
in situ. As a result, we were unable to gather information
regarding other dimensions of might of professional culture,
organizational learning, and/or teacher decision-making or how
these dimensionsmay potentially interact with PS in situ to create
support or hinder adaptation, learning, and thus responsiveness
to students and communities evolving needs. Finally, though
we worked to construct a sub-sample for our analysis that was
appropriately representative of the phenomenon of interest—the
presence of PS in schools with differing levels of environmental
uncertainty at the onset of the pandemic—the original sample
was not constructed for this purpose. Rather it was a convenience
sample created as a result of researchers’ networks, and thus
shaped the representativeness of our sample in terms of how
many, which types and the location of the urban and suburban
schools we were able to include in our sample. With all that
said, and given the critical need to mobilize to capture principals’
experiences with COVID-19 in a timely manner, we feel the
contributions of this work outweigh its limitations.

FINDINGS

The purpose of this study was to understand how principals
experienced and engaged in behaviors to create PS during the
COVID-19 pandemic, and how their varied environmental and
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TABLE 1 | Sample demographics.

School characteristics Principal characteristics

Geographic

locale

School

number

School

level

Total

students

% Black % White % Hispanic % FRPL Race Gender Yrs.

experience

Urban intensive UC1 Elem 311 90 1 3 100 Black Female 16

UC2 Elem 404 5 2 87 97 White Female 3

UC3 Elem 573 8 65 6 100 White Male 1

UC4 Elem 592 6 1 81 94 White Female 14

UC5 Mid 1,291 10 16 69 90 White Male 4

UC6 High 235 32 1 63 100 White Female 16

UC7 High 351 24 8 49 79 White Male 9

UC8 High 375 30 N/A 54 N/A White/

Hispanic/

Latino

Male 8

UC9 High 375 18 26 36 76 White Male 9

UC10 High 439 66 2 26 69 White Male 9

UC11 High 454 17 9 69 100 White Male 7

UC12 High 506 61 11 15 82 Not listed Female 2

UC13 High 529 39 1 58 81 Black Male 14

UC14 High 678 17 15 54 66 White Female 5

UC15 High 1,718 12 2 36 79 Black Female 4

UC16 All 870 3 3 91 81 White Male 8

Urban emergent UE1 Elem 290 96 2 1 100 White Female 3

UE2 Elem 340 47 13 10 80 White Male 19

UE3 Elem 451 36 50 7 100 White Female 3

UE4 Elem 463 5 76 8 10 White Female 15

UE5 Elem 474 14 49 27 74 Asian Female 5

UE6 Elem 717 57 6 22 71 Asian Female 5

UE7 Mid 817 21 24 44 72 White Male 7

UE8 Mid 1,187 20 3 67 90 Asian Female 7

UE9 High 987 66 19 9 62 Hispanic/

Latino

Male 17

UE10 High 1,097 4 69 15 10 White Female 15

Urban

characteristic

UC1 Elem 362 74 23 82 White Female 15

UC2 Elem 502 5 11 83 84 – – –

UC3 Elem 622 45 17 26 61 White Male 6

UC4 Mid 628 47 25 11 34 Black Female 8

UC5 Mid 1,348 27 39 26 50 White Male 16

UC6 High 393 76 9 9 – White/

Hispanic/

Latino

Male 6

UC7 High 481 83 7 6 – White Male 12

UC8 High 1,382 9 55 22 21 White 5

UC9 High 2,053 33 11 54 73 Black Female 15

UC10 High 2,258 89 3 6 81 Black Female 9

UC11 High N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A White Female 3

Suburban S1 Elem 304 1 78 11 10 White Female 5

S2 Elem 381 3 73 14 21 White/

Hispanic/

Latino

Female 11

S3 Elem 584 16 46 17 20 Hispanic/

Latino

Female 10

S4 Elem 602 2 75 5 16 White Female 3

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 | Continued

School characteristics Principal characteristics

Geographic

locale

School

number

School

level

Total

students

% Black % White % Hispanic % FRPL Race Gender Yrs.

experience

S5 Elem 609 1 73 2 11 White Female 6

S6 Elem 648 8 57 3 3 White Male 17

S7 Elem 688 0 68 9 6 White Male 3

S8 Mid 604 2 85 5 10 – – –

S9 Mid 669 1 82 10 9 – – –

S10 Mid 867 6 67 9 14 Native

Hawaiian/

Other

Pacific

Islander

Female 14

S11 Mid 972 5 68 3 14 White 7

S12 Mid 1,031 2 79 14 18 – – –

S13 High 1,246 5 68 6 16 White Male 5

S14 High 1,326 1 79 12 20 Black/

Hispanic/

Latino

Female 10

S15 High 1,637 2 64 20 20 White Male 12

S16 High 1,779 5 71 4 12 Black Female 1

S17 High 1,838 1 93 3 20 Black Female 3

organizational context may have influenced these conditions. As
we will discuss shortly, we find principals reported varied levels
of PS in their schools and these were associated with different
levels of organizational learning and responsiveness to the crisis.
These differences were also grounded in varied organizational
conditions such as the way accountability was meted out, the
degree of principal’s autonomy, the organizational culture, and
the degree of educational infrastructure available to support
teachers’ collective decision-making. However, before we dive
into a detailed discussion of these findings, we spend some time
exploring the environmental conditions of the sample relative to
their identified levels of PS.

Distribution of Psychological Safety Across
Environmental Contexts
As highlighted in Table 2, we explored the distribution of the
sample relative to the degree of PS we coded as being present
(i.e., low, moderate, high) and the school’s geographic location
(i.e., urban intensive, urban emergent, urban characteristic, or
suburban), size as well as some elements of the demographic
makeup of the student body. While these numbers are purely
descriptive, they provide some early insights into how and
in what ways environmental elements of the schools may be
related (or not) to the principal’s ability to foster a culture of
psychological safety.

As highlighted in the table, the distribution of our rankings
for the degree of PS in a given school was fairly even across
the sample. We characterized 43% of the schools as exhibiting
moderate PS, 28% of schools as having low PS, and 30% as
exhibiting high levels of PS. When we then looked at the
environmental conditions for each group we find, in regards

to geographic location, that 47% of those schools ranked as
exhibiting low PS were located in suburban areas. In contrast,
31% of the schools ranked as having high PS were in urban
intensive areas. This suggests geographic location may be a
less powerful predictor of PS than perhaps imagined given the
environmental uncertainty often thought to be associated with
urban locations.

Shifting to school level, size, and demographics, first,
elementary schools comprised almost half, 47%, of the schools
with low PS. The rest of the school-types (middle, high) were
more evenly distributed across the rankings. Bigger schools
tended to be ranked as having lower levels of PS and vice-versa.
Schools ranked with the highest levels of PS also, on average,
served the highest percentage (59%) of students receiving free
and reduced-price lunch when compared to schools ranked with
the lowest levels of the construct. Finally, schools with low
PS ratings also had the highest percentages of white students.
Schools rated more highly regarding PS tended to serve larger
percentages of Hispanic students (average 35%), while schools
rated as having moderate PS served the largest percentage, on
average, of Black students (33%).

Taken together, the distribution of the differently rated schools
across these environmental conditions suggests conditions
traditionally associated higher levels of uncertainty (e.g.,
urbanicity, percent of students in poverty, etc.; Kraft et al., 2015),
do not seem strongly concentrated in any one of our ratings of
PS. Moreover, as pointed out by other researchers (e.g., Johnson
et al., 2012; Simon and Johnson, 2015) teaching in a school with
more Black and brown students (i.e., an environmental condition
often due to housing discrimination and schooling patterns)
is less of a factor in shaping educator’s views of the working
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TABLE 2 | Levels of psychological safety and selection environmental conditions of schools.

Geographic Location School Level School Size Student Demographics

PS N % Urban Suburban Elem Mid High Avg. enroll FRL Black Hispanic White

Intensive Emergent Characteristic

Low 15 28% 20% 13% 20% 47% 47% 20% 7% 950 47% 14% 27% 48%

Moderate 23 43% 35% 22% 17% 26% 17% 17% 9% 778 55% 33% 21% 36%

High 16 30% 31% 19% 25% 25% 25% 19% 13% 686 59% 26% 35% 28%

conditions than the organizational features within a given school.
Indeed, it was suburban schools, with lower levels of poverty and
more white students, that were more likely to be rated as having
low levels of PS. Therefore, and while the confirmation of such
findings requires further and more rigorous statistical analysis,
our observations regarding these environmental features suggest
the answers regarding differences in their degree of PS may
be more rooted in organizational than environmental features.
In the following, we provide insights into our investigation of
the shared organizational conditions of schools with differing
degrees of PS as a first step toward better understanding where
these differences may lie.

Differences in Organizational Conditions
for Psychological Safety
While we identified many nuanced differences in the
organizational conditions across the schools. Per the principals’
descriptions, five organizational conditions emerged as
particularly salient relative to PS. These elements (e.g., learning,
accountability system, professional culture, principal autonomy,
infrastructure for teacher decision-making and collaboration)
and how they manifest in the daily lives of educators in these
schools are described in greater detail in Table 3 below.

In the following section, we provide examples of the above
salient organizational conditions in the schools we identified as
exhibiting low or high levels of psychological safety. We do so
as the schools with moderate PS tended to sit between these two
poles and we felt this approach was the most useful and efficient
means to illustrate our findings.

Organizational Learning
We begin with the end in mind with the observed differences
in the desired outcome of PS- organizational learning. As
described above, organizations with high levels of PS promote
collective learning and change, ultimately leading to improved
organizational performance (Edmondson et al., 2001; Morrow
et al., 2010). Such growth allows organizations to “unfreeze”
(Schein, 2010) when facing a challenge. Given that, due to
COVID-19, teachers were forced to engage in at least one
dramatically different way (i.e., in-person to remote), we might
say all were forced to learn. With that said, after a period of
shifting to their newmodality, some principals reported that their
schools continued to adapt to their changing environments and
students’ needs and while others shifted their mode of delivery

but little else, even when data suggested current efforts were not
working as desired.

Low PS Schools: More Frozen Than Fluid
In schools identified as having low PS, principals described
teachers having difficulty shifting and/or enhancing their practice
to meet students’ needs after switching to remote learning. For
some teachers, this difficulty was rooted in using technology, and
what seemed to be a lack of institutional support to facilitate
growth in this area. For example, S71 told of a veteran teacher
who got stuck in the transition to Google classroom, and, as a
result, was asked to retire rather than return for Fall 2020.

She [the teacher] goes, you know how much I struggled with just

uploading documents? And I said, “I do”...again, not about her

age, but about her efficacy. To me, it’s an efficacy issue and you

could be a hundred or you could be 25 and have the same issues

of technology. And if it’s not in your wheelhouse, this type of

instruction and a pandemic is, so not gonna be your cup of tea.

While S7 was clear this teacher’s experience was more the
exception than the rule, this trend, that groups of teachers in
schools identified as having lower levels of PS were unable
to adjust their practice to meet the new virtual environment,
frequently occurred, and extended from modality to content.
UC5, for example, spoke about the variable ways his teachers
responded to the need to change how and what they were
delivering to students. He recalled how the eighth-grade teachers,
now without an end of year exam to attend to, were like, “Now,
what the hell do we do because the test got canceled?” As a
result, courses were a “boring experience” for students with little
innovation or change.

Other principals too talked about how teachers’ thinking
regarding how to encourage greater participation, engagement
and student learning in the remote learning space was often
stuck. S17 described her teachers as having difficulty learning
how to best connect with students and families in this new
landscape. As she explained, when students were struggling in
math, teachers had difficulty figuring out how to best address
students’ needs.

1The naming convention is the geographic location of the principal’s school

(S, suburban; UI, urban intensive, etc.) and the number associated with their

information in Table 1.
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TABLE 3 | Overview of findings regarding organizational features of psychological safety.

Degree of psychological safety in the school

Salient org. features Low Moderate High

Learning Tendency to be “stuck” or “frozen” Learning in response to changing

environmental conditions (occurred in

pockets)

Frequent reference to collective learning

and shifting to meet new evolving

challenges and needs

Accountability (rewards and discipline) Focus on compliance Some evidence of accountability as driving

improvement but primarily focused on

compliance

Focus on compliance, effectiveness, and

driving improvement

Professional culture Focus on collegiality and care Focus on collegiality and care with some

mention of personal responsibility or

pockets of collective accountability (i.e., a

given department or group of teachers

holding themselves or each other

accountable)

Focus on collective accountability,

collegiality, and care

Principal autonomy Principal has/feels little autonomy for

decision-making

Some evidence of principal

decision-making but often felt/ was limited

by institutional or external constraints

Principal feels empowered to engage in

decision-making

Infrastructure for teacher

collaboration and decision-making

Few structures for teacher

decision-making that tended to focus

on individuals/small groups.

Somewhat limited teacher

collaboration

Structures for decision-making in place

prior to COVID-19 remained and

functioned in similar ways. Pockets of

teacher collaboration but not systemic

Strong, varied infrastructure for teachers

to engage in collective, decision-making,

and collaboration

They [math teachers] were struggling and they will usually know

the reason why they [students] were not responding... I told the

teachers, “You can’t just email once and say, okay, this kid is out.

You’ve got to follow through with the calls and you’ve got to do all

that thing.” So, um, that was, that was difficult because high school

teachers, a lot of, they’re not like elementary teachers, elementary

teachers are talking to parents every week. And then, usually, high

school teachers call when there’s something wrong.

The difficulty teachers exhibited were particularly pronounced
with students identified as having disabilities. Principals in
schools with lower PS told of how, given the constraints, they
largely failed to serve this student population during closure.
UE3 said,

What was most interesting though were our families with kids

with disabilities because they are used to their kids receiving

special education services and speech services. That wasn’t

necessarily possible for all in the same way as this. That was a gap

I couldn’t close. We just didn’t have a way to do that.

S6 provided a similar response regarding their approach,

We didn’t do anything...so unique that we should win an award

for. I mean, I, I think it’s just being from a leadership perspective,

being present, being aware, being accessible...advocating when we

could, you know, to central office or, “Hey, what about this?When

can we do that?” And so on.

Across these examples, the sense of paralysis in the moment is
evident. These leaders were faced with improbable challenges
but were unable to incorporate new forms of learning. Rather,

they relied on old forms of learning which created difficulty in
supporting students and teachers through the change process.

High PS Schools: Adapting Together to Shifting

Needs
In high PS schools, principals adjusted quickly to an evolving
environment. They restructured educational practice to remote
learning environments, while also ensuring teachers were
continually adapting their practice to meet students’ evolving
needs. As UE5 stated, “We were adjusting to the needs of the kids,
to the engagement data...and my student support team was more
unified in terms of the outreach they did to students via phone
and meetings.” Principals too discussed shifting their staffs’
expectations to adhere to the changing educational environment.
For example, S13 expressed “...we started saying things like, ‘Take
your plan, cut it in half, and then cut it in half again, and
then you might have something to work with.’ I’m like, ‘You
have to remember that you’ve got to meet your kids where they
are.” Similarly, UI16 told of how, after settling in to the new
platform to deliver instruction, the real work of teacher and
student learning began.

We went from kids constantly being in groups and constantly

being in partners. You go online and suddenly you’re like posting

asynchronous tasks, and then. . . you’re having office hours where

kids are suddenly individual agents and hating it, right? And

it took us a few weeks before we’re like, “God, this really feels

like soulless in some ways. It feels like kids are so disconnected.

Oh yeah. Because they’re not working together. Right.” And

so. . . really trying to dig into some structures...right away everyone

talks about like Zoom Breakout Rooms and like, yeah, cool. But I

think there needs to be a ton more structure in place in the same
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way we would in the building. ’Cause kids don’t just, like, get

together and just start collaborating. It takes a lot of work to make

that happen. And how is that transferred to the remote world?

And so, yeah, I think those are probably some of the key pieces

that we’ve been underlining.

In further contrast to the low PS schools, this focus on meeting
students where they were and constantly adjusting instruction in
response, also happened in regards to serving special education
students. For example, UC6 discussed his school’s strategy when
it came to their special education students,

We sat with the special education team, we had all 35 of our

special ed kids and said, “Here’s what they all need. Here’s what

their schedules are. Let’s plug people in where we can...” So that’s

what we did, we just kind of made sure the kids were covered...

“This one has the IEP, this is what it says, Here’s what we need,

okay, we’re going to put a part in that group, you guys are going

to work with those three or four groups of people” and then we

present the staff so they would know which co-teacher would be

in the room with them. And then when they were able to create

break out groups, they could have that para or that teacher with a

group of kids they really needed to work more closely with, so we

just tried to do more common-sense things like that.

Other principals in high PS schools also shared that a priority
was centered around providing specific learning services for their
special education students. UI9 stated, “The success with the
special education students came when teachers would just sit
down and have a chat with a student for an hour. . . ” Even though
principals recognized this approach was unsustainable over time,
they did all they could to temporarily meet the need for teachers
to provide individualized learning experiences for their special
education students with plans to keep adapting over time as the
conditions changed.

Accountability (Rewards and Discipline)
Organizations with high levels of PS provide a compelling
vision for change (Schein, 2010) and a rewards and discipline
or accountability system clearly articulated and aligned with
desired learning outcomes (Knapp and Feldman, 2012). As
described earlier, such organizations create conditions that
mitigate learning anxiety associated with internal and external
pressures (Schein, 1999). Given that, in all of the schools in which
we focused our inquiry, there were moratoriums on student
testing and, in most, on formal teacher evaluation, this period
may have been one in which different and new accountability
systems were leveraged to better facilitate learning. And yet, in
our analysis, we find that only schools with high PS made such
moves while the low PS schools tended to orient themselves
toward ensuring teacher compliance rather than adaptability
or effectiveness.

Low PS Schools: Compliance and a Lack of Clarity
Unclear accountability standards around student attendance,
engagement, and assessment defined the months between March
and June for all 15 schools with low levels of PS. For example,
school leaders struggled with whether and how to monitor

students’ presence or absence from online instruction. According
to UC5, “attendance and grading was verymuddy. Nobody knew,
how do I know how to mark a kid present or absent?” Similarly,
UE3 said, “If attendance is measured by heads participation,
because the position was that teachers connected with kids twice
a week. That was kind of how attendance was counted. If that’s
how it’s counted, then we had well over 95%.”

Leaders in these schools also focused primarily on ensuring
teachers delivered the right amount and type of instruction
rather than whether the instruction was of high quality. Indeed,
principals in schools with low PS indicated they were unable, due
to state policy or union rules, to engage in classroom observations
to see how things were going and/or to hold teachers accountable
to enhance their approach. S1 shared, “No, I’m not observing
teachers because if they were not observed in person, we were
not supposed to observe them.” UI15 too said,

The MOU with [the Union] stated that principals, like all

evaluation, everything stopped. We weren’t able to push into any

teacher’s class to observe what they were doing...we couldn’t just

join a Zoom call. . . That was a little problematic because I was

blind. I couldn’t really help on that level.

Other leaders indicated that despite being able to attend teachers’
sessions, they felt unwelcome in classrooms and relied on
invitations to observe instruction. UC5 described a process of,

redefining, monitoring instruction with them. So, we made a

schedule of whatever teachers were teaching live, “Just invite us

so we can go in,” but it was almost like, “Please invite me so I

can supervise you. . . ” And so, clearly those who didn’t want to

be supervised, were not eager to send out those invitations.

In some cases, leaders faced with this sort of response simply
ceased observing teachers. UE3 said, “I made a conscious
decision not to just...pop into classrooms. No, I’m not for that.”
S5 said observations “just dropped off. Canceled.”

High PS Schools: Accountability for Compliance,

Effectiveness, and Improvement
Principals in high PS schools generally reported receiving clearer
messages about what teachers and students should be accountable
for and how and these accountability systems promoted
adaptability. For example, in discussing the messaging their
school received regarding student attendance and performance,
UE1 recalled,

In the beginning it was like monitor, monitor, monitor, and then I

think when I saw our superintendent she was like “Look, we have

to realize that the dynamics are different. So, for some of our kids

that can’t log on, give them credit for doing the work.”

When a lack of clarity regarding accountability did exist,
principals in high PS schools worked to buffer teachers from
this uncertainty by creating clear guidelines. Often, these new
structures and systems were jointly constructed with teachers
and again seemed oriented toward adaptability and grace given
current conditions. For example, as UI13 explained,
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The first thing that we did once we started remote instruction

was to create metrics of student engagement participation. We

put everything that could represent student engagement, from

checking their email, to being present in a live remote class, to

submitting an assignment, counted all of that and figured out

what the average number of engagement points were per kid.

Then, we were able to see where our student was in terms of

overall engagement. So, 100% was average. Plenty of people, they

got 400% and some kids who had zero. Then, looking at that vs.

number of assignments turned in, we could tell that if a kid was

failing a class, was it because they weren’t engaging? Or was it

because they weren’t doing their work? And that was just ... It’s

a simple distinction but it was an important one to know so that

we could figure out what kind of intervention we had to offer.

In this case, and with many of the principals in High PS
schools, we see the extension of accountability from a means of
ensuring compliance to a tool for supporting effective instruction
and learning—in this case, to provide targeted interventions to
students based on needs. This was true for S16’s school as well,
where teachers tracked.

whenever a student wasn’t engaged...I think we had about 60 kids

who were very, very minimally engaged...The rest of them were

engaged weekly, if not daily. But still 60 kids is a lot of kids. So,

our Dean spent a ton of time reaching out to those kids. We

got notified every Friday. Our admin intern...was working on the

attendance and then she would call home. If there was no call

home, they would potentially do a home visit, knock on the door,

try to re-engage the student in the learning.

This theme, that the accountability structure should be
responsive to students and teachers changing realities was picked
up in other interviews. Principals spoke to the delicate balance
of ensuring students were held accountable and that current
hardships such as hunger, grief and/or a lack of parental support
were acknowledged and attended to. As S8 explained, “we’re not
gonna hold kids at harm, their grade isn’t gonna go from an
A to an F because you’re [parents] not there to support them.”
Similarly, S13 said,

What we’ve been doing is using our counselors and our paras and

our security monitors, so kids who are more at risk or less likely

to engage, we don’t do attendance. We do engagement, and...if

kids aren’t engaged, we’ll start with a phone call. . . I’m coaching

teachers on the difference between saying, “Hey, you didn’t do this

assignment. If you don’t do it by Friday, you’re gonna get a zero,”

to, “Hey, I noticed you haven’t checked in a week. Is everything

okay? Is there anything I can do to help you out? I’m concerned

about you and I care about you. Let me know how you’re doing

and we can talk.”

Additionally, in contrast to the principals in low PS schools,
principals in high PS schools, whether required or permissible
by the union and/or district, all mentioned attending teachers’
virtual sessions in some capacity. As UE5, explained, “Teachers
never knew when you were going to pop in. Except they had to
accept you once you joined the class. Outside of that, it could

be in the middle, it could be toward the end, it could be in the
beginning. They knew that we were going to show up.”

Professional Culture
Organizations with high levels of PS are defined by a culture
where people feel supported and pushed to engage in the
interpersonally “risky behavior” of learning and change, whereas
those with lower levels of PS can often be characterized as
collegial and/or caring but lacking in terms of a collective push
to learn and change.

Low PS Schools: Collegiality and Care
In low PS schools, professional culture included an ethos
of collegiality and care where leaders engaged in empathetic
behaviors to comfort staff during an intensely challenging period
but lacked the additional features of collective accountability and
collaboration that would support risk-taking or deep learning. In
some instances, the shift to virtual school put the lack of strong
professional culture in the spotlight. When asked about how they
kept teacher morale up, S6 shared, “Yeah. You know, and I guess
in retrospect, we didn’t do anything to measure it...I don’t have
a, a clear baseline...to take a look at some of the things.” In S7’s
school, teacher trust was low. S7 said, “I would call them, I would
check in on them. And I’d say, “What are you doing for you
today?” Would you make random phone calls? They’d be like,
“Why are you calling?”

In other contexts, leaders referred to holding happy hours or
other social events to keep spirits up. S2 said,

We did have like a staff, a couple staff happy hours, where staff

would send in like a post that made them laugh out loud. Then I

compiled them in a video and it was basically like a blooper reel,

we would watch that together.

UE8 too said,

Sometimes I would just do a recordedmessage to them on Fridays

where I just sang the praises of our teachers. I was like, “Guys, I

know this is a heavy lift, I see what you’re doing, I appreciate what

you’re doing. I know that like me, you have young children at

home and you’re balancing this work as well as making sure your

students, your children are doing the work that’s been assigned to

them, and I appreciate you. It’s making a difference.”

Beyond these efforts to bolster spirits, however, little changed
in these organizations. Little to no evidence of collective
accountability with teachers pressing each other to learn in new
ways was present.

High PS Schools: Collegiality, Care, and Collective

Accountability
In schools with high levels of PS, collective accountability
for instruction permeated the professional culture as much as
empathy and collegiality. Nearly every principal explained that
demonstrating empathy, in the form of listening, was a critical
dimension of their leadership. UI14 explained,
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As a leader, I feel like I have to stay open-minded, but my own

opinions don’t matter right now. I have to take myself out of

that picture and just hear and allow others to express how they

[teachers] feel. I have to put my armor down, I have to really

take that armor off and not meet everything confrontational or

defensive, even if it is something directly at what I did or how I

led. I have to allow those conversations to be had, and I have to be

able to be self-reflective on those, because I can only grow from

this. And when I grow, I feel my entire staff, my community, my

students will have that chance to grow with me.

Some principals developed infrastructures to individually check-
in with staff throughout the week. UE1 explained, “I created
telecaptains. We had six leaders in the building. So each
telecaptain was only responsible for nine people, so they had
to have check points with those nine people...every day.” This
principal too recognized that checking in went beyond strictly
professional issues,

People are worried, people don’t know about their job security, it’s

a lot. So, for me, I really want to make sure that the people in our

building are okay, how are they feeling? I’ve had some teachers

sit and just really stress about what they’re going through, their

spouses have lost jobs, they’ve had layoffs.

Equally prevalent in empathetic leadership behaviors was the
principal’s commitment to asking the staff, often individually,
what they needed. UC2 explained that an important leadership
aspect during school closures was “supporting the teachers,
putting them at ease, and... and constantly saying, ‘What do you
need, how can we support? We actually met with coaches and
the teachers one on one. The biggest thing for me was to support
the teachers.”

Beyond collegiality and empathy, most principals in schools
with high levels of PS also highlighted how their staff pushed one
another to work hard and press for change (i.e., they exhibited
collective accountability). For example, UI13 asserted,

We have a very dedicated group of teachers and support staff.

People know what they’re doing. They have a lot of autonomy...

there’s a lot of shared decision-making and flat hierarchy and

things are managed through teacher teams... They take things

very seriously. People are proud of their work. There’s a lot of

staff cohesion.

Principals also recalled the ways teachers’ collaboration toward
enhancing practice intensified during the pandemic, especially
as they witnessed teachers familiar with technology support less
experienced colleagues. S3 explained, “My staff is absolutely
incredible. In times of crisis, like creative things happen. Teachers
were collaborating, they’re working together ’cause in every grade
level team, you have the super techie people and then you have
the more traditional people. So they were really working together,
sharing resources.”

Principal Autonomy
PS is fostered when employees, and, in this study, principals, have
the authority and autonomy to make important decisions and are
clear about what is and is not their job (Frazier et al., 2017).

Low PS Schools: Hands Tied
In schools with low levels of PS, principals felt their autonomy
over curriculum, scheduling, and technology distribution, among
other things, was highly constricted and often by their district
and/or union. For example, in the low PS schools, leaders
indicated they had little to no discretion over the parameters of
teachers’ instruction. UI15 and UI2, both in the same strongly
unionized state, described the union’s role in defining teachers’
work. UI2 said,

Teachers were required to have at least one hour of office hours,

where they will communicate or be available for parents or

students to answer any questions. Around at least an hour a

day...as principals, we were given the liberty of having one staff

meeting per week and one department meeting per week as well.

With established expectations of sending the agenda, I think 24

hours before, and ensuring that we were working on the goals for

the school and as a district.

Here it is worth mentioning, there were other principals in the
same state and in other states with equally strong unions who felt
far less constricted. As such, it would send the wrong message to
suggest that the union or, as we discuss next, the district, was the
sole cause for these principals’ limited autonomy.

Indeed, some principals felt their district dictated what
teachers did during the day. As S2 shared,

A lot of the decision making came from the district office...we

had daily elementary admin meetings every single morning.

The assistant superintendent and the elementary curriculum

coordinator attended those meetings. I would say those were not

necessarily decision-making meetings. They were more, “Here’s

the decision that we’ve made and we’re telling you what it is.” I

feel like some of the autonomy I was used to having in my job

went away when this happened.

Likewise, S6 described “central office, especially the curriculum
office had...to take charge of the whole instructional program
because at the elementary level, our elementary teachers were not
that well-versed in using the online platform.” In all instances,
leaders in schools with low PS described feeling they were not
empowered to make important decisions during this time.

High PS Schools: Principal Autonomy in Action
Principal autonomy over various elements of school practice was
a dominating feature in schools with high degrees of PS. In some
cases, principals described how they embraced decision-making
once district or state leaders set a general framework for school
operations. For instance, as districts communicated to principals
that schools would now deliver instruction remotely, district
leaders provided frameworks for principals to make decisions
about the intricacies of those plans. UC2 recalled that in the days
leading up to the school closures, district leaders communicated,
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“Your job is to make sure that, um, teachers work together.
However, you guys want to do it, it’s left up to the principals.”
Similarly, UC3 recalled decision-making goals made with other
principals in the region,

The way we did it was, and sort of aligning with the directors from

the state, we created these basically virtual learning plans, and it’s

basically acknowledging, we can’t service your child the same way

we would do before, so we’re gonna develop plans for each child

to help them to access... the virtual learning.

In these cases, principals in high PS schools took action on
internal practices in a climate where the district seemed to
encourage either independent or collaborative decision-making.

In other cases, several principals in schools with high PS
remarked they took control over decision-making when district
authorities were slow to enact policies or when district decisions
were insufficient in meeting their school’s needs. These examples
often emerged at the start of the school closures when schools
and districts faced the most uncertainty about how to proceed. In
one stark example, UI9 decided to, without district permission,
distribute devices to students the week before schools closed.

We just started getting a system to give out all of our computers,

our laptops. . . . That felt a little weird ’cause we were like,

“We aren’t gonna see these laptops again,” but we were kinda

like. . . “doesn’t matter.”We know the kids aren’t gonna be coming

back. Without the laptops, they’re not gonna be able to function

at all, so we started just passing out the laptops to kids that

needed them and recording who took them. . . . then the [district]

was like, “Here’s the official permission slip” for when we give

out tech, and I was just like. . . “we’re not gonna start doing this

permission slip.”

In some cases, principals confronted their district leaders about
decisions they made that departed from area-wide expectations.
For example, S3 explained,

I did go rogue a few times, of, like, we’re not going to be rule

followers right now, and we’re gonna do our own things. So, you

know, I did come clean with my superintendent who was like,

“You can’t do that.” I’m like, “Yeah, I just did. And that’s why it’s

working.” The whole county shut down for two days for distance

learning and we had no gaps at my school.

These examples reflect almost gut decisions that principals
believed were best suited to support students’ learning
and well-being.

Infrastructure for Teacher Collaboration
and Decision-Making
Leaders can facilitate organizational learning through building
professional learning communities (Bowen et al., 2007; Weiner,
2014; Meyers and Hambrick Hitt, 2017) and conveying and
communicating a clear compelling vision and theory of action,
especially in times of uncertainty such as during the COVID-19
pandemic (Dimmock, 2012; Thompson, 2017; Harris and Jones,
2018; Paraschiva et al., 2019).

Low PS Schools: Limited Decision-Making
In low PS schools, there were few structures for teacher decision-
making, a focus on individuals, and limited collaboration. In
most instances, leaders either had no forms of professional
learning communities or structures that brought only some
teachers together (e.g., department, grade-level and/or faculty
meetings), and simply shifted these meetings to become virtual
without other modifications to support greater flexibility or
teacher empowerment. As S6 explained, “We use basically the
same structures that we’ve always had...they were just virtual.”

In other instances, pockets of more substantial collaboration
and professional engagement emerged but were limited. For
example, UC5 described how in their school,

In social studies, for the most part, it was, unfortunately, “go on

Google Classroom, complete the equivalent of a digital worksheet,

look these answers up in the textbook, fill it out, submit it.’ My

civics team did a little better job of mixing in videos and other

stuff like that. But that’s very much what it was. Science took a

team approach. So a student would, on any given day could login

and get live help from a teacher. Not necessarily their teacher, but

like one of the science teachers on their grade.

In nearly every instance, leaders in schools with low PS described
a proliferation of meetings (often weekly) rather than genuine
collaboration or shared decision-making. Interestingly, two
leaders described embracing an even more autocratic approach,
entirely limiting teacher decision making, albeit in the name of
shifting burdens away from teachers. UC1 said, “And so I will,
I guess, you know, looking back at it, it’s probably more, um, I
wanna say autocratic, but I was more, I was more saying to them,
here’s what I want to have happen and how you make it happen is
fine.” Similarly, S7 said,

I’m not an autocratic leader by any stretch of the imagination. In

times of crisis and particularly crisis management I think that, um,

sometimes having a vision and a directive, and I always think it’s

important that I think is especially important during this kind of,

um, well, it’s just so bizarre. Everything that’s happened just during

this time we needed to do that.

Across the schools with low PS, teacher decision-making and
collaboration were limited and often pro forma.

High PS Schools: Infrastructures for Teacher

Collective Decision-Making
Strong systems for teachers to engage in collective decision-
making and collaboration was a prevalent feature of schools that
exhibited high levels of PS. Several leaders relied on pre-existing
routines such as academic department teams, professional
learning communities, and grade-level teams but did so in
ways that supported modifications to meet the staff ’s shifting
circumstances. UI13 explained,

I think more than anything, the thing that’s gotten us through is

the fact that teacher teams are autonomous, that they have agency,

that people are willing to be creative and go along with the shared

decisions of the group even when they’re a little outside the box.
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Drawing upon pre-existing infrastructures built for flexibility
and change meant school leaders could support staff members
with a range of needs. UI14 explained that decision-making for
remote instruction resided in academic department meetings and
were for,

teacher leaders and school leaders to share best practices,

technology, to talk about what was working. A lot of it was sharing

best practice. Coming up with common schedules that worked

for kids, communicating about kids’ needs, doing some online

visitation of classes. Sharing data and. . . the stories behind the

data as far as attendance and engagement. We trusted the systems

we had already around curriculum and student support.

Other principals discussed how they also devised new routines to
support teaching and school policies. While most of the existing
routines at UE7’s school supported staff during school closure, a
new Remote Learning Leadership Team of school leaders and a
teacher with expertise in virtual learning,

drove the final decisions and planning. We used a collaborative

approach where we would draft, then we’d have listening sessions

with the stakeholder groups, and then we come back and refine

the draft and then present the conclusion. So, the remote learning

leadership team was a really important move that we made.

The process that UE7 describes of developing structures to
receive feedback from staff on instruction and policies before
making final decisions was a salient feature of schools with high
PS. For example, S8 recalled that weekly staff meetings enabled
meaningful decision-making. “We really felt like we needed to
create a system and structure in order to have very cognizant
check-ins with our staff... And each of our six leaders had like
12 staff members to individually check in with each week.” These
routines, coupled with a weekly survey, enabled the leadership
team to design meaningful professional development sessions
responsive to staff needs.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

In this study we sought to understand how, during the early
days of the COVID-19 pandemic, principals created, or failed
to create, psychological safety in their schools and how these
efforts and their outcomes may have varied across contexts. We
find, as indicated in other research focused on teachers’ working
conditions (Johnson et al., 2012; Simon and Johnson, 2015),
organizational features appeared to trump environmental ones,
in terms of promoting PS and learning. These organizational
conditions—including the nature of accountability, the degree
of principal autonomy, the professional culture, and teacher
decision-making infrastructure–were particularly important in
facilitating teachers’ ability to innovate, make mistakes and learn
(i.e., engage in PS).

Before discussing these findings and some of their
implications, another contribution of this work is its use of
PS as a guiding framework. Still underutilized in the field of
education, PS provides opportunities, as Higgins et al. (2012) and
Wanless (2016) call for, to increase our focus on adult learning

within schools and consider the conditions that might serve to
hinder or promote such learning, particularly in times of crisis
when such learning is essential (Wooten and James, 2008; Smith
and Riley, 2012). Moreover, by situating PS as a key element of
schools’ professional culture and the need for leaders to regularly
attend to it, such work can foster new conceptualizations of
school leaders, not just as facilitators of student learning, but
as facilitators of adult learning and development as well. We
hope our study and these possibilities will inspire others to use
PS in their research and particularly when looking to better
understand school improvement and positive change in times of
calm or crisis.

Shifting to the findings, first, there was a good deal of
heterogeneity in the PS and learning that occurred across our
participants’ schools. This may be somewhat surprising given
that all schools simultaneously faced the same crisis (albeit with
different levels of severity) and that COVID-19 required all
educators to shift the delivery system of schooling (e.g., in person
to remote). Moreover, as we considered whether environmental
factors, and specifically, urbanicity and the needs of students
served, as determinants of schools’ degree of PS, we found a lack
of strong evidence of these factors’ impact. If anything, schools
traditionally deemed to have less environmental uncertainty
(i.e., suburban, well-resourced, predominately white) were more
likely to be rated as having low PS. Beyond reinforcing Authors’
(2013) findings that PS tended to vary across schools in a
singular district, this inquiry may also indicate a potential lack
of adaptability of better-resourced schools in responding to
adversity and/or an overdependence on the students rather than
teachers to produce effective outcomes (Sandy and Duncan,
2010). Clearly, more research is needed to understand these
outcomes, including studies that provide opportunities for more
sophisticated statistical analyses to examine these phenomena.

Second, high and low PS schools responded differently to
states’ decision to suspend external accountability measures in
the spring. In low PS schools, instruction seemed to reflect a
more compliance orientation at best, and an absence of teacher
feedback at worst. Yet in high PS schools, leaders seemed
to embrace the absence of external accountability measures
by joining with staff to develop new guidelines for teaching
students in a virtual climate focused on providing their learners
with meaningful experiences and seeing teachers in practice.
As research shows the limited success external accountability
measures have in promoting deep learning among adults and
students before the pandemic (e.g., Dee and Keys, 2004;
Podgursky and Springer, 2007), and because our analysis reveals
that schools with high PS continued to facilitate learning without
them, this study provides further evidence a new path forward
regarding accountability in schools is needed.

Third, in terms of professional culture, we found that while
principals across our sample described their school’s culture
as caring and collegial and acted in ways that promoted these
norms, a practice aligned with effective leadership in crisis (Smith
and Riley, 2012), what distinguished high and low PS schools’
professional culture was the presence of collective accountability
and collaboration. In high PS schools, staff members were said
to expect more from their colleagues. Through infrastructures
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designed for collaboration, teachers supported each other to
improve their remote instructional practices. Our findings align
with research emphasizing the import of collective accountability
for professional learning (Elmore, 2007; Sahlberg, 2010) and
alongside PS specifically (Schein, 1999; Higgins et al., 2012,
in press). Such findings, and aligned with the need for more
anti-racist efforts in schools (Swanson and Welton, 2019), again
promote the need for schools to move away from a culture of
“nice” in favor of rigorous but supportive conversations that press
for change.

Fourth, in high PS schools, several principals–almost
reflexively–took action to support students’ well- being and
learning, even when new district policy countered their choices.
In the schools with low PS, principals repeatedly discussed
feeling disempowered in the presence of district or union leaders’
decisions that dictated various elements of school practice. These
differences in how principal autonomy was constructed and
utilized is shown to have important implications for principals’
feelings of efficacy as well as their ability to facilitate the learning
and growth of their teachers (Weiner andWoulfin, 2017;Weiner,
2020). However, autonomy must be coupled with both district-
level infrastructure and professional support to ensure greater
effectiveness for principals as they grapple how best to take action
(Tulowitzki, 2013; Weiner and Woulfin, 2017).

Finally, our findings reinforce research that leaders can
cultivate learning through organizational routines such as
professional learning communities (Bowen et al., 2007; Weiner,
2014; Meyers and Hambrick Hitt, 2017) and communities of
practice (Wenger, 1998). Infrastructure designed to gather staff
input on key school decisions or to facilitate collaboration on
instruction impacted the degree to which schools possessed PS. In
high PS schools, principals either adapted existing infrastructure
to capture teacher input or devised new systems to ensure
staff ’s voices were included in school policies and practices.
In schools with low PS, principals recounted inconsistent
approaches to sharing best practices and adapting to the virtual
learning environment, largely due to the lack of infrastructures
that would regularly support shared opportunities to deepen
teacher learning. Such findings show once again that although
organizational routines are needed to facilitate learning, they are
not sufficient for this to occur. Collectively, these findings reveal
the critical role principals and organizational conditions play in
promoting psychological safety and learning, two vital aspects of

ensuring adult learning during turbulent and hopefully, calmer
times ahead.
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COVID-19 forced a sudden closure of schools, prompting a hasty and unplanned

reaction of educators to deliver educational content. Inspired by Ivan Illich’s book

Deschooling Society, where he argues for the delivery of educational content by utilizing

technology and forging intentional partnerships with parents and communities to assist

in the delivery of educational content, we reflect on how these ideas impact school

leadership and preparation of school leaders. This “forced” deschooling has offered

educators an opportunity to rethink the true purpose of education, and redesign flexible,

creative and innovative instructional strategies for delivering educational materials and

knowledge, as well as rethinking the role of and preparation of educational leaders. While

we do not offer quick solutions, our intent is to revisit Illich’s Deschooling Society as a

means to examine and question our school system introspectively and collectively.

Keywords: COVID-19, deschooling, principal preparation, Ivan Illich, leadership

INTRODUCTION

As we know by now, COVID-19 has caused tremendous human trauma by killing hundreds of
thousands, sickening tens of millions, and creating economic havoc across the world. In education,
schools and universities unexpectedly closed, creating disruptions in the educational activities of
millions of students, teachers, and other staff. It is tough to predict when schools will reopen and
how they will continue to provide educational activities to students. The most hopeful predictions
anticipate reopening schools in spring of 2021 but continue to rely heavily on technology to deliver
academic instruction. This new world context finds educational leaders left struggling to determine
how to return to the “old days” or adapt to the “new normal” and forced to make decisions amid
unprecedented uncertainty.

The sudden closure of schools prompted a hasty and unplanned reaction of educators to deliver
educational content. In this essay, inspired by Ivan Illich’s book Deschooling Society, we argue
that the closing of the schools has offered educators an opportunity to rethink education and
schools’ real purpose, and redesign flexible, creative, and innovative instructional strategies for
delivering platforms for learning. While Illich did not specifically address principal preparation
and leadership, within the deschooling structure he proposed, he argues the role of the school
leader would transform to what he coined a network administrator or over time become obsolete
(Illich, 1972). In the role of network administrators, school leaders would serve as a concierge
of a liberated learning system. We think that revisiting Illich’s proposals provides educational
leaders ways to visualize a new delivery of educational content by utilizing technology and forging
intentional partnerships with parents and other adults to assist in delivering educational content
and supervision of the educational processes. And ultimately, loosen, if not liberate, students of
suffocating school environments that we have managed to create.
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To make our argument, we proceed first to provide a brief
overview of the pandemic’s impact in education, creating a
chaotic present and an uncertain future filled with unknowns,
and how educational leaders have been trying to cope with these
uncertainties. Then, we review the controversial proposals made
by Illich in his 1970 book, including the use of learning channels,
balancing the power between teacher and students, and creating
school leaders who serve as network administrators. We then
present some of the counterarguments to his request, including
his own critique. Then, we go back to some of the proposals made
by Illich and repurpose them in light of the “forced” deschooling
of society caused by the pandemic. In the third and final section
of the paper, we discuss, informed by Illich’s proposals, the
implications for preparing educational leaders to lead under the
“new” set of circumstances created by the pandemic. We aim
to incite conversations around preparing educational leaders in
light of the pandemic or perhaps other crises. We must strive to
reframe our view of an educational leader’s role in a context filled
with uncertainties.

IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON EDUCATION

As of September 1, 2020, 778,000,000 or 44 percent of all learners
were impacted by full or partial school closures because of
COVID-19 (United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural
Organization, 2020). If we take a look at what happened
prior to this date, we see that by the end of March 2020,
“90% of the world’s student population was out of class”
(Mokhtar and Gross, 2020). As a result of shelter in place
orders, schools at all levels quickly shuttered in an attempt
to help reduce the spread of COVID-19 (Mokhtar and Gross,
2020). Lockdowns in the United States began in mid-March
and continued through early April 2020 through a patchwork
of stay at home orders that varied by state with varying
degrees of consistency (Ravani, 2020). In Spring 2020, at the
height of school closure mitigation efforts in the United States,
∼55.1 million students and 124,000 public and private schools
were impacted (Education Week, 2020a). There has been a
push to reopen schools for face-to-face instruction to mitigate
adverse impacts on students’ health and well-being due to
not being in school to include their social and emotional
growth, safe learning environments, and nutritional needs.
Additionally, many mentioned the needs of low-income and
minority children who lost access to necessary resources such as
special education services, counseling, and after-school programs
due to shelter in place orders (Center for Disease Control
Prevention, 2020).

The question looming for educators became how to
continue with educational activities that did not negatively
impact public health and find creative avenues for educational
delivery (American Federation of Teachers, 2020; Reimers
and Schleicher, 2020). Teachers across the United States
argued that reopening could happen, so long as it is safe
and responsible (American Federation of Teachers, 2020).
Much like shelter in place orders, decisions have varied with
different plans and proposals. Officials’ responses have been

mostly contextual and ambiguous, with current conditions
and spread dictating the decisions as to how best approach
teaching in these circumstances. Decisions on reopening
schools have varied by country with different mitigation
measures implemented, though few countries have opted
for full reopening (Reimers and Schleicher, 2020). Absent
a national policy in the United States, individual states
implemented different school reopening strategies (Education
Week, 2020b), which had to be continuously revisited as
the COVID-19 number of infections fluctuated in their
regional communities.

The concern with returning to face-to-face instruction is
related to children and the asymptomatic spread of COVID-
19 to adults (Boast et al., 2020). Consensus on findings with
children and COVID-19 has been challenging because most
data available has focused on adults and those who were
symptomatic and testing and tracing (Leeb et al., 2020) with
more information needed to understand what role children
play in infection and transmission of COVID-19. Thus,
many are hesitant to return to full face-to-face instruction.
Instead, schools in the United States have implemented
mitigation strategies like staggered schedules or allowing specific
ages of children to return to the classroom with physical
distancing in place along with online/distance learning to
aid learning (Reimers and Schleicher, 2020; Education Week,
2020b).

DESCHOOLING SOCIETY

Illich (1926–2002) was a philosopher of his time. Even
though his ideas went into oblivion for some time, the
current context of societal and educational issues offer an
invitation to revise and rethink his views. He wrote about
issues that were exceedingly pressing around the time of this
publication when there were political, social, and cultural
upheavals and transformations worldwide. He directed his
thinking and criticism toward issues he considered the
“sacred cows” in society: health, transportation, and education.
However, the concerns that he paid attention to have been
present in most modern society, particularly in advanced
industrial societies.

Illich criticized the institutions that become
counterproductive in our lives; that is, institutions that are
supposed to produce positive effects but end up producing
effects contrary to what was expected (Illich, 1972). He
indicates that there are two forms of social institutionalization:
heteronomous and autonomous. The former refers to forms of
regulations and decisions, where almost everything is defined
for us. Illich thinks that schools have become heteronomous
institutions, producing effects contrary to what they are
supposed to achieve: freedom, creativity, happiness, and desire
to learn when we need it and when we want to learn. Today,
everything about education is regulated by the state, and
certificates and diplomas have increased weight in a meritocratic
society. People are valued for their degrees and where these
degrees are from, linked to the rituals that allow people to
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obtain such diplomas. Schools have become institutions of
social control. All of the educational processes are dependent
on professionals or experts who prevent even further making
educational processes more autonomous. Illich suggests that
heteronomous institutions are antagonist to human nature that
must be dismantled.

Illich’s published Deschooling Society in 1971 and generated
waves of commentary and criticisms. In this book, he
describes how education and schools contribute to the social
realities embedded in industrialized societies and allow the
reproduction and survival of them. The ideas put forward
in this book received enormous attention and criticism.
Even Illich grew dissatisfied with some of the ideas he
advanced in the controversial book. He expressed several
years later that although his original work might have helped
people to reflect about schools and the collateral effects
caused by this institution, he was “barking at the wrong
tree” (Illich, 1995). Illich indicated that he argued for the
disestablishment of educational institutions and not for the
complete elimination of schools. He was more concerned about
the institutionalized educational system’s genesis than about
pedagogical issues and the social imaginary of what it meant to
be educated than proposing alternatives to the institutionalized
educational system.

Illich received many criticisms about his ideas. Illich had
arguments of those who defended educational institutions
and those arguing against schools (Zaldivar, 2011). For most
educators, mostly liberal and progressive educators, Illich was a
difficult pill to swallow. These educators thought they were part
of the solution, but their ideas were notably not radical enough in
Illich’s view (Zaldivar, 2011).

Gintis (1972) made one of the most significant critiques,
not of Illich’s ideas but about his methodology employed to
support his arguments. For Gintis, “Illich does more than
merely criticize; he conceptualizes constructive technological
alternatives to repressive education” (1972, 71). However, for
Gintis, Illich’s analysis is “simplistic,” in the sense that his
perspective was not holistic enough, choosing, instead, to analyze
a significant but a small aspect (education system) in a very
complex web of capitalist and social structures. Hence, for

Gintis, Illich’s program “. . . is a diversion from the immensely
complex and demanding political, organizational, intellectual,

and personal demands of revolutionary reconstruction in the
coming decades” (1972, 71).

Fast forward to the second decade of the 21st century, and

the issues that generated critiques by Illich and other progressive
analysts are still very much present today. The crisis caused by

COVID-19 pandemic has aggravated school conditions and has

reanimated the need to engage in a critical discussion around
Illich’s proposals for rethinking schooling, specifically liberating
learning by moving away from compulsory education and
heavily prescribed curricula and by extension, school leadership.
While we do not agree with Illich’s thinking that the role
of the leader would become obsolete, we use his deschooling
ideas as a catalyst to reimagine educational leadership and
principal preparation.

EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP IN LIGHT OF
THE “FORCED” DESCHOOLING OF
SOCIETY

The “forced” deschooling experienced across the nation due
to the COVID-19 pandemic has presented numerous teaching
and learning challenges. COVID-19 has necessitated quick
adjustments by the student, the teacher, the family, and the
school leader. More importantly, COVID-19 has unintentionally
provided an opportunity to rethink how we prepare educational
leaders for this new context. Intertwined with school leadership is
the actual delivery of education. Before delving into a discussion
of how educational leadership preparation may need to evolve,
we set the stage by briefly looking at some of the pedagogical
adjustments we have seen and how they reflect Illich’s thinking
in Deschooling Society.

In the wake of COVID-19, schools closed their physical
buildings and moved learning from a face-to-face format to an
online delivery system without any time to plan and prepare.
As the school year came to a close, many expected that schools
would begin the 2020–2021 school year in the traditional face-
to-face format. Yet, what we saw was school starting the new
year utilizing online learning and, in some cases, a combination
of face-to-face instruction and online learning. Many behaviors
frowned upon in a pre-COVID world, such as cell phones
or other technologies, were turned into necessary instructional
tools by COVID-19. COVID-19 has left schools without any
other choice; the technology is now the lifeline of schools. Yet,
anecdotally and from some early research (Narvaez Brelsford
et al., 2020), we know and have witnessed numerous issues with
online learning, including but not limited to: a lack of training in
the use of these technological modalities for teachers, students,
and families alike; the absence of a systematic implementation
and learning plan; issues with access to technological equipment;
no internet access; poor connectivity; problems with the amount
of time students are being asked to sit in front of a computer; and
questions surrounding grading, testing and accountability.

Embedded in these experiences and issues are Illich’s critical
criticisms of schooling. Illich puts forth the idea that there
are four distinct channels or learning exchanges that could
contain all the resources needed for learning, “which are [t]hings,
models, peers, and elders” (Illich, 1972, p. 76). These resources
are everywhere, but Illich argues that school systems have
monopolized the things used to learn, the curriculum, and have
repackaged all the learning tools, making them accessible only
by the teacher or by students at the discretion of the teacher
(Illich, 1972). The sole authority for learning and to determine
if learning is occurring rests in the teacher’s hands. School
leaders play a similar role in restricting access to learning tools
by limiting or controlling access to areas in a school building
designated for learning. Suppose we subscribe to Illich’s assertion
that educational learning opportunities and artifacts are found
everywhere, at least in our current context. In that case, we
need to begin reimagining what this means in an online learning
environment. In many ways, online learning has disrupted the
power dynamic between teacher and student, and the role teacher
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plays as the guardian of learning. We need to reconfigure the
learning relationship between the teacher and the student to
integrate the family and community in a meaningful way.

Illich also speaks to networks of learning and learning that is
anchored in solving a problem of the student’s choosing (1972,
19). To limit the teacher’s control of the learning, Illich suggests
organizing learning networks around books rather than teacher-
created themes. There should also be flexibility around when
these networks meet to work and learn instead of a traditional
rigid schedule of learning. In this respect, Illich describes what
we today would term project or problem based learning (Ravitz,
2010). Project-Based Learning (PBL) is a very much student-
centered pedagogy, in contrast to face-to-face teaching (Mitchell
et al., 2005; Buck Institute for Education, 2012). Some of
the common characteristics of a traditional classroom are the
following: the teacher designs learning in a large classroom
setting; teacher-centered and teacher-led learning; assessments
and evaluations; and the teachers tell the students what they need
to know. In an online setting, these traditional components of the
classroom are challenging to replicate. Illich’s notion of learning
networks, combined with Project-Based Learning provides us
with an opportunity to think about how to improve online
learning delivery.

Illich also argues that “[i]n school we are taught that valuable
learning is the result of attendance; that the value of learning
increases with the amount of input; and, finally, that this value
can be measured and documented by grades and certificates”
(1972, 39). This form of schooling diminishes the creativity of
students and may ultimately lead to alienation. Illich offers that
“[m]ost learning is not the result of instruction. It is rather
the result of unhampered participation in a meaningful setting”
(1972, 39).Whenwe think about the challenges presented around
online learning and the complaints around how many hours
students sit in front of a computer, if we consider what Illich
is arguing, we can reimagine/rethink how learning is delivered.
COVID-19 presents us with an opportunity to reimagine the
online “meaningful setting” for student learning to occur.

In Illich’s original criticism of the education system, the
administrator’s role would, over time, become obsolete or, at best,
be redefined (1972, 97). As we think about the possibilities for
schools in this pandemic, we are not suggesting the removal
of school leaders. Instead, we see the role of leaders as more
important than ever. COVID-19 presents an opportunity to
rethink and reimagine the role educational leaders play and how
they are trained. Illich redefines the administrator role to what
he calls a network administrator (Illich, 1972). This network
administrator becomes a broker between what the student desires
to learn and source of that knowledge, recognizing that the source
may exist outside of the school building.

Illich’s Deschooling Society centers around teaching, learning,
and curriculum. In school leadership, instructional leaders are
charged with leading the teaching to improve student learning
outcomes (Ovando and Cavazos, 2004; Reardon, 2011). For
instructional leaders, the core of their work is to ensure all
students’ academic achievement (Ovando and Cavazos, 2004).
School leaders are a critical architect of a school’s culture
(Beatty, 2007). For teachers to engage in collaborative inquiry
and work around teaching and learning, school leaders need

to ensure that the culture they create provides teachers with
social and emotional safety to “encourage creativity, bold self-
critique, rigorous practices and genuine collaborative inquiry”
(Beatty, 2007, p. 48). If these conditions are not present,
school leaders need to re-culture the school to establish these
conditions. For teachers, “[t]he professional domain of the
classroom is emotionally sensitive territory. Understandably,
sensitivity to these emotion (sic) matters is foundational to
effective instructionally focused leadership” (Beatty, 2007, p. 50).
One can only imagine that this emotionally sensitive territory has
only intensified as the traditional classroom has ceased to exist,
leaving teachers to feel more vulnerable than ever before about
their teaching and their role in education. COVID-19, whether
we want to or not, forces us to rethink schooling and particularly,
how instruction is delivered and to redefine the classroom. School
leaders need to learn how to create these environments while
simultaneously dealing with their own emotions.

We believe that at its core, leadership is about human
relationships and that by this very nature, it is impossible to
excise the emotional component from human relationships, and
thus from leadership as well. Paradoxically, infusing an honest
emotional piece into leadership is “luxury that most leaders
. . . simply cannot afford, not even with themselves” (Beatty,
2007, p. 57). We see time and time again a desire to display
leadership, even in the middle of a crisis, as calm and collected.
School leaders are “keenly aware of the professional imperative
to remain emotionally hidden, calm, and rational at all times”
(Beatty, 2007, p. 57). The uprooting of our educational system
and the “forced” deschooling that has occurred coupled with the
COVID-19 pandemic has created a highly emotional experience.
School leaders do not enjoy an exemption from the emotions
that arise in the context this unseen crisis has created. We also
know that moments of crisis can “exacerbate . . . fear of failure,
fear of change or stagnation, fear of being criticized, fear of
being dismissed, and fear of losing one’s professional identity”
for school leaders (Berkovich and Ori, 2015, p. 137). Yet, for
school leaders to display a level of professionalism expected of
them, they need to exhibit “emotional silence” (Beatty, 2007,
p. 51). This perspective is counterproductive to school leaders’
expectations to create environments and cultures where teachers
feel safe to engage in creative and collaborative inquiry around
teaching and learning. In preparing future school leaders, we
need to create opportunities and safe spaces to explore emotion
in leadership. We need to approach leadership with a lens that
captures the whole individual and incorporates the humanity the
role demands. One way which we can humanize leadership is
by leaders embracing their vulnerability to create cultures where
honest conversations can take place and constructive feedback
can be given and received (Brown, 2012).

In the context of leadership preparation, if we subscribe
to Illich’s call to revolutionize education we would expand
leadership preparation programs beyond the current national
standards to incorporate the following elements: dialogical
reflexivity; examination of national and local sociopolitical
contexts; an interrogation of power, particularly what it means,
how we exercise it and how it is exercised on us; and, historical
analysis of inequities that permeate education and continue to
exist today. We believe these changes would enhance leadership
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preparation programs and result in leaders better suited to
address the needs of our school communities.While we recognize
that these types of changes would be incremental and will take
time to implement, and perhaps utopian, this is something that
leadership programs should strive to achieve.

In our current research literature on school leadership and
leadership preparation, we have numerous examples aligned
to Illich’s proposals. For example, the work of Marshall and
Oliva (2006) on leadership for social justice urges us to teach
educators revolutionary strategies “for rethinking and taking
leadership for school practices to better meet diverse students’
needs” (2006, 4). Culturally responsive leadership which calls for
the liberation of marginalized communities from the oppressive
systems and actors, and a validation for cultural history, values
and knowledge provides another entry point to this work (Khalifa
et al., 2016). Galloway and Ishimaru (2015) propose 10 high
leverage leadership practices that help school leaders address
issues of ethnic, racial, and economic disparities in our schools.
These practices also focus leadership preparation programs on
questions of equity across all facets of schooling, including the
context of the school community, teaching and learning, resource
allocation, and leadership practices.

Hopefully, with this essay, we have provoked conversations
around schooling, and the opportunities COVID-19 is
presenting the educational school system. In particular,
we hope that we begin to think about alternative ways of
delivering instruction and preparing future school leaders
to lead in environments that may be continuously afflicted
with uncertainties.
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Since the first case of the novel coronavirus emerged in late 2019 (COVID-19), it quickly

spread beyond China, with reported cases in nearly all countries and territories. As

these unprecedented times have resulted in significant social and economic disruption,

educational institutions have been forced to implement alternative teaching and learning

approaches, including a total transition to online learning. Given the dependence

of undergraduate science units and degrees on practical and laboratory activities,

students and academics are faced with significant hurdles regarding delivery, learning,

and assessment. Therefore, this article considers the impact of COVID-19 and the

approaches being utilized to facilitate undergraduate science learning during the

evolving pandemic.

Keywords: coronavirus, COVID-19, pandemic, online learning, University science

INTRODUCTION

Throughout the world there has been significant disruption caused by the 2019 novel coronavirus
disease (COVID-19), as well as the subsequent medical and economic fallout that has followed.
Significant restrictions have been placed on the day-to-day functioning of societies, with so-called
“lockdowns” occurring in many developed countries in order to contain the spread and lessen the
impact of this disease. In response to the unprecedented health crisis gripping the world and the
associated restrictions, many universities have been faced with the difficult decision on whether to
shut down and suspend teaching, or to rapidly adapt their approach to learning through online
course delivery and streaming.

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the delivery of university programs online has steadily
increased with the arrival of enhanced digital technology, growth in student enrolments, and
accessibility to high-speed internet and home-based computers (Capra, 2011; Christensen et al.,
2011; Hart, 2012). While improved digital technology has enabled virtual classrooms and
considerably changed the delivery of undergraduate teaching, such changes have not completely
been adopted in many undergraduate health, science, and medical programs as they require
a “hands-on” aspect (Regmi and Jones, 2020). For instance, in undergraduate anatomy and
physiology classes, student learning is often centered around anatomical dissections and practical
classes, which are often peer- or group-based in nature. Similarly, both biological and physical
sciences are dependent on practical laboratory classes, often entailing small groups, in an aim to
replicate real-world laboratory conditions (Rice et al., 2009).
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As these aforementioned undergraduate programs necessitate
a practical component, the disruptions caused by the COVID-19
crisis have left educators with a dilemma on how best to maintain
student learning in the present circumstances. This review will
outline the challenges associated with a rapid transition to online
teaching and learning for undergraduate science programs, and
evaluate strategies and consequences that may arise as a result.

THE UNPRECEDENTED DISRUPTION

Since the outbreak of COVID-19 was reported in Wuhan in
December of 2019 (Yang et al., 2020), the virus has been declared
a pandemic by the World Health Organization (Jebril, 2020).
This virus shares similarities with previous coronaviruses that
have been responsible for both the Severe Acute Respiratory
Syndrome (SARS) and the Middle East Respiratory Syndrome
(MERS) epidemics (Sarzi-Puttini et al., 2020). Collectively, these
viruses affect different parts of the respiratory system; commonly
result in symptoms such as fever, cough and malaise; and
leave some patients unable to cope with the consequences of
infection (Ding et al., 2004; Nassar et al., 2018; Ragab et al.,
2020). Unlike these other viruses, the novel coronavirus has
presented an additional challenge as transmission is thought to
occur from pre-symptomatic and asymptomatic cases, making
containment efforts ever more difficult (Ren et al., 2020; Tindale
et al., 2020). As the disease spread alarmingly from China
to the Americas and across Europe (Holshue et al., 2020;
Lescure et al., 2020), economies and society as a whole have
been crippled. Throughout the world, limitations on social
interaction have been enforced, leading to a fundamental shift
in the way workplaces, social services, healthcare and education
are provided and conducted. Disturbingly, these changes have
occurred rapidly in many countries, with an overwhelming
number of reactive policies, draconian restrictions, and daily
changes in lockdown measures (Alexander et al., 2020; D’Auria
and De Smet, 2020). It is clear, the scale of this pandemic
is enormous.

In Australia, universities predominantly remained open, and
therefore rapidly raced to move all classes and additional content
online. Therefore, in many cases, academic staff have rushed
to move learning material and resources to online learning
platforms, while simultaneously adapting lecture material for
streaming and or home-based recording (Heitz et al., 2020; Prata-
Linhares et al., 2020). However, in some instances, institutions
canceled classes for up to a week to enable the transition
(Parker, 2020). Though academic staff should be commended
for the speed of this transition, practical and laboratory
content delivered in undergraduate health, science, and medical
programs have been forced to dramatically change. The delivery
of many practical and laboratory classes in such an online
environment requires careful consideration, particularly in the
hopes of balancing the desired learning outcomes with the
essential practical skills (Regmi and Jones, 2020). This must also
be coupled with student engagement and learning in mind (Cook
et al., 2008; Regmi and Jones, 2020). Amidst this fast transition,
it remains to be seen how such classes will be affected and

whether students will face medium or long-term changes in these
programs. Equally, it is not yet known whether these changes will
be sustained or if this transition will be reverted ante COVID-19.

STRATEGIES BEING CONSIDERED AND
EMPLOYED FOR UNDERGRADUATE
SCIENCE PROGRAMS

Delivery of Lecture and Theoretical Work
Online
While COVID-19 has stunned the world across various facets of
life, the education sector, considered to have been significantly
impacted, was perhaps one area best braced for a rapid change
toward a digital world. Since the early years of the twenty-
first century, many universities across the world have been
transitioning courses and curricula toward online learning, by
developing networks and interactive digital platforms in order
to allow the education of those from afar (Palloff and Pratt,
2007, 2010; Salmon, 2013; Bao, 2020). In the process of moving
to a large-scale digital learning environment, many education
providers have re-evaluated effective teaching strategies when
utilizing digitized platforms. Such re-evaluation has led to
modifications in not only course structure and content, but
particularly the method of delivery. One such strategy has been to
divide online learning content into smaller modules and packages
of information, including shorter 10–20-min videos that better
optimizes student interest and engagement; a shift from the
typical 60min lecture (Bao, 2020).While these changes have been
slowly developing over the last two decades, COVID-19 has been
a stimulus for their rapid large-scale introduction, with lecture
recordings being posted on mediums such as BlackBoard (a
virtual learning environment and learning management system)
allowing for asynchronous review as well as the option to pause,
rewind and replay content (De Tantillo and Christopher, 2020).
Thus, online learning has provided the major platform for
universities to combat the impact of COVID-19 on education.
A comparable transition of this has been seen within the
medical field, with a movement toward online learning seminars,
discussion groups, virtual patient assessments as well as large
group presentations (Purdy et al., 2015; Sharif et al., 2020).
Successful platforms in this instance have included: Aliem
(a virtually based social enterprise, medical education start-
up), CanadiEM (a virtual community of practice for Canadian
Emergency Medicine practitioners) and many others (Roland
et al., 2017; Chan et al., 2018; Ting et al., 2019). Overall, it would
appear that COVID-19 has brought forward both a medium
change, as well as a delivery strategy change. Together, such
changes have not only optimized the use of technology, but also
student learning and engagement.

Delivery of Laboratory and Practical Work
Online
Over the past few decades, there has been increasing emphasis
on moving many biology, medical, and undergraduate science
courses online. This serves many benefits, including increased
access and availability for distant and remote students,
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maximizing the capacity and scale of information which can
be taught, providing innovative platforms aimed at enhancing
student learning through modern technology, and digital uptake
encouraging regular updating and refinement of resources
(Cook, 2005; Appana, 2008). While the online environment
has been embraced by many universities, numerous issues
surrounding practical activities and delivery have been raised.
For example, anatomical dissections and surface anatomy have
always presented an issue, especially as the discipline requires
a physical learning approach (Korf et al., 2008), and to forgo
or reduce such exposure to anatomy learning would likely lead
to student disengagement and academic struggle (Vitali et al.,
2020). In addition, practical components that require specific
equipment, access to certain software, or involve any chemicals
or reagents are unable to be completed online. To overcome this,
academics have developed simulated and interactive tutorials to
supplement laboratory learning where required. Previous studies
have shown that supplementation of online content in anatomy
and physiology classes does not affect grades when compared to
traditional learning (Granger and Calleson, 2007), and is often
positively received by students (O’Byrne et al., 2008; Petersson
et al., 2009). However, a recent systematic review and meta-
analysis by Pei andWu (2019) described that there is no evidence
that offline learning works better in undergraduate medical
education. Moreover, delivery of undergraduate science courses
completely online has been a routine feature of many distance-
based degrees (Driscoll et al., 2012).

In the context of the COVID-19 global pandemic, and the
accelerated transition to online learning, it is important to
research and apply successful online teaching techniques from
other fields, particularly those that heavily require a practical
component. For instance, in the teaching of nursing students,
significant consideration and planning has been dedicated to
creating web-based simulations in order to develop clinical
reasoning skills (De Tantillo and Christopher, 2020). Software
programs such as EHR Go and NovEx have been identified as
being beneficial for such virtual practical training (McAlearney
et al., 2012; Brenner, 2020). Similar methods have been applied
in the training and education of emergency department staff,
whereby in situ simulations can be transitioned to virtual
platforms (Hanel et al., 2020). In this instance, a method
worth giving consideration is the inclusion of a “facilitated
debrief,” an aspect of online learning which may not always be
included (Raemer et al., 2011; Esposito and Sullivan, 2020). Other
strategies that have been used in facilitating the application of
theoretical knowledge have been referenced, such as problem-
based online tutorial meeting using tools such as Google Meet,
Skype, or Zoom (Prata-Linhares et al., 2020). Despite such
modalities of teaching, there are shortfalls worth acknowledging
when teaching practical or clinical skills online (Costa et al.,
2020).

Social Distancing in Undergraduate
Classes
For undergraduate science students, tutorial and laboratory
classes allow students to consolidate learning and provide

practical training for real-world application (Rice et al., 2009).
Most importantly, these classes provide students with peer-
to-peer and group-based learning opportunities (Dalziel and
Peat, 1998; Rice et al., 2009). As the COVID-19 situation has
evolved and as there have been restrictions lifted, institutions
have maintained varying degrees of social distancing. While
the importance of distancing in reducing transmission of
viruses is clear (Rashid et al., 2015; Ahmed et al., 2018; Chen
et al., 2020; ECDC, 2020; Fong et al., 2020; Lewnard and Lo,
2020; World Health Organization, 2020; Zhang et al., 2020),
these measures significantly affect the normal operation of
undergraduate laboratory sessions. In some cases, recommended
social distancing significantly impacts the normal running of
group-based medical science and life science laboratories, such as
anatomical dissections, which are typically run in groups of 2–4
students. As the full scale of the global pandemic has not yet been
realized, many universities have committed to maintaining social
distancing for the remainder of the academic year, regardless
of when government and healthcare guidelines are changed. As
such, the modified nature and delivery of learning material will
inevitably continue for the remainder of 2020, and perhaps for
the unforeseeable future.

Impact of Online Mediums on
Assessments in Undergraduate Classes
As education and teaching have shifted to a grossly digital
medium, so too has assessment. Both formal assessment and
students’ self-assessment form a crucial part of the teaching and
learning process, providing a marker for successful attainment
of necessary knowledge and allowing students to develop their
learning strategies (Colthorpe et al., 2018). Online summative
examinations and assessment have been less commonplace when
compared to the progressive shift toward online teaching over
the last two decades, which is currently being attributed to issues
with both reliability and dishonesty (Khan and Jawaid, 2020).
However, the COVID-19 pandemic has also led to the fast-
tracked development of new forms of online exam invigilation
through the use of webcam and microphone technology, or
through invigilation software such as Examplify (Camara, 2020;
ExamSoft, 2020). Assessment has also been altered in the
techniques that are used to judge a student’s knowledge, including
the introduction of online viva (oral) examinations and a shift
toward open book exams, which have been used traditionally
for decades, but are less common in the science field (Khan and
Jawaid, 2020).

THE POTENTIAL LONG-TERM
CONSEQUENCES

At the time of writing this article, transmission of this virus
has continued to increase with cases surpassing 31 million
worldwide. While the number of new cases in many countries
has declined, it is expected that restrictions and disruption of
education delivery will continue for several months to come. It
is likely that the disruptions facing secondary school students
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will also impact the tertiary sector in the medium to long-
term. While some countries have avoided closure and mass
disruption of secondary schools, it is yet to be seen whether a
significant impact on the academic performance of individuals is
going to occur, especially when university entrance examinations
are considered. It is widely documented that secondary school
mathematics and science subjects are significant contributors
to overall performance in science and health related university
degrees (Anderton et al., 2017; Vitali et al., 2020). Therefore, it is
possible that the disruption caused by the current pandemic may
have longer term consequences on future students transitioning
from secondary school. The mechanisms by which this may
occur include a possible reduction in exposure to key concepts
of science and maths education (Singh et al., 2002), a lack of
engagement (DeBerard et al., 2004) and overall poor academic
performance—a predictive factor for tertiary success (Evans and
Farley, 1998; Kumwenda et al., 2018).

Practical and Laboratory Related Learning
In the context of undergraduate science classes, practical
activities serve purpose to reinforce theory, but have an added
function of familiarizing students with a scientific laboratory,
promoting laboratory techniques and technical dexterity, and
facilitating peer-to-peer learning and interaction (Kemm and
Dantas, 2007; Rice et al., 2009). Therefore, in comparison to other
courses, practical classes are an essential form of traditional face-
to-face learning. The consequences of not providing students
with some of these fundamental learning opportunities is likely
exacerbated the further they continue throughout their science
degrees. As with most courses, challenging and application
focused practical work typically coincides with the latter
part of the degree (Finkelstein and Winer, 2020). As such,
practical and laboratory heavy final years are crucial, and
more vulnerable to rapid changes such as those delivered from
COVID-19. In many cases, it is the experiences of this cohort
of students, both theoretically and practically that need to
be considered.

In the most optimistic scenario, classes may gradually return
to traditional delivery, with a focus on prioritizing undergraduate
science-based classes where technical skills are most important.
In such an event, the disruption caused by this virus would not
be significant. However, the uncertainty of COVID-19 translates
to a difficulty in predicting the delivery of undergraduate science
teaching in the near future. While this optimistic scenario
could allow for many of the acute issues surrounding online
delivery and curriculum issues to be resolved, it may also
present a prolonged period of practical deficiencies within
many undergraduate programs. Online programs have been
successfully employed in numerous health and allied health
courses; however, the careful initiation of these programs came
gradually with adequately trained and prepared educators (Purdy
et al., 2015; De Tantillo and Christopher, 2020; Prata-Linhares
et al., 2020; Sharif et al., 2020). Moreover, studies suggest that
online teaching programs alone, in teaching practical skills, are
not superior to a mixed approach that combines aspects of
face-to-face learning (McDonald et al., 2018).

Student and Academic Mental Health
As the current pandemic evolves, there has been increasing
focus on the mental health and well-being of individuals who
are working from home (Carvalho Aguiar Melo and de Sousa
Soares, 2020; Torales et al., 2020). Such an impact extends, of
course, to students currently enrolled in academic courses. It
stands to reason that, in many cases, these students are working
in isolation, without guidance or social supports. While distance
education itself is not a new concept, a large proportion of
students in undergraduate science programs have dramatically
adapted their learning rituals—by a means of altered study
habits, schedules and techniques, which are likely impacted
significantly. While numerous reports have commented on the
mental health consequences of learning from home, these focus
predominantly on secondary school students (Almanthari et al.,
2020; Cao et al., 2020; Sintema, 2020). Although a growing
number of reports have also outlined the effects of COVID-
19, and the consequent closure of university campuses, on
tertiary student mental health (Cao et al., 2020; Patsali et al.,
2020; Sahu, 2020; Zolotov et al., 2020). In previous examples
during global crises, the consequences of global stress and altered
learning environments have seeded the development of mental
health complications. This was highlighted by Al-Rabiaah et al.
(2020) who looked at the impact of Middle-Eastern Respiratory
Syndrome-Corona Virus (MERS-CoV) on a cohort of medical
students, identifying the need to establish psychological support
programs for these students during an infectious outbreak due
to increased psychological distress. Furthermore, the September
11 attacks in 2001 saw a significant mental health response
in students, even those beyond ground zero (Phillips et al.,
2004).

Lesser known are the consequences of such a disruption
on the mental health and well-being of academics. While it is
hoped that the current circumstances may promote resilience
in those delivering undergraduate science content, significant
impact on workload and delivery may have longer lasting
consequences. For example, workload is known to be one of
the biggest contributors to poor mental health in University
sector employment (Bos et al., 2013). During this pandemic
the workload of academics delivering undergraduate science
courses has significantly increased, as academic staff have been
forced to rapidly build online resources, which is a labor-
intensive task in even normal circumstances (Illanes et al., 2020;
Parker, 2020). Moreover, adapting to be able to deliver both
in person and online practical and laboratory-based content
staff may experience significant stress, particularly if they do
not have adequate training or experience in online teaching
methods. In addition, it is well-documented that peer-to-peer
interactions and a positive working environment are some of
the strongest determinants of job satisfaction and well-being
within a university sector (Matzler and Renzl, 2006; Bozeman
and Gaughan, 2011; Raziq and Maulabakhsh, 2015; Szromek
and Wolniak, 2020). While the latter point has the potential
to be facilitated by video-based interactions, such an approach
has been shown to be a poor substitute the face-to-face social
interactions in workplaces. Though there remains a paucity of
studies addressing the impacts of workload on academic staff
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emotional and psychological well-being, a number of studies
have indicated that university academics appear to have lower
anxiety and stress (Odriozola-González et al., 2020; Rakhmanov
et al., 2020). Such findings may be attributed to both a greater
understanding in the field of science, in particular virology, and
the overall impact of mental health, allowing appropriate early
interventions to be employed where required.

CONCLUSIONS

At the time of writing this, numerous countries have eased
restrictions on many sectors of the economy, and many schools
and universities have adapted to function all in a post virus way.
However, there are many challenges remaining in the teaching
of undergraduate science courses. Resuming classes in a safe
traditional form is difficult, especially in health and science based
practical and laboratory sessions. As such, it is likely that many
institutions will continue with some form of online or simulated
practical learning.While the latter has been shown to be effective,
as outlined in this article, implementation of these approaches
requires careful consideration and implementation, both of
which have been difficult in the current climate. It remains to
be seen what, if any, long-term consequences may come out of

this pandemic. However, particular focus and thought needs to
be given to the well-being of students and academics adjusting to
online science-based teaching and learning. It must be noted that
this review is limited in its discussion of the impact of COVID-
19 focusing on the developed world, where technology and a
means of improving student engagement over the internet has
been possible. Unfortunately, in less developed nations, even in
low socioeconomic settings in some first world countries, where
internet and technological resources are more sparce, students
have been struggling significantly along with their families
(Corlatean, 2020). Perhaps this epidemic is a forecast of whatmay
become a more frequent event in the modern VUCA (Volatility,
Uncertainty, Complexity, and Ambiguity) global environment,
and perhaps it has pushed education to become more aligned
with modern technology and the future.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

RA completed the majority of the original article, with the
foundational topic, writing, and major contribution. JV, CB, and
MB completed a series of edits, adding additional content, and
reviewing the final submission article. All authors contributed to
the article and approved the submitted version.

REFERENCES

Ahmed, F., Zviedrite, N., and Uzicanin, A. (2018). Effectiveness of workplace

social distancing measures in reducing influenza transmission: a

systematic review. BMC Public Health 18:518. doi: 10.1186/s12889-018-

5446-1

Alexander, A., De Smet, A., and Weiss, L. (2020). Decision Making in Uncertain

Times. Available online at: https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/

organization/our-insights/decision-making-in-uncertain-times (accessed

September 13, 2020).

Almanthari, A., Maulina, S., and Bruce, S. (2020). Secondary school mathematics

teachers’ views on E-learning implementation barriers during the COVID-19

pandemic: the case of indonesia. Eurasia J. Math. Sci. Technol. Educ. 16:em1860.

doi: 10.29333/ejmste/8240

Al-Rabiaah, A., Temsah, M. H., Al-Eyadhy, A. A., Hasan, G. M., Al-Zamil,

F., Al-Subaie, S., et al. (2020). Middle east respiratory syndrome-corona

virus (MERS-CoV) associated stress among medical students at a university

teaching hospital in Saudi Arabia. J. Infect. Public Health 13, 687–691.

doi: 10.1016/j.jiph.2020.01.005

Anderton, R., Hine, G., and Joyce, C. (2017). Secondary school mathematics and

science matters: academic performance for secondary students transitioning

into university allied health and science courses. Int. J. Innerv. Sci. Math. Educ.

25, 34–47.

Appana, S. (2008). A review of benefits and limitations of online learning in the

context of the student, the instructor and the tenured faculty. Int. J. E-learn.

7, 5–22.

Bao, W. (2020). COVID-19 and online teaching in higher education: a case

study of peking university. Hum. Behav. Emerg. Technol. 2, 113–115.

doi: 10.1002/hbe2.191

Bos, J. T., Donders, N. C., van der Velden, K., and van der Gulden, J. W. (2013).

Perceptions of mental workload in Dutch university employees of different

ages: a focus group study. BMC Res. Notes. 6:102. doi: 10.1186/1756-0500-6-102

Bozeman, B., and Gaughan, M. (2011). Job satisfaction among university faculty:

individual, work, and institutional determinants. J. Higher Educ. 82, 154–186.

doi: 10.1353/jhe.2011.0011

Brenner, P. (2020). A Solution to Student Nurse Clinical Rotation Cancellations:

Online Clinical Replacement Simulation Program by NovEx and Dr. Patricia

Benner - HealthImpact | Optimizing Health Through Nursing. Available

online at: https://healthimpact.org/2020/03/student-nurse-clinical-rotation-

novex/ (accessed September 13, 2020).

Camara, W. (2020). Never let a crisis go to waste: large-scale assessment

and the response to COVID-19. Educ. Measure. Issues Pract. 39, 10–18.

doi: 10.1111/emip.12358

Cao, W., Fang, Z., Hou, G., Han, M., Xu, X., Dong, J., et al. (2020). The

psychological impact of the COVID-19 epidemic on college students

in China. Psychiatry Res. 287:112934. doi: 10.1016/j.psychres.2020.

112934

Capra, T. (2011). Online education: promise and problems. J. Online Learn. Teach.

7, 288–293.

Carvalho Aguiar Melo, M., and de Sousa Soares, D. (2020). Impact of social

distancing on mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic: an urgent

discussion. Int. J. Soc. Psychiatry 66, 625–626. doi: 10.1177/0020764020927047

Chan, T. M., Gottlieb, M., Sherbino, J., Cooney, R., Boysen-Osborn, M.,

Swaminathan, A., et al. (2018). The ALiEM faculty incubator: a novel online

approach to faculty development in education scholarship. Acad. Med. 93,

1497–1502. doi: 10.1097/ACM.0000000000002309

Chen, S., Yang, J., Yang, W., Wang, C., and Bärnighausen, T. (2020). COVID-19

control in China during mass population movements at new year. Lancet 395,

764–766. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30421-9

Christensen, C. M., Horn, M. B., Caldera, L., and Soares, L. (2011). Disrupting

College: How Disruptive Innovation Can Deliver Quality and Affordability to

Postsecondary Education (Lexington, MA: Innosight Institute).

Colthorpe, K., Sharifirad, T., Ainscough, L., Anderson, S., and Zimbardi, K. (2018).

Prompting undergraduate students’ metacognition of learning: implementing

“meta-learning” assessment tasks in the biomedical sciences. Assess. Eval.

Higher Educ. 43, 272–285. doi: 10.1080/02602938.2017.1334872

Cook, D. A. (2005). Learning and cognitive styles in web-based

learning: theory, evidence, and application. Acad. Med. 80, 266–278.

doi: 10.1097/00001888-200503000-00012

Cook, D. A., Levinson, A. J., Garside, S., Dupras, D. M., Erwin, P. J., and Montori,

V. M. (2008). Internet-based learning in the health professions: a meta-analysis.

JAMA 300, 1181–1196. doi: 10.1001/jama.300.10.1181

Corlatean, T. (2020). “Risks, discrimination and opportunities for education

during the times of COVID-19 pandemic,” in Proceedings of the 17th Research

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 5 January 2021 | Volume 5 | Article 60970371

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-018-5446-1
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/decision-making-in-uncertain-times
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/decision-making-in-uncertain-times
https://doi.org/10.29333/ejmste/8240
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jiph.2020.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1002/hbe2.191
https://doi.org/10.1186/1756-0500-6-102
https://doi.org/10.1353/jhe.2011.0011
https://healthimpact.org/2020/03/student-nurse-clinical-rotation-novex/
https://healthimpact.org/2020/03/student-nurse-clinical-rotation-novex/
https://doi.org/10.1111/emip.12358
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2020.112934
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020764020927047
https://doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0000000000002309
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30421-9
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2017.1334872
https://doi.org/10.1097/00001888-200503000-00012
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.300.10.1181
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Anderton et al. COVID-19, a Change in Delivery

Association for Interdisciplinary Studies Conference (Washington, DC). p. 1–2.

doi: 10.5281/zenodo.3909867

Costa, R., Lino, M. M., Souza, A. I. J. D., Lorenzini, E., Fernandes, G. C. M.,

Brehmer, L. C. D. F., et al. (2020). Nursing teaching in covid-19 times:

how to reinvent it in this context? Texto. Contexto. Enfermagem. 29:2.

doi: 10.1590/1980-265x-tce-2020-0002-0002

Dalziel, J., and Peat, M. (1998). Fostering Collaborative Learning During Student

Transition to Tertiary Education: An Evaluation of Academic and Social

Benefits. Improving Student Learning. Oxford: Oxford Centre for Staff and

Learning Development.

D’Auria, G., and De Smet, A. (2020). Leadership in a Crisis: Responding to the

Coronavirus Outbreak and Future Challenges. Available online at: https://www.

mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/leadership-in-

a-crisis-responding-to-the-coronavirus-outbreak-and-future-challenges

(accessed September 13, 2020).

De Tantillo, L., and Christopher, R. (2020). Transforming graduate nursing

education during an era of social distancing: tools from the field. Nurse Educ.

Today 92:104472. doi: 10.1016/j.nedt.2020.104472

DeBerard, M. S., Spielmans, G. I., and Julka, D. L. (2004). Predictors of academic

achievement and retention among college freshmen: a longitudinal study. Coll.

Student J. 38, 66–81.

Ding, Y., He, L. I., Zhang, Q., Huang, Z., Che, X., Hou, J., et al. (2004).

Organ distribution of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) associated

coronavirus (SARS-CoV) in SARS patients: implications for pathogenesis and

virus transmission pathways. J. Pathol. 203, 622–630. doi: 10.1002/path.1560

Driscoll, A., Jicha, K., Hunt, A. N., Tichavsky, L., and Thompson, G. (2012). Can

online courses deliver in-class results? A comparison of student performance

and satisfaction in an online versus a face-to-face introductory sociology

course. Teach. Sociol. 40, 312–331. doi: 10.1177/0092055X12446624

ECDC (2020). Considerations Relating to Social Distancing Measures in Response

to the COVID-19-Second Update. European Centre for Disease Prevention

and Control. Available online at: https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications-

data/considerations-relating-social-distancing-measures-response-covid-19-

second (accessed September 12, 2020).

Esposito, C. P., and Sullivan, K. (2020). Maintaining clinical continuity through

virtual simulation during the COVID-19 pandemic. J. Nurs. Educ. 59, 522–525.

doi: 10.3928/01484834-20200817-09

Evans, M., and Farley, A. (1998). Institutional Characteristics and the Relationship

Between Students’ First-Year University and Final-Year Secondary School

Academic Performance. Melbourne, VIC: Monash University Australia.

ExamSoft (2020). Examplify Testing Application - ExamSoft Resource Center.

Available online at: https://examsoft.com/resources/examplify-testing-

application-examsoft (accessed September 22, 2020).

Finkelstein, A., and Winer, L. (2020). “A principled-based approach to designing

learning spaces,” in The Routledge International Handbook of Student-Centered

Learning and Teaching in Higher Education (Abingdon: Routledge).

Fong, M. W., Gao, H., Wong, J. Y., Xiao, J., Shiu, E. Y., Ryu, S.,

et al. (2020). Nonpharmaceutical measures for pandemic influenza in

nonhealthcare settings—social distancing measures. Emerg. Infect. Dis. 26:976.

doi: 10.3201/eid2605.190995

Granger, N. A., and Calleson, D. (2007). The impact of alternating dissection

on student performance in a medical anatomy course: are dissection videos

an effective substitute for actual dissection? Clin. Anatomy 20, 315–321.

doi: 10.1002/ca.20359

Hanel, E., Bilic, M., Hassall, K., Hastings, M., Jazuli, F., Ha, M., et al. (2020). Virtual

application of in situ simulation during a pandemic. Can. J. Emerg. Med. 22,

563–566. doi: 10.1017/cem.2020.375

Hart, C. (2012). Factors associated with student persistence in an online program

of study: a review of the literature. J. Interact. Online Learn. 11, 19–42.

Heitz, C., Laboissiere, M., Sanghvi, S., and Sarakatsannis, J. (2020). Getting

the Next Phase of Remote Learning Right in Higher Education. Available

online at: https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/

our-insights/getting-the-next-phase-of-remote-learning-right-in-higher-

education (accessed September 13, 2020).

Holshue, M. L., DeBolt, C., Lindquist, S., Lofy, K. H., Wiesman, J., Bruce, H., et al.

(2020). First case of 2019 novel coronavirus in the United States.N. Engl. J. Med.

382, 929–936. doi: 10.1056/NEJMoa2001191

Illanes, P., Law, J., Sanghvi, S., and Sarakatsannis, J. (2020). Coronavirus and

the Campus: How Can US Higher Education Organize to Respond? Available

online at: https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/

our-insights/coronavirus-and-the-campus-how-can-us-higher-education-

organize-to-respond# (accessed September 12, 2020).

Jebril, N. (2020). World Health Organization Declared a Pandemic Public Health

Menace: A Systematic Review Of the Coronavirus Disease 2019 “COVID-19”.

Available online at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3566298 or http://dx.doi.org/10.

2139/ssrn.3566298 (accessed March 26, 2020).

Kemm, R. E., and Dantas, A. M. (2007). Research-led learning in biological

science practical activities: supported by student-centred e-learning. FASEB J.

21, A220–A220. doi: 10.1096/fasebj.21.5.A220-b

Khan, R. A., and Jawaid, M. (2020). Technology enhanced assessment

(TEA) in COVID 19 pandemic. Pakistan J. Med. Sci. 36, S108–S110.

doi: 10.12669/pjms.36.COVID19-S4.2795

Korf, H.-W., Wicht, H., Snipes, R. L., Timmermans, J.-P., Paulsen, F., Rune, G.,

et al. (2008). The dissection course–necessary and indispensable for teaching

anatomy to medical students. Ann. Anat. Anatomischer Anzeiger. 190, 16–22.

doi: 10.1016/j.aanat.2007.10.001

Kumwenda, B., Cleland, J. A., and Walker, K. (2018). Correction: the relationship

between school type and academic performance at medical school: a national,

multi-cohort study. BMJ Open. 8:e016291. doi: 10.1136/bmjopen-2017-016291

Lescure, F. X., Bouadma, L., Nguyen, D., Parisey, M., Wicky, P. H., Behillil, S., et al.

(2020). Clinical and virological data of the first cases of COVID-19 in Europe: a

case series. Lancet Infect. Dis. 20, 697–706. doi: 10.1016/S1473-3099(20)30200-0

Lewnard, J. A., and Lo, N. C. (2020). Scientific and ethical basis for social-

distancing interventions against COVID-19. Lancet Infect. Dis. 20, 631–633.

doi: 10.1016/S1473-3099(20)30190-0

Matzler, K., and Renzl, B. (2006). The relationship between interpersonal trust,

employee satisfaction, and employee loyalty. Total Qual. Manage. Bus. Excell.

17, 1261–1271. doi: 10.1080/14783360600753653

McAlearney, A. S., Robbins, J., Kowalczyk, N., Chisolm, D. J., and Song, P. H.

(2012). The role of cognitive and learning theories in supporting successful

EHR system implementation training: a qualitative study. Med. Care Res. Rev.

69, 294–315. doi: 10.1177/1077558711436348

McDonald, E. W., Boulton, J. L., and Davis, J. L. (2018). E-learning and nursing

assessment skills and knowledge–an integrative review. Nurse Educ. Today 66,

166–174. doi: 10.1016/j.nedt.2018.03.011

Nassar, M. S., Bakhrebah, M. A., Meo, S. A., Alsuabeyl, M. S., and Zaher,

W. A. (2018). Middle east respiratory syndrome coronavirus (MERS-

CoV) infection: epidemiology, pathogenesis and clinical characteristics. Eur.

Rev. Med. Pharmacol. Sci. 22, 4956–4961. doi: 10.26355/eurrev_201808_

15635

O’Byrne, P. J., Patry, A., and Carnegie, J. A. (2008). The development of interactive

online learning tools for the study of anatomy. Med. Teacher. 30, e260–e271.

doi: 10.1080/01421590802232818

Odriozola-González, P., Planchuelo-Gómez, Á., Irurtia, M. J., and de Luis-

García, R. (2020). Psychological effects of the COVID-19 outbreak and

lockdown among students and workers of a Spanish university. Psychiatry Res.

290:113108. doi: 10.1016/j.psychres.2020.113108

Palloff, R.M., and Pratt, K. (2007). Building Online Learning Communities: Effective

Strategies for the Virtual Classroom (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons).

Palloff, R. M., and Pratt, K. (2010). Collaborating Online: Learning Together in

Community (Vol. 32) (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons).

Parker, S. (2020). COVID19: How the Coronavirus Could Transform Higher

Education. Available online at: https://home.kpmg/au/en/home/insights/2020/

04/coronavirus-covid-19-education-sector-transformation.html (accessed

Septmeber 11, 2020).

Patsali, M. E., Mousa, D. P. V., Papadopoulou, E. V., Papadopoulou,

K. K., Kaparounaki, C. K., Diakogiannis, I., et al. (2020). University

students’ changes in mental health status and determinants of behavior

during the COVID-19 lockdown in Greece. Psychiatry Res. 292:113298.

doi: 10.1016/j.psychres.2020.113298

Pei, L., and Wu, H. (2019). Does online learning work better than offline

learning in undergraduate medical education? A systematic review and

meta-analysis. Med. Educ. Online. 24:1666538. doi: 10.1080/10872981.2019.16

66538

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 6 January 2021 | Volume 5 | Article 60970372

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.3909867
https://doi.org/10.1590/1980-265x-tce-2020-0002-0002
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/leadership-in-a-crisis-responding-to-the-coronavirus-outbreak-and-future-challenges
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/leadership-in-a-crisis-responding-to-the-coronavirus-outbreak-and-future-challenges
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/leadership-in-a-crisis-responding-to-the-coronavirus-outbreak-and-future-challenges
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2020.104472
https://doi.org/10.1002/path.1560
https://doi.org/10.1177/0092055X12446624
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications-data/considerations-relating-social-distancing-measures-response-covid-19-second
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications-data/considerations-relating-social-distancing-measures-response-covid-19-second
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications-data/considerations-relating-social-distancing-measures-response-covid-19-second
https://doi.org/10.3928/01484834-20200817-09
https://examsoft.com/resources/examplify-testing-application-examsoft
https://examsoft.com/resources/examplify-testing-application-examsoft
https://doi.org/10.3201/eid2605.190995
https://doi.org/10.1002/ca.20359
https://doi.org/10.1017/cem.2020.375
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/getting-the-next-phase-of-remote-learning-right-in-higher-education
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/getting-the-next-phase-of-remote-learning-right-in-higher-education
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/getting-the-next-phase-of-remote-learning-right-in-higher-education
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa2001191
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/coronavirus-and-the-campus-how-can-us-higher-education-organize-to-respond#
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/coronavirus-and-the-campus-how-can-us-higher-education-organize-to-respond#
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/coronavirus-and-the-campus-how-can-us-higher-education-organize-to-respond#
https://ssrn.com/abstract=3566298
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3566298
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3566298
https://doi.org/10.1096/fasebj.21.5.A220-b
https://doi.org/10.12669/pjms.36.COVID19-S4.2795
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aanat.2007.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2017-016291
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1473-3099(20)30200-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1473-3099(20)30190-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/14783360600753653
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077558711436348
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2018.03.011
https://doi.org/10.26355/eurrev_201808_15635
https://doi.org/10.1080/01421590802232818
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2020.113108
https://home.kpmg/au/en/home/insights/2020/04/coronavirus-covid-19-education-sector-transformation.html
https://home.kpmg/au/en/home/insights/2020/04/coronavirus-covid-19-education-sector-transformation.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2020.113298
https://doi.org/10.1080/10872981.2019.1666538
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Anderton et al. COVID-19, a Change in Delivery

Petersson, H., Sinkvist, D., Wang, C., and Smedby, Ö. (2009). Web-based

interactive 3D visualization as a tool for improved anatomy learning. Anat. Sci.

Educ. 2, 61–68. doi: 10.1002/ase.76

Phillips, D., Prince, S., and Schiebelhut, L. (2004). Elementary school

children’s responses 3 months after the September 11 terrorist attacks:

a study in Washington, DC. Am. J. Orthopsychiatry 74, 509–528.

doi: 10.1037/0002-9432.74.4.509

Prata-Linhares, M. M., Cardoso, T. D. S. G., Lopes, D. S. Jr, and Zukowsky-

Tavares, C. (2020). Social distancing effects on the teaching systems and teacher

education programmes in Brazil: reinventing without distorting teaching. J.

Educ. Teach. 46, 554–564. doi: 10.1080/02607476.2020.1800406

Purdy, E., Thoma, B., Bednarczyk, J., Migneault, D., and Sherbino, J. (2015).

The use of free online educational resources by Canadian emergency

medicine residents and program directors. Can. J. Emerg. Med. 17, 101–106.

doi: 10.1017/cem.2014.73

Raemer, D., Anderson, M., Cheng, A., Fanning, R., Nadkarni, V., and Savoldelli,

G. (2011). Research regarding debriefing as part of the learning process. Simul.

Healthc. 6, S52–S57. doi: 10.1097/SIH.0b013e31822724d0

Ragab, D., Salah Eldin, H., Taeimah, M., Khattab, R., and Salem, R. (2020). The

COVID-19 cytokine storm; what we know so far. Front. Immunol. 11:1446.

doi: 10.3389/fimmu.2020.01446

Rakhmanov, O., Demir, A., and Dane, S. (2020). A brief communication: anxiety

and depression levels in the staff of a nigerian private university during COVID

19 pandemic outbreak. J. Res. Med. Dent. Sci. 8, 118–122.

Rashid, H., Ridda, I., King, C., Begun, M., Tekin, H., Wood, J. G., et al. (2015).

Evidence compendium and advice on social distancing and other related

measures for response to an influenza pandemic. Paediatr. Respir. Rev. 16,

119–126. doi: 10.1016/j.prrv.2014.01.003

Raziq, A., and Maulabakhsh, R. (2015). Impact of working

environment on job satisfaction. Procedia Econ. Finance 23, 717–725.

doi: 10.1016/S2212-5671(15)00524-9

Regmi, K., and Jones, L. (2020). A systematic review of the factors–enablers and

barriers–affecting e-learning in health sciences education. BMC Med. Educ.

20:91. doi: 10.1186/s12909-020-02007-6

Ren, X., Li, Y., Yang, X., Li, Z., Cui, J., Zhu, A., et al. (2020). Evidence for pre-

symptomatic transmission of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) in China.

Influenza Other Respir. Viruses. 15, 19–26. doi: 10.1111/irv.12787

Rice, J. W., Thomas, S. M., O’Toole, P., and Pannizon, D. (2009). Tertiary Science

Education in the 21st Century. Melbourne, Australia: Australian Council of

Deans of Science.

Roland, D., Spurr, J., and Cabrera, D. (2017). Preliminary evidence for the

emergence of a health care online community of practice: using a netnographic

framework for Twitter hashtag analytics. J. Med. Internet Res. 19:e252.

doi: 10.2196/jmir.7072

Sahu, P. (2020). Closure of universities due to coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-

19): impact on education and mental health of students and academic staff.

Cureus. 12:e7541. doi: 10.7759/cureus.7541

Salmon, G. (2013). E-tivities: The Key to Active Online Learning (Abingdon:

Routledge). doi: 10.4324/9780203074640

Sarzi-Puttini, P., Giorgi, V., Sirotti, S., Marotto, D., Ardizzone, S., Rizzardini, G.,

et al. (2020). COVID-19, cytokines and immunosuppression: what can we learn

from severe acute respiratory syndrome? Clin. Exp. Rheumatol. 38, 337–342.

Sharif, S., Sherbino, J., Centofanti, J., and Karachi, T. (2020). Pandemics

and Innovation: how medical education programs can adapt

extraclinical teaching to maintain social distancing. ATS Scholar. 1–4.

doi: 10.34197/ats-scholar.2020-0084CM

Singh, K., Granville, M., and Dika, S. (2002). Mathematics and science

achievement: effects of motivation, interest, and academic engagement. J. Educ.

Res. 95, 323–332. doi: 10.1080/00220670209596607

Sintema, E. J. (2020). Effect of COVID-19 on the performance of grade 12

students: Implications for STEM education. Eurasia J. Math. Sci. Technol. Educ.

16:em1851. doi: 10.29333/ejmste/7893

Szromek, A. R., and Wolniak, R. (2020). Job satisfaction and problems

among academic staff in higher education. Sustainability 12:4865.

doi: 10.3390/su12124865

Tindale, L. C., Stockdale, J. E., Coombe, M., Garlock, E. S., Lau, W. Y. V., Saraswat,

M., et al. (2020). Evidence for transmission of COVID-19 prior to symptom

onset. Elife 9:e57149. doi: 10.7554/eLife.57149

Ting, D. K., Thoma, B., Luckett-Gatopoulos, S., Thomas, A., Syed, S., Bravo, M.,

et al. (2019). Canadi EM: accessing a virtual community of practice to create a

canadian national medical education institution. AEM Educ. Train. 3, 86–91.

doi: 10.1002/aet2.10199

Torales, J., O’Higgins, M., Castaldelli-Maia, J. M., and Ventriglio, A. (2020). The

outbreak of COVID-19 coronavirus and its impact on global mental health. Int.

J. Soc. Psychiatry 66, 317–320. doi: 10.1177/0020764020915212

Vitali, J., Blackmore, C., Mortazavi, S., and Anderton, R. (2020). Tertiary anatomy

and physiology, a barrier for student success. Int. J. Higher Educ. 9, 289–296.

doi: 10.5430/ijhe.v9n2p289

World Health Organization, W. H. O. (2020). Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19)

Advice for the Public. Available online at: https://www.who.int/emergencies/

diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public (accessed September 12,

2020).

Yang, J., Zheng, Y., Gou, X., Pu, K., Chen, Z., Guo, Q., et al. (2020).

Prevalence of comorbidities in the novel Wuhan coronavirus (COVID-19)

infection: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Int. J. Infect. Dis. 94, 91–95.

doi: 10.1016/j.ijid.2020.03.017

Zhang, Y., Jiang, B., Yuan, J., and Tao, Y. (2020). The impact of social distancing

and epicenter lockdown on the COVID-19 epidemic in mainland China: a

data-driven SEIQR model study.medRxiv. doi: 10.1101/2020.03.04.20031187

Zolotov, Y., Reznik, A., Bender, S., and Isralowitz, R. (2020). COVID-19 fear,

mental health, and substance use among Israeli university students. Int. J. Ment.

Health Addict. 6, 1–7. doi: 10.1007/s11469-020-00351-8

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the

absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a

potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2021 Anderton, Vitali, Blackmore and Bakeberg. This is an open-access

article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC

BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided

the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original

publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice.

No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these

terms.

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 7 January 2021 | Volume 5 | Article 60970373

https://doi.org/10.1002/ase.76
https://doi.org/10.1037/0002-9432.74.4.509
https://doi.org/10.1080/02607476.2020.1800406
https://doi.org/10.1017/cem.2014.73
https://doi.org/10.1097/SIH.0b013e31822724d0
https://doi.org/10.3389/fimmu.2020.01446
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.prrv.2014.01.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2212-5671(15)00524-9
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-020-02007-6
https://doi.org/10.1111/irv.12787
https://doi.org/10.2196/jmir.7072
https://doi.org/10.7759/cureus.7541
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203074640
https://doi.org/10.34197/ats-scholar.2020-0084CM
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220670209596607
https://doi.org/10.29333/ejmste/7893
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12124865
https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.57149
https://doi.org/10.1002/aet2.10199
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020764020915212
https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v9n2p289
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijid.2020.03.017
https://doi.org/10.1101/2020.03.04.20031187
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-020-00351-8
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Responding to COVID-19 With the Aid
of Mutually Beneficial Partnerships in
Education
Manuelito Biag1*, Louis M. Gomez2,1, David G. Imig3,1 and Ash Vasudeva1

1Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, Stanford, CA, United States, 2UCLA Graduate School of Education and
Information Studies, Los Angeles, CA, United States, 3College of Education at the University of Maryland, College Park, College
Park, MD, United States

The COVID-19 pandemic has altered the structures and routines of K-12 education.
Districts and school systemsworldwide continue to adapt their ways of working to address
a variety of challenges–many of whose dimensions are complex, dynamic, and not entirely
known. Without cooperation and collaboration among stakeholders, institutions, and
communities, we will be less able to address students’ social, emotional, and learning
needs. In this paper, we present evidence that suggests mutually beneficial partnerships
between local education agencies (LEAs) and institutions of higher education (IHEs),
grounded in improvement science, can serve as an essential resource to address
dilemmas brought about by the pandemic. We examine the work of four
partnerships in the Improvement Leadership Education and Development (iLEAD)
Network. Our analysis suggests that what matters in this period of uncertainty is that
partnerships take a systems perspective, pay direct attention to the needs of critical
users, avoid pre-determined programs and solutions, and engage in disciplined inquiry
across institutional boundaries to affect positive and lasting change. A deeper understanding
of how these partnerships operate–their principles, routines, methods, and tools–can help
educational systems support students during the current global health crisis.

Keywords: iLEAD, improvement science, boundary crossing, value creation, mutually beneficial partnerships

INTRODUCTION

Biological disasters are “natural scenarios involving disease, disability or death on a large scale among
humans, animals and plants due to microorganisms like bacteria, or virus or toxins (Kumar, 2020, p.
6).” The COVID-19 pandemic qualifies as a biological disaster and it has spread worldwide. Unlike
other recent disasters, biological and otherwise, this pandemic promises to alter the structures,
rhythms, and routines of various settings ranging from corporate institutions to K-12
education, and for an indefinite period (Steinfield et al., 2020). In weeks, we have witnessed
school systems across the United States shift from bricks and mortar instruction to remote
learning. Shuttering schools has caused parents and caregivers to become full-time educators
striving to balance the competing demands of child-rearing, schooling, and employment
(Harris, 2020; Russell et al., 2020). School districts, administrators, and teachers have had
to orchestrate new and diverse learning environments and modalities such as distance learning
and blended or hybrid models.

The current global health crisis has produced essential insights. Chief among them is that without
cooperation and collaboration between institutions and within communities, we will be less able to
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curb the spread of the virus and serve the needs of children, youth,
and their families, especially those facing adverse circumstances.
Less visible to us in ordinary times, our individual and
institutional interconnectedness across different types of
industries–from healthcare to transportation to social
services–is on full display during periods of uncertainty. It is
clear that we have to adapt our traditional ways of working to
address a mutual problem–one whose dimensions are complex,
evolving, and not entirely known. Navigating both the immediate
crisis and changes in the long run will require deliberate alliances
and planned collaborations.

This paper explores how partnerships between school districts
and geographically proximal universities may serve as a strategic
resource that can be leveraged to help students learn during the
COVID-19 pandemic.We demonstrate how partnerships that are
motivated by an ethic of continuous improvement can overcome
institutional boundaries (Gomez et al., 2020). These relationships
provide stability and colleagueship and enable joint action in
addressing shared and thorny problems (Bryk et al., 2015).

SOCIAL CAPITAL AND PARTNERSHIPS

Strategic partnerships are a form of social capital (Jamali et al.,
2011). Researchers have demonstrated a robust association
between social capital and community resilience in disaster
response and positive recovery (e.g. Murphy 2007; Chamlee-
Wright and Storr 2011; Melo Zurita et al., 2018). Although
there is evidence that social resources matter for preparedness
and recovery, governments and state agencies continue to
spend more on physical resources while giving less
consideration to strengthening social capital like building
strategic partnerships (Aldrich and Meyer, 2015). In this
way, our educational response to the pandemic is no
different from local and national responses to disasters that
have preceded COVID-19.

A brief scan of media coverage shows that the dominant
educational response to this crisis has been about physical
infrastructure, (e.g. broadband coverage). Many districts, for
example, are purchasing and distributing large numbers of
computers (Choi, 2020; Rauf, 2020). While computers are
critical to response and recovery, leaders should pay greater
attention to how school districts’ social infrastructures aid
their response to the pandemic. In the recent history of
education, we see cases of technology acquisition that have
fallen short of their aims due to the over-attention on the
physical rather than the social infrastructure to support such
efforts, (e.g. Lamb andWeiner, 2018). We suspect the samemight
be occurring with COVID-motivated acquisitions.

In this paper, we argue that partnership–a proxy for social
infrastructure–can serve as a resource for educators to address the
myriad challenges brought about by the pandemic. Specifically,
we report on the activities of four partnerships between Local
Education Agencies (LEAs) and Institutions of Higher Education
(IHEs) in the Improvement Leadership Education and
Development (iLEAD) Network (Velásquez et al., 2019).
Guided by networked improvement science (Bryk et al., 2015),

iLEAD takes its raison d’être facilitating and sustaining mutually
beneficial collaborations between postsecondary institutions and
local districts and schools.

MUTUALLY BENEFICIAL VS.
TRANSACTIONAL PARTNERSHIPS
BETWEEN LEAs AND IHEs
Much of what occurs under the rubric of LEA-IHE partnerships
has and continues to be transactional in the service provision
sense. Whipple et al. (2010) refer to these transactional
relationships as “me-centered.” In contrast, collaborative
institutional relationships are “we-centered.” Me-centered
relationships are about what I do for you, or you do for me.
In comparison, we-centered relationships (what we describe here
as mutually beneficial relationships are about what we engage in
and accomplish together.

For instance, from a me-centered perspective, LEAs provide
spaces and supervision for aspiring teacher candidates. University
faculty offer professional development sessions or consulting
arrangements to LEA staff to keep them abreast of technical
and pedagogical developments in the field. By contrast, mutual
benefit envisions partnership at a deeper, more institutionally
entwined level. From a we-centered viewpoint, the LEA and IHE
might work on a common problem of practice, such as ensuring
that all students are proficient readers by the close of third grade.
By pursuing a common aim, partners derive a net benefit from
their joint efforts, and it is this benefit that fuels and sustains their
work. In this third-grade reading example, LEAs might deepen
staff’s professional skills while IHE faculty advance
understanding of practical reading theory; in short, both
partners derive a common benefit from enhanced student
achievement.

In comparison to mutually beneficial arrangements,
transactional relationships may rely less on social trust and
require less ongoing investment of time and money–suggesting
that transactional relationships might be more transient. Yet, we
suspect that organizational stressors, including the current
pandemic, engender the types of multifaceted problems that
persist and require more reliable connections. In this vein,
Farrell et al. (2019) report that school district organizations
with extensive communication pathways to their partners
learn and thrive in complex task situations. As such, we
theorize that collaborative, we-centered partnerships can serve
as a viable approach to handling the uncertainties of a pandemic.

Still, it is important to stress that establishing and harnessing
partnerships’ benefits is not without its challenges (Brown and
Poortman, 2018; Peel et al., 2002). Problems can arise in devoting
enough time for capability building, creating shared governance
and leadership, and developing equity and trust between
participants, among other areas. Working in collaboration
does not guarantee improved practice or outcomes. The work
of iLEAD suggests that attention to the “how” of partnerships is
vital. Its utility is precisely coupled to the extent to which the
partnerships’ social and activity structures enable its members to
transcend traditional system boundaries and roles, develop
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shared meaning and language, and allow for the co-construction
and refinement of ideas for usability. Attention to the mechanics
of partnerships forces our attention to interaction among
individuals and groups.

In what follows, we suggest that successful we-centered
partnerships can lead organizations to deeper engagement in
problems of practice, more equitable arrangements, and coherent
strategies and activities. These attributes live in the micro-actions
of organization members. We illustrate below how we use activity
theory (Engeström, 2001) to discern how organizational and
cross-organizational engagement, equity, and coherence might
unfold in shared routines, language, and identity.

ADDRESSING EDUCATIONAL
ENGAGEMENT, EQUITY, AND
COHERENCE
Social capital is necessary for institutions to move beyond
transactional relationships to ones characterized by mutualism
(Chorzempa et al., 2010; Jamali et al., 2011). Examining iLEAD,
we argue that shared commitment to continuous improvement
principles, methods, and tools can form the basis for more
productive and we-centered partnerships between LEAs and
IHEs. We contend that three interrelated dilemmas that might
be better handled by partnerships premised on shared activity
and relational trust (Bryk and Schneider, 2002) are educational
engagement, equity, and coherence.

Engagement
School systems strive to develop both academic and social-
emotional skills among young people. However, shelter-in-
place orders have challenged educators to monitor their
students’ attendance, participation, and development. These
orders have also stripped away the social engagement that
students experience within classrooms, cafeterias, and
extracurricular opportunities (e.g. athletics, clubs). While
social distancing measures can slow down the spread of
infection, they may exacerbate the social isolation that some
students experience and negatively affect their psychological
well-being (Van Bavel et al., 2020). While the pandemic has
diminished the usual structures for monitoring and engaging
students, there are concerted efforts to increase participation
virtually. How might leaders in LEAs and IHEs promote
students’ academic engagement and cultivate a sense of
belonging during extended periods of at-home learning? How
might they also support students’ social and emotional health
and development?

Equity
Long before COVID-19, school systems have struggled with
ensuring equitable access to educational opportunities. With
many efforts to enhance equity at the school site, (e.g.
supplementary programs, instructional specialists), the sudden
shift to at-home learning risks exacerbating the inequities school
systems seek to ameliorate (García and Weiss, 2020). For
instance, students from families with the most resources, (e.g.

parents with flexible schedules, access to tutors) can support their
children’s academic growth. In contrast, students from families
with the least resources fall further behind their more advantaged
peers. What approaches might school leaders take to support,
supplement, and structure at-home learning in ways that
maintain a clear focus on educational equity, especially on
meeting the needs of those furthest from opportunity? How
might postsecondary institutions aid in this response?

Coherence
As attention to and use of online resources have skyrocketed,
districts and schools have needed to cohere different strategies,
tools, and approaches for shifting to online instruction (Reimers
and Schleicher, 2020). Resources range from virtual curricula
such as Eureka Math or Khan Academy to video platforms such
as Zoom or Microsoft Teams to online learning systems such as
Google Classroom and Schoology. We suspect the challenge of
keeping the instructional program coherent (Newmann et al.,
2001; Elmore et al., 2014) is compounded by stay-at-home orders
that force teachers into additional hours of planning, preparation,
and coordination. We also suspect that these orders make it more
difficult for traditionally organized site-based teams to make
decisions and monitor implementation. How might school and
system leaders leverage these online resources without triggering
tower-of-babel problems that accompany the uncoordinated
deployment of competing virtual-learning supports?

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Examining four iLEAD partnerships, we explore how we-
centered approaches between LEAs and IHEs allow them to
span their institutional boundaries to take a systems
perspective on addressing the interrelated challenges of
educational engagement, equity, and coherence. We explore
the extent to which the activities engendered by an
improvement orientation and the use of improvement science
methods and tools shape routines and processes that enable
shared practice and continuous learning. We investigate the
characteristics of responses to the pandemic. We explore if
partnerships can stay nimble in the face of uncertainty when
they are user-centric, (i.e. privilege the experiences of students,
teachers, and families), problem-focused, (i.e. avoid pre-
determined programs or solutions), and grounded in
disciplined inquiry, (i.e. gather evidence to guide adaptations
over time). Finally, we investigate the extent to which engagement
in these types of district-university partnerships afford different
perceptions of value and learning, both for its members and their
institutions.

Three questions guide this study: (1) how do iLEAD partnerships
utilize improvement science principles, methods, and tools to see
and take up challenges related to educational engagement, equity,
and coherence; (2) to what extent does improvement science, as
shared activity andmethod of response to the pandemic, allow LEAs
and IHEs to transcend institutional boundaries and attain ways of
working for mutual benefit; and (3) how does engagement in iLEAD
produce different types of value for its members and institutions?
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We organize the rest of the paper as follows. First, we provide
an overview of networked improvement science and the goals and
activities of the iLEAD network. Then, to guide our thinking on
how the work of district-university partnerships might be
disciplined, we draw from three strands of scholarship: (1)
activity systems (Engeström, 2001); (2) boundary crossing and
objects (Star and Griesemer, 1989; Akkermann and Bakker,
2011); and (3) value creation (Wenger et al., 2011). Next, we
describe our data and analytic procedures, and present our
findings with illustrative quotes to underscore emergent
themes. Lastly, we conclude the paper by summarizing the
advantages that mutually beneficial partnerships, rooted in
continuous improvement, can bring in responding to the
current and future crises.

BACKGROUND

Networked Improvement Science and
Communities
Improvement science is rooted in management theory (Deming,
2018). It employs disciplined inquiry to solve specific problems of
practice (Langley et al., 2009). From this perspective, a problem-
of-practice is “a persistent, contextualized, and specific issue
embedded in the work of a professional practitioner, the
addressing of which has the potential to result in improved
understanding, experience, and outcomes” (Carnegie Project
on the Education Doctorate (CPED), 2020). Improvement
science grew in healthcare during the 1990s and has since
spread to other sectors, including education (Lewis, 2015). For
nearly a dozen years, the Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching has been promoting a new
relationship between research and practice through the use of
improvement science enacted through networked improvement
communities or NICs (Bryk et al., 2015; Russell et al., 2017).

Networked improvement communities are a flexible social
learning model that allows members of a collaborative
community to use improvement science to learn more, faster,
together (Russell et al., 2017). Characterized as a scientific
learning community, as well as a type of research-practice
partnership (RPP) model (Coburn et al., 2013; Russell et al.,
2017), NICs are made up of stakeholders from different
backgrounds committed to solving common problems through
shared theory and disciplined cycles of inquiry (Bryk et al., 2015;
Khachatryan and Parkerson, 2020).

NICs have four distinguishing characteristics (Bryk et al.,
2015). They are: (1) focused on a well-specified common aim;
(2) guided by a deep understanding of the problem, the system
that produces it, and a shared theory of improvement, (i.e. a
collective sense of how to address the problem); (3) disciplined by
the rigor of improvement science; and (4) coordinated to
accelerate the development, testing, and refinement of
interventions along with their more rapid diffusion out into
the field and effective integration into varied educational
contexts.

The Carnegie Foundation continues to test the NIC approach
through its networks, (e.g. the Student Agency Improvement

Community; Zeiser et al., 2018) and many partners, including
eight of California’s largest districts (Gallagher and Cottingham,
2019). Although studies investigating the impact of networked
improvement efforts are still emerging (Feygin et al., 2020), early
evidence demonstrates promising outcomes. We see favorable
results in areas that include college remediation (Edwards and
Beattie, 2016; Yamada et al., 2018), early-grade literacy (Bradford
et al., 2019), the retention of beginning teachers (Cornetto, 2015),
mathematics instruction (Ell and Meisell, 2011), and college
access (Aguilar et al., 2017).

As improvement science and networked improvement
communities become more prevalent in education–as a result
of increasing policy and local attention to continuous
improvement (Klein, 2018) and growing financial support, (e.g.
http://k12education.gatesfoundation.org/what-we-do/networks-
for-school-improvement/)–better understanding of their ability to
solve complex problems, including challenges brought about by
COVID-19, become important (Feygin et al., 2020).

The Improvement Leadership Education
and Development (iLEAD) Network
Improvement science continues to emerge as a core methodology
and subject area of inquiry in educational leadership. Increasing
numbers of colleges and universities are integrating continuous
improvement into their capstone projects, dissertations, and
certificate and degree programs (Perry and Zambo, 2018;
Perry et al., 2020). However, preparing educational leaders
with improvement capabilities requires a closer partnership
between IHEs and LEAs (Grogan and Roberson, 2002; Young
et al., 2002; Goldring and Simms, 2005; Miller et al., Shoop, 2007).
To this end, the Carnegie Foundation launched the iLEAD
network in 2017.

iLEAD believes the discipline of improvement science and
its implementation through NICs are central to education
leaders’ methodological and conceptual preparation
(Velásquez et al., 2019). iLEAD builds on the work of
CPED, a consortium of 118 colleges and universities, often
working in partnership with local school systems, seeking to
transform the preparation of school and system leaders (Perry
and Imig, 2008; Perry, 2015). Research demonstrates that
district-university partnerships can help bridge theory and
practice and prepare leaders to respond to district and regional
challenges (e.g. Darling Hammond et al., 2007; Grogan et al.,
2009; Young, 2010). iLEAD’s theory of action argues that
faculty in schools of education must partner with leaders of
schools and systems in disciplined inquiry and practical and
local problem-solving. By doing so, IHEs and LEAs can build
practice-based evidence to solve local challenges and advance
learning across the field to create impact at scale.

Currently, iLEAD consists of 11 district-university
partnerships from across the country (see Supplementary
Appendix A for a list of current members). These
partnerships have demonstrated a willingness to build and
sustain mutually beneficial partnerships, commitment to
continuous improvement methods, and strong evidence of
support from leadership and peers within and across their
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respective institutions (Velásquez et al., 2019). Since its launch,
iLEAD has combined network-wide activities to enable cross-
partnership learning with site-based efforts grounded in each
partnership’s objectives. For instance, at quarterly convenings,
teams from different partnerships get together to discuss
common dilemmas, share strategies, and engage in role-alike
conversations and problem-solving. Teams also go back to their
partnerships to integrate learning from others’ work and chart
future action.

Chief among iLEAD’s accomplishments is its network-generated
Developmental Progressions Framework, consisting of rubrics for
IHEs, LEAs, and their partnerships (Supplementary Appendix B).
Each rubric has different domains of work that get assessed as being at
one of four levels: 1) exploring change ideas; 2) small change
implementation; 3) integrating Improvement Science (IS)/NICs
into core work; and 4) institutionalizing and sustaining the work.
The Developmental Progressions represent a common language and
communication “roadmap” that assists iLEAD partnerships in talking
with one another, planning activities, and assessing progress along
essential dimensions. In partnerships between complex organizations,
shared communication tools and activities like the Developmental
Progressions can generate opportunities to develop standard theory
and practice, which, in turn, enables we-centered problem solving
(Barge and Little, 2002; Whipple et al., 2010).

The Convergence of Activity Systems,
Boundary Objects, and Value Creation
Establishing and sustaining mutually beneficial partnerships for
continuous improvement is no easy feat (Brown and Poortman,
2018; Smedley, 2001). It requires both LEAs and IHEs to enact
different kinds of organizational and social arrangements that
disrupt how they typically pursue work (Borthwick et al., 2003).
To guide our thinking on how the work of LEA-IHE partnerships
might be disciplined, we draw from three strands of scholarship:
(1) activity systems (Engeström, 2001); (2) boundary crossing and
objects (Star and Griesemer, 1989; Akkermann and Bakker,
2011); and (3) value creation (Wenger et al., 2011).

Activity Systems
An activity system has a complex mediational structure that
captures people’s intellectual work in contextually bound ways.
Engeström et al. (1999) define an activity system as a multi-voiced
formation. It includes subject, tool, object, rules, community,
distribution of labor, and outcomes (Figure 1). As participants of
a particular activity, subjects adhere to formal or informal rules
while using tools as resources to obtain their object or goal.
Subjects belong to a particular community or group, and the
division of labor is the shared responsibilities determined by that
community. The outcome is the set of consequences the subject
faces as a result of engaging in the activity. Different factors
within an activity system can raise tension in the subject’s effort to
attain their goal. Further, the outcomes they face can either
encourage or detract them from participating in future activities.

In Figure 2, we display conventional activity representations
for LEAs and university schools of education. As these two
different institutions engage in joint work, they will need to
negotiate differences in functions, structures, reward systems,
funding streams, and ethos, among other things. How they
navigate these differences and participate in dialogic problem
solving will depend on their ability to acquire expertise not only
within the boundaries of their contexts and professions but also in
others, including those that call for different, perhaps conflicting,
mediating tools and patterns of social interaction (Tuomi-Gröhn
et al., 2003). To explore how LEA and IHE actors’ work may
unfold across organizational lines, we appeal to the ideas of
boundary crossing and objects (Star and Griesemer, 1989;
Akkermann and Bakker, 2011).

Boundary Crossing and Objects
Engaging in collaborative work beyond one’s role, institution, and
discipline requires boundary crossing and objects. Akkermann
and Bakker. (2011) define boundaries as sociocultural differences
between practices leading to discontinuities in action or
interaction. Boundaries are where the differences among
people and the cultural systems they inhabit are put in relief.
For an artifact to serve as a boundary object, it must be “. . .both
plastic enough to adapt to local needs and constraints of the
several parties employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a
common identity across sites” (Star and Griesemer, 1989, p. 393).

In Figure 2, we reify this boundary space–the area between
activity systems and boundary objects–as the commerce
mechanism between the two. Consider, for example, Figure 2
is animated by the idea of tenure as a cultural artifact. Tenure and
its meaning on either side of the LEA-IHE cultural boundary is
very different; one needs boundary objects to allow cultural
boundary-crossing. At the highest level, tenure can mean some
form of employment security. Yet to explore its meaning across
the boundary, actors from both sides will need to see how people
work together, including the tools they use in each activity system
to accomplish processes that result in a tenure judgment.

Likewise, if districts and universities are to stretch and connect
their organizations, they will require boundary objects to help
with sensemaking. In this case, one might imagine a new kind of
representational dossier that stimulates local actors to create a
common language of accomplishment. A type of resume or

FIGURE 1 | A general model of an activity system (Engeström, 2001).
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personnel file might serve as a boundary object in that it helps
people on either side of the cultural boundary understand what
the other must do to achieve a form of employment security.
Thus, collaboration at the intersection of different activity
systems can lead to joint meaning-making and transformation
of practices (Akkermann and Bakker, 2011).

Star and colleagues have suggested, (e.g. Star and Griesemer
1989; Star and Ruhleder, 1996; Star, 2010) that boundary crossing
and boundary objects provide useful theoretical grounding.
Accordingly, boundary objects can create collective action that
is coherent and recognizable with an organization and between
organizations. This joint recognizability, we suggest, lays the basis
for a shared sense of value creation within and between
organizations. To this point, researchers have paid less
attention to the elements of district-university partnerships
that might serve as boundary objects and how these, in turn,
might support collaboration and communication. We contend
that filling this knowledge gap can help the field understand how
to enhance and create value–in this case, learning–that occurs
within and across these LEA-IHE partnerships.

Value Creation
The possibility of social learning at multiple levels may attract people
and organizations to networks like iLEAD. One level can refer to the
learning to which individuals aspire. Another level is learning that
occurs within a group of people who are part of a community; this
learning is mediated through interactive processes shared by that
group. What people learn can vary from the instrumental, such as
acquiring a new skill or strategy, to the transformative (Argyris and
Schon, 1996). Following Argyris and Schön, organizational actors
engage in double-loop learning when they consider the assumptions

about people and organizations that underlie their actions. Actors
can also engage in triple loop learning, where the beliefs, values, and
norms that undergird their personal, interpersonal, and
organizational efforts are challenged.

We investigate social learning in iLEAD through the lens of
value creation (Wenger et al., 2011). With communities or
networks as the backdrop for social learning activities, Wenger
and colleagues (2011) conceptualize value creation as “the value
of learning enabled by community involvement and networking”
(p. 7); this includes sharing ideas, co-constructing knowledge, and
exchanging experiences. Wenger et al. identify five cycles of value
creation: (1) immediate value (indicated by meaningful activities
and interactions); (2) potential value (indicated by vital resources
including knowledge capital); (3) applied value (indicated by the
implementation of practices); (4) realized value (indicated by
return on investment); and (5) reframing value (indicated by
reconsidering frameworks and notions of success).

The value of learning in a network like iLEAD derives from the
members’ ability to forge shared purpose through common activity
to enhance learning about, in this case, improvement leadership.
This shared purpose and action, in turn, can foster “we-
centeredness” through tools, strategies, and stories–all of which
constitute learning resources for the community members to use
as they work together to solve mutual problems (Wenger et al.,
2011).

METHOD

We use the concepts of activity systems, boundary-crossing,
boundary objects, and value creation to anchor a qualitative

FIGURE 2 | A system of boundary crossing and objects to discipline the activity systems of local education agencies and university schools of education in
partnership.
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content analysis (Mayring, 2000) of four panel interviews that
were part of a summer webinar series examining educational
improvement science responses to COVID-19.1 For analytic
purposes, we treated these webinars as publicly available panel
interview data. Participants were invited because they reported
that their organizations relied on iLEAD partnerships to negotiate
the pandemic’s early demands. Featuring partnerships from New
York, Virginia, and Arizona, the discussions highlighted
perspectives from LEA and IHE representatives and
synthesized lessons on how members leveraged improvement
science and their collaboration to respond to the dilemmas posed
by the pandemic.

Data
We examined for emergent themes and patterns the transcripts
and recordings from four panel interviews featuring the following
partnerships: (1) New York City School Districts (Bronx and
Yonkers)/Fordham University; (2) Chesterfield County Public
Schools (CCPS)/University of Virginia (UVA); (3) Avondale
Elementary School District/Arizona State University (ASU);
and (4) Fairfax County Public Schools (FCPS)/George Mason
University (GMU). Panelists included university faculty and
leaders, as well as school and district administrators (Table 1);

the same Carnegie Foundation executive moderated all of the
discussions. All four partnerships have been active members of
iLEAD since its launch in 2017, except the Avondale Elementary
School District/ASU site which joined the network in 2018. The
discussion with the New York City School Districts and Fordham
University was pre-recorded; all others were conducted live using
Zoom video conferencing, each drawing an audience of about 100
participants. Together, these discussions totaled 215 min and
featured 19 speakers.

Each panel interview, which lasted approximately 50 min,
centered its discussion on a particular theme. For example, the
discussion between New York institutions focused on using
improvement science in educational settings characterized by
persistent equity challenges, (e.g. economically disadvantaged
neighborhoods and school systems). Similarly, the Chesterfield
County/University of Virginia interview drew attention to their
use of improvement science tools to tackle not only the dilemmas
of educational engagement but also the systemic and persistent
social and racial inequities brought into greater relief with the
murder of George Floyd by Minneapolis police (Fernández,
2020). The Fairfax County Public Schools/George Mason
University panelists highlighted their joint efforts to increase
equity and engagement with students and families and teachers
and school leaders involved in their networked improvement
community on school improvement planning. Lastly, members of
the Arizona partnership discussed how they worked together to
address instructional and program coherence. They aimed to be
improvement-minded and user-centered in their approach, and
more intentional in breaking down classroom- and school-level
silos in the Avondale Elementary School District.

TABLE 1 | Panelists’ roles and institutional affiliations.

iLEAD partnership Participant roles Institution affiliation

New York City School Districts/Fordham University Executive Superintendent Bronx Public Schools
Deputy Superintendent Yonkers Public Schools
Academic Response Team Director New York City Department of

Education
Associate Professor, Educational Leadership, Administration, and Policy Fordham University School of

Education
Assistant Professor, Educational Leadership, Administration, and Policy Fordham University School of

Education
Chesterfield County Public Schools/University of
Virginia

Director of School Improvement Chesterfield County Public Schools

Associate Professor University of Virginia
Avondale Elementary School District/Arizona State
University

Superintendent Avondale Elementary School District

Professor and Dean Arizona State University
Associate Professor and Division Director of Teacher Preparation Arizona State University
Co-Director for the Office of Clinical Experiences Arizona State University

Fairfax County Public Schools/George Mason
University

Executive Principal Region 1 Fairfax County Public Schools

Middle School Language Arts Specialists, Instructional Service Fairfax County Public Schools
Manager, Project Support Coach, Instructional Services Fairfax County Public Schools
Secondary Language Arts Coordinator, Instructional Services Fairfax County Public Schools
Provost and Executive Vice President George Mason University
Associate Professor and Director for the Division of Education Leadership
and Policy

George Mason University

Associate Professor, Education Leadership George Mason University
Assistant Professor, Education Leadership George Mason University

1

The webinar series were sponsored by the Carnegie Foundation with support
from the Gates Foundation. The series can be accessed here: https://www.
carnegiefoundation.org/our-work/ilead/improvement-science-in-the-time-of-
covid-19/. Webinar participants were not aware the interviews would be used as
data for the inquiry reported here.
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Analysis
Our analysis proceeded in three stages. First, we read and reread
the transcripts and watched and re-watched the recordings of
each interview to become as familiar as possible with the work of
all four partnerships. Second, we kept track of salient patterns and
themes that emerged when examining the iLEAD members’
responses to questions about their use of improvement science
to jointly address pandemic-related issues–namely, the challenges
of educational engagement, equity, and coherence. Our
conceptual frames enabled us to note evidence of
improvement science thinking, tools, and activities, (e.g. the
use of fishbone diagrams, conducting user-centered
interviews). We also documented instances of boundary
crossing and objects, as well as expressions of mutual benefit,
value creation, and learning associated with work in the
partnership and taking part in the iLEAD network activities.
Finally, we applied axial coding to examine relations between
emergent themes and reduce redundant themes into fewer
categories (Merriam, 2002).

Findings
We found that district and school leaders in all four partnerships
encountered various problems associated with educational
engagement, equity, and coherence. These included technological
and pedagogical challenges, progress monitoring and reporting
concerns, as well as the problem of addressing students’ physical,
social, and emotional health, (e.g. recasting student nutrition
programs to provide for home-schooled students). The data
suggest that university partners’ primary needs revolved around
remaking clinical expectations for in-school assignments for
interns, providing new ways for teacher candidates to acquire
disciplinary knowledge, adding courses for building capacity in
practicing teachers, and shifting the form and substance of graduate
courses for school leaders. We observed that improvement science
helped provide common language, facilitate joint action and
strategy, and foster shared understanding. Also, we found that
personal connections and relationships within each LEA-IHE
partnership and across the iLEAD network served as a
stabilizing force when dealing with the uncertainties of the
pandemic. We report below emergent themes, and concepts
found in the data and illustrate them using descriptive quotes
and excerpts.

Evidence of Improvement Science
Principles, Methods, and Tools
We identified different sets of commentary across the four
partnerships describing the use of improvement science
principles, methods, and tools to address the engagement,
equity, and coherence problems arising from COVID-19. For
example, one executive from Bronx Public Schools remarked how
improvement science allowed them to explore the root causes of
critical dilemmas in their system. She stated,

The pandemic heightened the crisis that we were all
already leading through. And what this time has offered
us is the opportunity to kind of pause and really be

thoughtful about, how are we leveraging our tools? How
are we leveraging the practices of improvement science,
so that crisis leadership doesn’t become the norm, the
way in which we operate? Because there’s so many
different types of crisis facing our communities that
the pandemic really just heightened for us. And so we’ve
been really thinking a lot about how do we leverage
improvement science to really identify what some of our
real problems are, but also to tackle some smaller
problems in order to address the bigger problems of
our communities and our schools.

For others, improvement science allowed for new ways of
tackling problems. A Chesterfield County school district leader,
when describing their system’s probable response to the
pandemic before their partnership with UVA and following it,
said,

I think that before we engaged in this improvement
work and before we really engaged in this new strategic
plan, we would have tried to get our users to fit into our
system rather than shifting the system to support our
users, to impact our users. So I think what this is
allowing us to do, what we’ve learned to do is to be
responsive and to try to not be as rigid based on, “Hey,
this is what we have to offer, figure out where you fit in,
get in where you fit in,” as opposed to, but now really
thinking about what is the impact of what we’re doing?
If it’s not working, how can we pivot?

This respondent’s university partner shared this sentiment of
understanding and responding to the needs of stakeholders. He
observed,

Pre-improvement, I think we would have focused on a
more technical, rational approach. So we’ve got to go out
and do a whole year-long investigation of what does
Chesterfield need and what are the, you know, do a
needs assessment and then do a sort of planning, a big
Gantt chart of what do we need to do to redesign our
courses and then implement the redesign and then, well, it’s
probably time to blow it up and do it again cause it doesn’t
work. So anyway, you get the idea, but the idea is that I’d like
to think that we’re more agile, that we’re more listening
more closely to what it is that colleagues are telling us.

One Fairfax County Public Schools leader also shared this
improvement disposition–fully understanding the problem
before enacting solutions. She commented how before
improvement science, “I would have had 25,000 solutions, and
I wouldn’t have done any root-cause analysis whatsoever; that’s
how I would have approached it.” Her counterpart at George
Mason University agreed, noting that before her introduction to
improvement science, she

Would have gone in, looked up some stuff, whatever
that stuff may have been and created a resource and had
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never considered who was going to use the resource and
would it work for them. So I think that for me has been
very enlightening and eye opening.

A Yonkers Public Schools executive amplified these
reflections of “before improvement, after improvement” by
describing the use of improvement science to understand the
scope of their COVID-19 challenges. She remarked,

So one thing we quickly realized was that we didn’t
have one problem, we had multiple problems of
practice, situated within this whole COVID crisis.
And each problem of practice required an
intervention that was not necessarily, it was
interdependent with the other interventions, right?
And many of the people that we actually tapped to
help solve the problems of practice were needed to
solve multiple problems of practice.

Her colleague in Bronx Public Schools agreed and echoed
these complexities stating that,

If we don’t stop and really think about, one, which
problem, which of the big, which parts of the big
problems we’re trying to solve and really go through
a process to identify the unintended consequences
connected to solving that problemm we will further
deepen the inequities that exist in our community.

Persistent and worsening educational inequities
concerned many iLEAD panelists. One administrator in
the New York partnership observed how the schools in his
network “were pretty uniquely set up to respond to the crisis,”
because improvement science was “sort of how we framed our
entire work.” He and his team had a practice of addressing
context-relevant problems through “rapid, six to eight weeks
cycles” of inquiry and testing. He commented how “we were
able to pivot really quickly because of this,” and “dig in and
attack those points in a school system where inequities were
brewing.” This notion of ongoing learning was shared by a
Chesterfield County leader who said,

Having had this experience and having folks in our school
divisionwho really seek to approachwork from the learner
stance, it really helped us to, even as we responded during
the emergency side, we very early on went in with, “What
are we learning from this as we go along”?

Lastly, Fairfax County Public school leaders pointed to the
advantages of their social infrastructure and in using
improvement science as a common language to begin
addressing challenges and co-constructing strategies. One
administrator commented,

We listen to each other, we listen to our students. And
using this approach, it supports our shared
understanding of the principles of practice that

we’re grappling with at any particular time. And
when I think about communication, we use that
shared language of improvement in our discussions
that way, we’re able to interpret what one another is
doing, and it makes it easier for us to support one
another, as well as get out of the way of one another.

Boundary Crossing for Mutual Benefit
Schools and universities in iLEAD were forced to confront
the pandemic early and recast their partnership relationships
to meet common needs, as well as the needs of their
institutions. The relational trust built as a result of taking
part in iLEAD, along with the shared activity of using
improvement science as a means for learning, seemed to
enable boundary crossing and collaboration. For instance,
one faculty member at Fordham University observed how
their program was a “success,” and a significant departure
from traditional designs because local problems informed the
curriculum and content of practice. She stated,

We’re using improvement science to really bring these
authentic and incredibly important problems of
practice to the center of their learning, that they’re
able to do their work with the support of their
colleagues and faculty and new learnings as part of
their studies, that’s a signal to us that this, that we’re
doing something right this requires a dramatic culture
shift, which arguably is a much bigger culture shift for
higher education than it is for preK-12.

Leaders in Yonkers Public Schools described personnel
with particular assignments and roles taking on new
responsibilities to help address local problems, test change
ideas in other areas of the district or system, and to do so in
cooperation with different leaders and stakeholders. She
remarked,

So, we quickly learned that we could tap central office
administrators, parents, your clericals, your teachers,
and they weren't necessarily serving in that role. They
were serving where the need was so that we can have
rapid cycles.

We noted similar descriptions made by Fairfax County
leaders who suggested that COVID-19 affirmed an already
existing practice of partnering with others outside one’s role
group and department. She said,

These interdepartmental relationships is the work
that we were doing prior to the pandemic. For
years within FCPS, it was understood and expected
that you collaborate with people who were not in your
particular content area. And because we had built
those relationships already, it was seamless to then
come together to then create something that was in
the best interest of students and families.
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Throughout these interviews, partnerships were fundamental in
addressing the myriad challenges brought about by the current
health crisis. COVID-19 has underscored how “in these exceptional
times the standard work processes are no longer holding” and that it
is even more challenging to cultivate an “inquiry stance at a time of
crisis.” Fortunately, as one UVA professor observed, there was a long
history of partnership between the university and district and that
there were numerous UVA faculty also “working with Chesterfield
for quite a while,” who were “working inside the system” to build its
capacity. He characterized the mutualistic learning happening
between their institutions this way:

I think one of the richest things about our iLEAD
partnership is this kind of intertwined capacity
building of both. We’re learning from Chesterfield
about how to build courses that really respond to the
leader’s needs and the needs of a leadership pipeline,
and they’re learning from us about what kind of
research we have about teaching teams and how
teaching teams can help with culturally responsive
teaching.

By trying to “build from the ground up leaders who are able to
begin doing small cycles of inquiry in their schools on just the
smallest kind of issues,” it helped mobilize processes forward so
that courses were formulated to support such functions. In this
way, improvement science served as a bonding agent for these
two institutions with different activity systems. These partners
characterized their joint efforts as “an improvement sandwich,”
with the “bottom slice” being the types of issues and ways of
preparing school leaders to address them. In contrast, the “top
slice” represented the ways to foster and support this
improvement work.

Like the CCPS/UVA partnership, the Avondale Elementary
School District and university leaders in Arizona State University
have had a long history of working together in ways that extended
beyond institutional boundaries. They recognized that despite the
pandemic, their “work needed to continue” and it was not realistic
for them “to just go back and close up shop.” Their subsequent
efforts resulted in a new online resource at the university called the
Sun Devil Learning Labs.2 Premised on a we-centered and
continuous improvement ethos and developed in a “really
short amount of time,” this platform was designed to prototype
new clinical practice opportunities for ASU teacher candidates in
Avondale schools. Simultaneously, the Sun Devil Learning Labs
aided the district in keeping their K-12 students engaged in
instructionally coherent ways. As the superintendent noted,
“We’re in a continuous improvement model, we’re going to
continue to work by pulling people who have that expertise
that we don’t have, that distributed expertise and bringing it to
the table.” Although there were some challenges, these members
acknowledged how their partnership was integral to developing
Sun Devil Learning Lab. As one administrator recounted,

We brought all these people together this was
happening in partnership, bringing that back to the
content faculty so that they could think about how they
needed to adapt. We were just moving in such a rapid
pace that I think our communication was okay. Our
communication could have probably been much
stronger. We were able to build on the partnerships
we had to mobilize quickly and I think we know well
that we can depend on each other.

Value Creation and Learning in Working
Together
Evidence suggests that engagement in iLEAD produced a renewed
sense of the importance of partnership formation by both LEAs
and IHEs and offered direction for deepening both systems’
engagement in partnership. We found an acknowledgment of
longstanding relationships before iLEAD and well-formed
partnerships that served multiple purposes–some transactional
and others for more mutualistic purposes. While variation exists
among the iLEAD sites, we observed that years of participation in
the network appeared to influence movement from initial
identification and coordination of effort to new forms of
learning and reflection and early stages of transformed practice
(Akkermann and Bakker, 2011).

The pandemic was viewed by many as something very new in
its demands on both partners and their partnerships. For
instance, an administrator from Bronx Public Schools
suggested that while COVID-19 was overwhelming, it offered
an opportunity to see future crises in new ways, (i.e. that there was
important learning to be had during this period). This insight
makes visible a type of applied value (Wenger et al., 2011) in
which stakeholders leverage improvement science thinking and
tools to shift their practice. She remarked,

What we also learned with our students and working with our
district partners that not only does it open up the severity of the
crises for which we need to prepare our leaders better to address,
but it also showed that there are opportunities for creativity. That
we don’t have to think about how do we do what we’ve always
been doing within this new constraint. But the new constraint
opens up a chance to work differently.

We observed new ways of boundary-crossing for mutual
learning and benefit in different ways such as the joint
identification of common problems of practice, and the
redesign of graduate courses that both enrolled system leaders
and sought their engagement in course redesign. The chief
executive from George Mason University, for example,
described the nearly 2 decades of partnership with Fairfax
County as having “very similar objectives.” He noted that
while FCPS and GMU were two large complex and diverse
organizations, they had “synergy,” particularly now as
COVID-19 challenged both of their institutions. He described
the iLEAD partnership, and the broader collaboration between
the university and the local schools and districts, as a “living
laboratory” that tackles “big vexing problems” shared by Fairfax
County and other northern Virginia school systems. He
characterized the partnership in this way:2

For information about the Sun Devil Learning Labs: https://education.asu.edu/sdll
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We really think of ourselves as one and the same. And
sometimes universities think themselves in a little bit
different sphere than school districts and school
districts think of universities as a little bit pejorative.
And we haven’t had to work hard to counteract that
because there has been such mutual respect and the
colleagueship has been based upon a commitment to
collaboration.

We found this deference for one another’s professional
knowledge and expertise in the New York partnership also.
One professor stated,

We have formed a cohort of mid-career professionals
who want to pursue their doctorate.

And what we’ve learned is this crisis has created such
enthusiasm for people who want to make a difference,
who themselves have the passion that these issues are
brought to the fore. It’s really pushed us hard to say,
“Okay, we’re going to run a doctoral programwith these
people, we’ve really got to stay up with them, because
they’re going to run ahead of us. To be able to be part of
a doctoral program that is going to take this on is
humbling.

Another faculty member observed how this type of respect for
school-level practitioners was rarely seen in higher education,
whose traditions and activity structures tend to reward
independent thinking and accomplishments. She said,

I think we have incredible, profound respect for our
practice partners, we’re very lucky to be able to work
with them, and we bring ideas and questions to the table
and design around them. I think we’ve been able to
integrate improvement science in authentic ways. You
know, it’s also an ongoing process, obviously, there’s
plenty to learn and we continue to do so. But you know,
that’s I would argue opposite of the norm in higher
education. And so to do this work and not have it be
about teaching people about some tools and some
processes and really have it be, become a space
where great learning’s happening about important
real challenges, right, and action is happening as well
requires a very different approach.

In addition to potential value (Wenger et al., 2011) or
knowledge capital, (e.g. greater knowledge of improvement
science), the data suggest that the relational bonds between
iLEAD members also helped foster immediate value and “we-
centeredness.” The relational bonds may have played a role in
minimizing professional isolation and fostering a level of trust
and learning not usually seen in transactional or service-provision
types of arrangements. For example, one CCPS administrator
recounted a story of how she reached out to her university
counterpart during the Black Lives Matter protests for
strategic guidance:

When everything happened with George Floyd and the
world was looking at our school saying, “So what you
going to do”? My colleague who is our director of
student equity and student support services, we’re
talking, we’re like, “What we going to do”? And I
said, “You know what? I have, I know someone who
can help us think through this and think about how we
should approach it”. And we were able to call him and
he was able to talk us through and really get us to
thinking from this learner stance. She has since ran with
it and we’re doing some great things around training
and professional development and really trying to
prepare for the next year we’re in unchartered
territory and as much as we can learn from each
other and what each of us are doing and how we’re
approaching this work and how we can be there for each
other and with each other as we work for our kids, I
think is what is going to help us get through this and
really learn from this how we can better serve our kids.

DISCUSSION

Disasters are neither solely natural nor technological. Dynes.
(1993) points out, disasters such as the current pandemic are
social. While the precipitating factors in disasters are often
natural or, in the case of COVID-19 biological, disasters as
experienced by individuals and organizations are disruptions
in the social order. The four iLEAD partnerships, whose
responses to the current crisis we analyze for this study,
experience the pandemic as a social phenomenon. For
example, COVID-19 places economic disparities and access to
learning resources in sharper relief. It has given renewed meaning
to the question of what it takes to build engaging pedagogy for all
students. COVID-19 has placed in full display the variation in
learning contexts for many homebound students. LEAs, both
within and outside of iLEAD, have asked themselves, what can we
do when our students do not have a quiet place to work, or when
families have limited devices for learning? It is perhaps not
surprising that this issue, and others like it, would come to the
fore. It redoubles attention to the meaning of systemic inequity
and education’s response to it.

Further, it is not surprising, faced with the pandemic and the
concomitant inequity it brings, that LEAs and IHEs in iLEAD are
wrestling with technology in new ways. Overnight, IT
departments moved closer to the center stage of organizational
life and LEAs are now facing novel student attendance and
engagement challenges. Districts and schools are sorting out
what newly collected data from remote learning settings reveal
about genuine engagement vs. simple presence.

For all these partnerships, and the old and new dilemmas that
accompany COVID-19, the grand challenge they face is
maintaining the adults’ well-being while focusing on students’
social-emotional and academic needs. Our study suggests that
we-centered partnerships may be attractive because they enable
mutually beneficial social arrangements, which provide
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intellectual buffering–organizational slack–from the pandemic’s
onslaught on the social order in educational environments.

Bourgeois (1981), following Cyert and March. (1963), defines
organizational slack as “cushion of actual or potential resources
which allow an organization to adapt successfully to internal
pressures for adjustment or to external pressures for change in
policy, as well as to initiate changes in strategy with respect to the
external environment” (p. 30). One way to see what mutual
beneficial partnership arrangements bring to organizations is
intellectually based organizational slack. That is, the
partnerships give participants the space to think and strategize
in disciplined ways. We briefly highlight below what some of this
buffering protection looks based on our findings from the iLEAD
partnerships.

Avoiding Chaotic Responses
The crucial charge for all public agencies, including universities and
K-12 systems, when hit by disasters is to keep their wits about
them–not to become overwhelmed and prodded into ill-considered
actions when faced with urgent disruption in their educational,
social order. Organizations and their leaders induce even more
chaos in already troubled waters by engaging in what Bryk et al.
(2015) call “solutionists,” the tendency to roll out organizational
fixes before the problem is fully understood. The partnerships we
explore here demonstrate agility to their response to COVID-19
while also maintaining a palpable reflectivity. For example, they do
not hew toward shoehorningmultiple old solutions into this unique
and uncertain crisis. Given that the present partnerships are made
up of “boundary-crossers,” we suspect that an early tendency in
mutually beneficial collaborations–when novel and complex
challenges present themselves–is to venture across institutional
borders and seek counsel.

From an organizational slack perspective (Bourgeois, 1981), the
simple act of consultation aids in thinking things through more
carefully and deliberately. It slows the all-too-normal tendency
toward administrative and executive action before enough
information is available for consideration. One behavior we
frequently hear about in these interviews, which seem to define
these partnerships as mutually beneficial, is the organizational
propensity to listen. In light of such a predisposition, we see that
when equity-based challenges present themselves, the presence of
partnership offers the opportunity to listen to a novel inter-
organizational perspective that is, perhaps, not readily available
intra-organizationally.

Our investigation of the partnerships’ responses to the
pandemic reveals a sense of attentiveness in light of chaotic
educational conditions. In confronting the challenges before
them, these LEAs and IHEs draw on their partnerships as a
wellspring of relationships to meet the ever-changing demands.
They lean on their social arrangements, which are premised on
shared language, tools, and principles, to find stability and support
to help lessen the social disorder that accompanies the pandemic.

Problem Recognition and Response
Like with other disasters (not of an education variety), we suggest
that clear-headed recognition of, and response to, problems
matters a great deal. We see these iLEAD partnerships bank

on improvement science, and the disciplining set of resources and
tools it offers, to create the intellectual space so they can be better
at problem recognition and response. Among other things, we see
partnerships use root-cause analysis, as well as Plan-Do-Study-
Act (PDSA) cycles (Langley et al., 2009) to learn to continually
adapt and coordinate collective action to address educational
engagement, equity, and coherence.

Schools, such as those in Fairfax County, use root-cause
analysis to allow LEA leaders to see how schools are
experiencing the negative impacts from COVID-19 and then
mount a quick response, (e.g. decreased attendance, low student
engagement in virtual platforms). Likewise, we see some districts
use these methods to conduct evidence-based pivoting in the
provision of coherent online instruction learning.

The Sun Devil Learning Lab at Arizona State University has
enabled partners to attend to teacher candidates’ needs and local
schools’ needs. We see this response as particularly elegant and
agile. Partners respond to the demands of teacher preparation
changes while continuing to deliver instruction and service to
both university and K-12 students. Given that the Sun Devil
Learning Lab amounts to a rapid-testing facility, members of the
Arizona partnership have been able to construct a much-needed
space to think through ideas and potential solutions in a
coordinated manner before acting. Coordination like this is
critical if iLEAD partners are to respond to pandemic-induced
changes to their systems in meaningful ways.

The Power of Diverse Colleagueships
iLEAD partners realize that one of the benefits of their social
arrangements is the opportunity to slow down and learn from
trusted colleagues. Trust and shared activity has enabled these
colleagues to have access to critical thought partnership when
advice is critically needed or when problems are too daunting for
any one organization to tackle on its own (Brown and Poortman,
2018; Bryk and Schneider, 2002; Bryk et al., 2015). From an
activity systems standpoint (Engeström, 2001), tools such as the
Developmental Progressions Framework (Supplementary
Appendix A) enable partners to move beyond institutional
boundaries and understand what strengths they possess both
inter and intra-organizationally (Akkermann and Bakker, 2011).
Knowing one’s partner’s strengths and what skills and
dispositions one can rely upon in moments of crisis is crucial
and not arrived at quickly. Collaborative engagements like the
ones we analyze here have supported LEAs and IHEs in building
these essential understandings. With the benefit of the considered
and diverse analysis, the partners determine when to deploy
decisions and take action faster than they could without such
a wellspring of relational knowledge. The partnerships allow
them to work at a rate that makes sense for the problem at
hand. Adding usable time in partnerships may, on the face of it,
seem counterintuitive. On multiple occasions in the interviews,
LEA and IHE leaders reported how colleagues who were not
engaged in continuous improvement work cautioned them about
the pandemic and its impact on their partnerships. Almost
certainly, they would say, the COVID-19 crisis would short
circuit their iLEAD work, the progress they have made toward
the creation of mutually beneficial arrangements, as well as
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remove any time they had to devote to partnership development
efforts. Yet these data suggest the opposite to be true.

The leaders whose work we report in this paper indicates that
the pandemic accelerated the partnership’s power. We think what
others outside these arrangements fail to see is that shared language,
principles, tools, and methods expand useful and diverse colleagues’
sphere. It allows organizations to problem-solve with more
confidence when they and their colleagues share common
ground, problems, aims, and expectations; it also affords the
creation different types of value and learning (Wenger et al., 2011).

Some scholars, such as Page (2008), suggest that diversity is a
crucial resource in problem-solving and draw attention to what
Page describes as idea diversity. Idea diversity (which is different
from but related to demographic diversity) is an essential resource
in an organization’s ability to make progress in responding to
vexing problems. When faced with uncertain situations, teams
who are more cognitively diverse (in knowledge, perspectives,
and ideas) deploy different heuristics to tackle the challenge at
hand, thus resulting in accelerated learning and performance.

The Sun Devil Learning Lab, in all likelihood, could not have
happened without a diverse colleagueship to draw upon. The
colleagues across the social arrangements we analyze here
understand that reciprocal partnerships are not time-sinks but,
indeed, are time-amplifiers. Resources such as standard tools and
language, (e.g. the Developmental Progressions Framework),
along with the ability to see problems in a contextual and
systems-minded way, may, paradoxically, add time to solving
problems instead of constraining it.

CONCLUSION

While it is perhaps singular in the enormity of social disruptions,
we can be sure other educational disasters will follow COVID-19.
Whether realized or not, catalyzing we-centered, mutually
beneficial partnerships, like those described here, are an exercise
in social infrastructure emergency preparedness. Emergency
preparedness is the assemblage of efforts that individuals make
to keep social order before, during, and after an emergency. The
present analysis suggests that the years these participants have
spent building intellectual, social, and pedagogical relationships
have paid organizational and community dividends in their ability
to mitigate social disorder brought about by this pandemic.

On the one hand, the message to other organizations and
communities from these four iLEAD partnerships’ experiences is
to underscore the social dimensions of educational disasters. On

the other hand, present results indicate that deep collaborative
work is needed to catalyze diverse colleagueships. All that they
entail, including shared tools, common language, and developing
boundary-crossing ability, is worth it. The work of the
partnerships highlighted here suggests social infrastructures
will pay practical preparedness returns in the next disaster
that is undoubtedly to come.
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Leadership in the Time of COVID:
Connecting Community Resources to
Meet the Needs of North Carolina
Students
Douglas C. Price and Katherine Cumings Mansfield*

The University of North Carolina at Greensboro, Greensboro, NC, United States

The purpose of this brief research report is to share what we learned conducting an
exploratory pilot study on how school leaders in North Carolina responded to changes
wrought by the onset of the novel Coronavirus in early 2020. In many ways, North Carolina
is a distinctive case because it exists in what is commonly referred to as the Urban/Rural
Divide; but, it is also similar to other cases in that educators must be adaptable and flexible
in a situation that is constantly in flux. Some early findings confirmed our hunches about
how educators were faring in this new world we face. Other discoveries, however, were
truly that: discoveries, leading us to two new areas of future research: 1) examining more
deeply the weighty connections between past political decisions around public
infrastructure (e.g., broadband) and many of the current crizes facing school leaders;
and 2) continuing to expand our collection of cases that illustrate ways a broad collection of
community stakeholders can emerge as educational leaders.

Keywords: educational leadership, COVID-19, technology, online learning, community partnerships, teacher
leadership, shared leadership

INTRODUCTION

From the onset of the novel Coronavirus, K-12 school districts across the state of North Carolina
were obliged to consider fresh ways to approach educating students. The novelty of the impact of the
virus came not from the virus itself, but rather in the dynamic differences in which districts addressed
challenges to provide educational services, adequately support students, and successfully collaborate
with community entities.

North Carolina exists in what is commonly referred to as the “Urban/Rural Divide.” Of 100
counties in North Carolina, 64 of them are classified as “rural” counties, while the remaining 36
counties are classified as “urban” (NC Gov, 2018). To further demonstrate, the North Carolina K-12
landscape includes 115 school districts, comprised of 100 districts for each county and 15 “city-
schools” which are smaller school systems within a larger school district. Additionally, there are
almost 200 charter schools that are distinct from the district in which they reside.

Because of the vast differences in county-outlay that exists, each district and its leaders had to
think contextually to adequately address basic community needs as quickly as possible. For some
districts, this meant placing food and nutrition services as the top priority, while other districts honed
in on swiftly implementing 1:1 computers or other technology (e.g., Chromebooks) so students may
access educational resources at home. Further, many districts had to contend with the issue of
internet access in some capacity: For example, some district leaders were challenged by the varying
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percentages of students without internet access due to non-
adoption at home, while other districts lacked access in
entirety due to lack of fiber for broadband in the region. Thus,
obstacles vary across state contexts due to very different causes
such as overall economic well-being of families or state policy and
contractual decisions that impact entire regions. Before
continuing our report, we first share how we approached this
iterative research.

METHOD

Since the purpose of this paper is to share what we learned
conducting a pilot study that was exploratory in nature, the
discussion of our methods are limited to the first steps of two
policy studies to be developed and completed at a later date. As
Yanow (2000) pointed out, the first concern of a researcher
interested in understanding how policy is interpreted and enacted
is to find a way to “enter the field” (p. 27). The second concern is for
the researcher to figure out what data needs to be collected and how.
As Yanow explained, many policy researchers are already “in the
field” which is true of us, the authors.1 Thus, entrée was not a major
concern for us, at least at this stage of our research processes. Rather,
accessing local knowledge via identifying interpretive communities
and sources of data was our point of departure, which is
described next.

Document Analysis
Written sources were (and continue to be) very important for the
purposes of this exploration, as they provided background on the
issues and helped us identify “policy-relevant actors” (Yanow, 2000,
p. 37) including formal agencies and informal community groups.
Written sources included government documents in the form of
Gubernatorial Executive Orders, legislative policy documents, and
agency memos as well as reports from news sources (print and
television). One publication that was especially helpful was EdNC
(For additional information, please, visit: https://www.ednc.org).

These sources of data not only helped us gain a clearer
understanding of political decision making, but is also helping
us construct a timeline of events that include details of how local
education agencies (LEAs) are expected to respond to, or pivot
from, past, present, and projected circumstances. In addition, to
mapping out the policy terrain, we have discovered key actors
with whom we might speak to as our future research plans
emerge, depending on our purposes and foci. For example,
Governor Roy Cooper is an obvious key player in leadership
in the time of COVID. But, as of this writing, we do not know if he
will be one of the stakeholders with whom we speak.

Conversational Interviews
Oral sources of data, as alluded to above, will be very important to
our future work. We regularly update our list of policy
stakeholders as we examine additional written sources of
material. For the purposes of this pilot study, we took
advantage of our personal and professional connections to
chat informally with key people to access local knowledge as
Yanow advises (p. 37).

For example, Dr Lory Morrow, the former district
superintendent of Lincoln County, was a critical source who
was able to provide not only first-hand knowledge of the district
in which she served, but she also could provide direct insight to
both the personal thought process and the internal nuances of
what was considered before implementing the exterior Wi-Fi
offering for Lincoln County Schools.2

Observation
A third important data source for us is observation. To date,
COVID-19 has limited us to observing online recordings of
school board meetings. However, future collection will most
likely take advantage of recorded legislative sessions coupled
with continued examination of meeting agendas, notes, and
reports. We agree with Yanow (2000, p. 39) that observation
is an excellent way to access local knowledge, especially in terms
of nonverbal language, uses of objects, and interactions between
different communities of meaning. However, our decision to
attend state Senate meetings in person, for example, will
obviously depend on not only our individual research
purposes, but the current conditions and manifestations of the
novel Coronavirus in our personal and professional contexts.

In conclusion, at this stage of the research process, conducting
document analysis, reading policy artifacts, and speaking
informally with key people helped us achieve our goal of
having an overall understanding of how the state of North
Carolina has responded/is responding to COVID-19 thus far,
the focus of this short research report. Next, we narrate the story,
presented in three sub-sections: Early Policy Context and
Timeline, Three Leadership Exemplars, and Time Marches
On. We conclude with a Discussion section that briefly
outlines future research plans.

RESULTS

Early Policy Context and Timeline
On Friday, March 14, 2020 Governor Roy Cooper made the
announcement that closed down all schools beginning on
Monday, March 16th, in an attempt to halt the spread of the
novel Coronavirus (Executive Order No. 117, 2020). As time went

1

Taken together, the authors have over 50 years’ experience teaching and leading in
K-12 settings. The first author is a long-time North Carolina teacher with strong
connections to state law makers, school boards and Superintendents, as well as
parents and other community members. The second author is currently a professor
in North Carolina with training and expertize in policy analysis methods, currently
mentoring the first author in a policy research apprenticeship. Both authors are
parents of children and/or young adults who attend public schools and/or
universities. Taken together, our lived experiences inform this work.

2

Written informed consent was not obtained from the individual(s) for the
publication of any potentially identifiable images or data included in this article
in accordance with (local/national guidelines and/or IRB committee decision).
That is, documents are publicly available and only public figures were contacted for
comment; thus, this exploratory study is considered by our university IRB as
exempt.
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on, the Governor was pressed to make continuous extensions of
school closures, first by one month and then ultimately for the
remainder of the 2019–2020 school year. Moving into summer,
Governor Cooper and other statewide leaders implemented a
three-tier plan for school districts to consider before making any
official order. These plans were known as Plan A, Plan B, and Plan
C. Plan A involved in-person learning in the traditional sense,
though still abiding by CDC guidelines for social distancing and
face coverings. Plan B was a hybrid model that included a
combination of both in-person and remote learning. Plan C
was restricted to remote learning from home.

In each scenario, districts were allowed the flexibility to create
the blueprint for execution for each plan model, as long as they
still adhered to CDC restrictions and North Carolina Department
of Human and Health Services (NCDHHS) guidance. However,
while districts were given autonomy to create blueprints, the
Governor would ultimately decide how schools should proceed
throughout the 2020–2021 school year. As the summer
progressed, and the Coronavirus began a second influx with
higher numbers of positive cases and deaths in North Carolina
[North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services
(NCDHHS), 2020], Governor Roy Cooper, with input from Dr
Mandy Cohen, head of NCDHHS announced on July 14 that
schools must implement Plan B hybrid), but could opt into Plan C
(fully remote) if they felt the need (Granados, 2020). In addition
to the Executive Order, the North Carolina State Legislature
created their own legislative bill as a part of the Federal
CARES Act (U.S. Senate, Finance, 2020), which mandated that
all schools in North Carolina must have a start date no later than
August 17. Within the months’ time span, a total of 72 out of the
115 traditional districts opted to move into a version of Plan C,
with the remaining in a version of Plan B [North Carolina School
Boards Association (NCSBA), 2020]. Additionally, many of the
districts created their own Virtual Academy3, housed and run by
the district themselves, so that students could opt into remote
learning regardless of what plans the district executed for the
quarter or semester.

For the purpose of this paper, there will be a distinction made
in the type of remote learning that the State engaged with
throughout the time of Covid-19. For the spring, this will be
denoted as Emergency Remote Learning (ERL), as districts had
less than one week to pivot from the traditional classroom to
online. Additionally, students, parents, teachers, and leaders were
also working on an assumption of return before the end of the
school year during this time, which ultimately did not occur as the
virus’ impact grew. For the fall, this will be denoted as Structured
Remote Learning (SRL). However, it should be noted in the offset
that neither scenario is a true version of remote learning.
Pedagogically speaking, neither version was implemented with

the intent to build or scaffold student learning, but instead was
meant to fill the gap of providing a basic education for students.4

School is a constitutional right and is also the law for K-12
students in North Carolina (Article 26, n.d.) and so it must be
provided in some fashion. Future research will probe the
interpretation and enactment of state law around students’
rights in addition to different types of remote learning.

In the onslaught of COVID-19, and as the State progressed
into its ERL instruction, there arose an abundance of various
needs across the State that demanded immediate responses from
educational leaders. As alluded to prior, the urban/rural divide
within North Carolina underscored the intense need for nuance
from district to district. As it stood, the most pressing concerns
that were publicized included: feeding students, all-encompassing
technology needs, social and emotional concerns, curriculum and
pedagogical delivery, and school calendar needs and flexibility.
Additional concerns, while ancillary to the execution of school,
were just as important to address. These matters included
planning for both short and long term curriculum execution
in the spring as well as the fluctuating expectations of families/
educators toward educators/families.

It is also of note that in March, two weeks before students were
required to learn remotely from home, the North Carolina state
primary elections were held wherein voters made clear that the
current State Superintendent, Mark Johnson would not be the
ticket favorite to run for Lieutenant Governor. Not only did he
forfeit his seat in order to run for Lieutenant Governor: Johnson
also lost the bid to run for his party as the candidate of choice for
the 2020 November election. This is important because these
events seriously impacted the level and commitment of leadership
presented by the State Superintendent during this crisis, as many
districts sought for direct leadership to be presented from the
State department. The State Superintendent’s voice was
noticeably absent from many State Board meetings, emergency
meetings, and other necessary meetings that would have proven
prudent for the State educational leader to be present and
accounted for. This left many districts and educational
associations scrambling to create their own plans of execution,
and to determine what was best for their own diverse districts
embedded within the context of the state as a whole. While there
seemed to be an absence of leadership from some political
entities, publicly-accessible media highlighted cases where local
actors stepped in to fill that void which is described next.

Three Leadership Exemplars
Teachers as Leaders
One of the most prominent issues that arose during ERL was the
issue of curriculum execution. When the initial announcement
was made that schools would be working from home for a two-
week period, districts were informed that they could only execute
review material only, rather than move forward with new

3

These Virtual Academies (and separate from the state’s 3 statewide virtual
academy options) were created by some school districts across the State as a
means to allow families to commit fully to being enrolled in online learning,
regardless of what decisions would be made during the Fall and Winter months of
the 2020/2021 school year. An example of this is Durham County’s IGNITE
Academy: https://ignite.dpsnc.net/

4

It is beyond the scope of this short report to go into details about specific
pedagogies. However, the reader is advised to consult the work of Melanie
Kitchen, one educator who is providing excellent support to K-12 teachers:
https://sites.google.com/view/curatorofcreativity/blended-learning
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teaching content. There were a number of reasons behind this
decision. The primary driver was that state leadership preferred to
pause to perceive if the shutdown would be extended beyond the
initial two-weeks. It seemed logical to many that if students
returned after the two-week shutdown, then they should be
able to engage with new content then. The secondary driver
concerned access to technology and broadband. The initial
decision to pause curriculum advancement allowed districts to
take stock of the scope of their equity needs in terms of
technology and broadband, and to determine what would be
needed should the stay-at-home orders remain beyond the initial
two-week period.

Meanwhile, teachers across the state were beginning to grow
more concerned over the social/emotional aspect for students, as
they were entering into unchartered territory relating to the
pandemic. Too many unknowns existed at the offset, and
teachers began to immediately notice their “students (were)
nervous and picking up on the stresses of their families and
communities” Morris, 2020a.

Immediately following the announcement of the two week
stay-at-home order, a team of educators from across the state
collaborated to create an online resource that would house review
materials to be accessed and implemented by teachers and
parents across the state. In North Carolina, the Burroughs
Welcome Fund - a national medical non-profit with a focus
on STEM education and grant making - awards nine teachers
from across the state as the Regional Teachers of the Year (RTOY)
(NCDPI, 2015). From this group of nine, Mariah Morris was
named North Carolina State Teacher of the Year (STOY), who
was then nominated by the state for the National Teacher of the
Year program.

Mariah Morris (2019 STOY) envisioned and led a
collaboration comprised of the 2019 RTOY that designed and
developed an online video resource for teachers and parents
called, Teaching on Your Time (T.O.Y.T.).5 With this
resource, teachers created lessons that followed the guideline
of being “review only” material, and also developed video
lessons that would fall into two categories: elementary or
secondary. In the beginning of this program, the 2019 State
and Regional TOYs created the first round of video lessons
that were delivered. The content ranged from hands-on
science creation to read alouds with an art and ELA
component to American civics (Morris, 2020b). After the first
round of videos were delivered online, Mrs. Morris took her
leadership and expanded her teacher outreach beyond the RTOY.
Within the first week of the video lessons being executed, Mrs.
Morris sent out an “all-call” to any teacher or individual who
wanted to submit a lesson for consideration into the database.
Additional teachers from across state contributed lessons that
were rich in review content and challenged participants to engage
in learning through differentiated instruction. As lessons were

submitted toMrs. Morris, she introduced each lesson through her
own video editing software, and loaded them onto a formal
YouTube channel (2020), where the video lessons spanned
from March 16, 2020–May 19, 2020 (Morris, 2020c).

For Mrs. Morris (2020), the drive behind the creation of
(Lindenberg, 2020) T.O.Y.T. stemmed from a desire to have
teachers “rally behind students” in a different way as
educational systems had to think creatively in how to connect
with students. But also, the motivation to create T.O.Y.T. was so
that students could “create a connection with a classroom
teacher” during the time of ERL and that students “could see
a friendly, calm teacher during school closure” (Morris, 2020).

District Office as Leaders
One of the most critical issues preeminent during the COVID-19
crisis is the issue of technology and broadband access. Some
school district leaders were particularly challenged to meet this
critical need. For example, referring back to the “urban/rural
divide” at the onset of this article, North Carolinians’ equal access
to broadband sits as one of the most critical barriers that brings
the urban/rural divide to the fore. For rural North Carolinians,
limited access to broadband adoption options (i.e., one provider
in rural vs. three or more providers in urban areas (NCGICC,
2019)), as well as limited broadband speeds, known as megabits
per second (mbps), highlighted the critical urgency that exists in
many districts. The barrier was no longer framed around who had
access to the internet; the barrier was now framed as who has
access to their state constitutional right to an education (Hoke
Cnty. Bd. of Educ. v. State, 2013). Many school districts took it
upon themselves to discover creative solutions that would allow
students and community members to obtain access needed for
any version of online learning.

For example, Lincoln County, a district that sits Northwest of
Mecklenburg County, is home to the metro-hub Charlotte.
Lincoln County is not considered an urban county, nor is it
considered rural (NC Rural Center, 2020), though parts of its
geography may be considered as rural. In this district sits twenty-
three traditional public schools, and not all of these schools are
considered as one-to-one in regard to computer access. Central
office personnel for Lincoln County, including the assistant
superintendent, noticed that during the start of COVID, many
staff members were spending time in the school parking lot to
access the buildings Wi-Fi network. The most common reason
for this was that those individuals lived in the areas of Lincoln
County where internet access is unreliable. Moreover, Dr Lory
Morrow, Lincoln County Superintendent, stated in a podcast
interview that “internet access is a barrier for some (of our)
families” (Jackson, 2020). But, for Dr Morrow and her team, it
was not just access to course materials they worried about. Rather,
providing internet access was about “creating opportunities for
students to be in relationship with teachers and other students”
(Rash, 2020).

According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2019), 79% of Lincoln
County residents subscribe to broadband internet services.
However, it is also important to note that this data is both
outdated (adoption rates from 2014–2018), and the way in
which the Bureau previously calculated adoption rates before

5

It is important to note that the first author, as one of the nine regional “Teachers of
the Year,” was part of Mariah’s TOY team that implemented her TOYT initiative.
This first-hand experience and insider information was especially helpful in the
time of COVID when other observation efforts were stymied.

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org February 2021 | Volume 5 | Article 6151014

Price and Mansfield COVID Leadership for NC’s Students

92

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


2019 brings concern to the reliability of the data itself (Horrigan,
2019).

The announcement by Governor Roy Cooper regarding the
closing of schools was made on Friday, March 16th. In the weeks
that followed, some of the central office staff, including Dr
Morrow, Steve Hoyle (Director of Technology) and Heath
Belcher (Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum), noted the
usage of the Wi-Fi in the parking lot by both students and
teachers. Within two and half weeks following the March 16th
announcement, the team came together to develop an exterior
Wi-Fi option at many Lincoln County schools, an option not
previously available. Dr Morrow and her team in Lincoln County
knew that deploying school buses into communities that were
loaded with Wi-Fi as a traveling hotspot had already been
accomplished across the nation. But Dr Morrow’s team also
recognized that the parameters of their setup would have to be
different due to their county’s topography: “think sports stadium”
(Rash, 2020).

For this team, they had to consider where the funding for this
allocation would come from. ExteriorWi-Fi, cable, and access points
had to be installed for each building, running between $350 and $450
each, totaling $8,050–$10,350. In this case, the funding resource for
this particular innovation came from federal E-rate reimbursement
funds (L. Morrow, personal communication, September 28, 2020).

Community Partners as Leaders
While many communities and districts were scrambling to ensure
equitable access to broadband and other technologies, other
school districts across North Carolina were searching for how
to address a more basic student need: steady meals.
Acknowledging Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Mcleod, 2020),
districts were recognizing that for many of their students the
physiological needs would have to be met before they could begin
to consider how to address content and curriculum. According to
the Annie E. Casey Foundation (2020) 58.6% of North Carolina
students enrolled as Free and Reduced Lunch during the 2018–19
school year. From this same organization (2020), the data from
2016 to 2018 shows that 21% of all North Carolina children were
living in households that became food insecure at some point
during the school year. That number has remained relatively
constant, within three percentage points, since 2009 for the State
(Kids Count Data Center, 2020).

For example, Duplin County sits just southeast of Raleigh,
the State’s capital, and directly north of Wilmington, in what is
known as the Southeast Region. The counties within this
region are also a part of what is known geographically as
the Coastal Plain; more accurately, Duplin sits in what is noted
as the Inner Coastal Plain, since it does not have a direct outlay
to the Atlantic Ocean. Understanding the geography of Duplin
County is necessary in understanding that COVID-19 is not
the first emergency that this county has faced. As it sits close to
the coastal waters, Duplin County and the surrounding coastal
counties, deal often with the threat of (and sometimes the
direct impact of) hurricanes. Flooding, debris, and other
aspects of a typical hurricane have impacted this county
before. Responding to an emergency situation when schools
have been shut down is not a new situation. And yet, COVID-

19 was a new situation because it impacted more than just the
schools.

In response to the need for regular meals for students, Jabe
Largen, the pastor of Faison United Methodist Church, along
with members of La Roca Church of the Nazarene, developed a
ministry entitled the Abundance Program. This program has
been around for several years, established to address food
insecurity during the summer months when students would
not be in school sessions. According to Pastor Largen in an
interview with EdNC (Parker, 2020), “Students lose about 10
meals per week during the summermonths”when school is not in
session. The Abundance Program served as an immediate
responder to students in the community when COVID-19
shut schools down. However, the huge influx of need
impacted the realization of the program during the pandemic
in two significant ways: the inability to purchase food in bulk and
the necessity of additional volunteers. In the past, for situations
like hurricanes, neither purchasing in bulk nor having adequate
volunteerism was a problem. Whereas, during COVID-19,
potential volunteers were essentially under lock-down and
stores and other outlets could not keep up with community
demand.

In order to address these issues, Pastor Largen reached out to
the community at large for support. In response to this call, Pastor
Largen was able to establish partnerships with local restaurants
who each committed to keeping the Abundance Program alive
during these unprecedented times. The solution: Local
restaurants would take turns making meals each day of the
week. In addition, several community organizations took
ownership of paying the bill for the supplies and services
involved with this effort. Thus, this combination of
community effort was able to address the problem of buying
in bulk and the need for more volunteers. As a result, students in
the county would still partake in regular school meals despite the
challenges wrought by the pandemic. Parker (2020) noted in her
article coverage of this crisis response, “This is what it looks like to
solve two fundamental problems during a pandemic. The
Abundance Program, with the support of the community, is
also doing its part by keeping these small businesses in business.”

Time Marches On (And So Do the
Challenges)
As of this writing, the state of North Carolina is now out of ERL
and into more of SRL, with some nuances. To begin, prior to
opening in the fall, Governor Cooper allowed for school districts
across the state to enter into one of two learning options: hybrid
learning (Plan B) or fully remote learning (Plan C) (Burns, 2020).
Districts were required to outline details on how they would
address each plan before the Governor’s official announcement.
District leaders would also need to show adherence to NCDHHS
guidelines if they opted for the hybrid option. Thereafter, all plans
must be submitted to NCDPI for approval. Additionally, the
North Carolina General Assembly mandated that schools needed
to begin no later than August 17, 2020, to presumably allow
districts the opportunity to compensate for lost instructional
time. It is of special note that this start date was created at the
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end of the Spring by the General Assembly (2020) before
COVID-19 positive test and death rates soared in North
Carolina, and before school districts were informed of which
Plan they could enact starting in the fall. Traditionally, schools
across the state have begun around the fourth Monday of the
month of August (NCGA, 2020). More recently, Governor
Cooper also announced that only K-5 schools would be
permitted to open up at full class capacity, called Plan A, still
with NCDHHS guidance, based on “North Carolinians having
doubled down on our safety and prevention efforts and stabilized
our (coronavirus case) numbers. The science of lower viral spread
among younger children also backs up our decision” (Burns and
Fain, 2020).

As schools began in Plan B and Plan C throughout the state,
neither option eradicated the dire needs that many of students
were still experiencing during ERL. Rather, the issues discussed in
each leadership exemplar are still in effect during SRL. These
stop-gap measures, while important to local actors and praized in
written and visual media, did not become part of the larger
conversation across the state. That is, political actors such as the
Governor and General Assembly did not initiate a political
agenda to remedy continued unmet needs of educational
access and child hunger until significantly later into the
COVID crisis, particularly in mid to late fall. None of the
leadership that was analyzed above was meant to establish
long-term solutions to deeper rooted issues that have
remained for many years. Instead, they created short-term
solutions to address an emergency situation. As we have
moved into SRL the critical conditions still remain: Not every
student has reliable or any access to broadband, and many
families are still struggling with hunger and food insecurity.

The State Superintendent of Public Instruction Mark Johnson
was consistently and vocally absent during much of the ERL.
While Governor Roy Cooper had his place in creating Executive
Orders that impacted the trajectory of schools, Superintendent
Johnson had the elected responsibility to help lead the State’s
districts through a tumultuous time of transition. Instead, much
of the transitional leadership came from the State Board of
Education (SBE), a politically appointed board. It should be
noted that the role of the Superintendent and the SBE is
meant to be a theoretical balance of powers in the educational
sector. Both are meant to work in harmony and complement each
other in this space; but one is meant to be the face of education
and lead the charge in times including crisis: that of the
Superintendent.

This lack of leadership left districts scrambling, most especially
in the onset of the virus and school closures moving into ERL. As
the summer progressed and the eventual announcement of
schools moving into SRL was made, Superintendent Johnson
continued to remain silent in his elected space. At this point,
many districts felt that they had a better handle on their local
situations and knew what to expect based on their experiences in
the spring, and the State Board of Education produced many
guiding documents to assist districts as they prepared to move
forward in the fall.

As the state moves forward with SRL and makes the eventual
move into full time, face to face learning environments, the needs

exacerbated by the pandemic, and highlighted by the authentic
leadership scenarios, are ever present. Dr Morrow and her team
succinctly pinpointed the disparity that still remains in regard to
access to broadband across the State. Digital equity is an extensive
dilemma that is impacted by the geography and topography of the
State. In a 2018 report conducted within the State, it was found
that at 259,000 households did not have “adequate access to
broadband,” while at least half of all households across the State
have no access to broadband due to financial constraints
(NCDIT, 8). To further highlight the former picture of the
Urban/Rural divide, it is noted that the “state’s rural areas are
particularly affected by the lack of access with 95 percent of those
without service in rural communities” (NCDIT, 8).

Funding and directives from the General Assembly
throughout the years have also lacked in directly addressing
the broadband gap, which further accentuates the “urban/
rural” divide. However, since the incursion of COVID-19, and
with the help of federally funded initiatives such as the HEROES
Act, the Governor of North Carolina has committed to over $12m
in grants to eleven of the rural counties to obtain access to high-
speed internet, known as the GREAT Grant (NC Governor Roy
Cooper, 2020). Additionally, the General Assembly appropriated
an additional $10m to the same GREAT Grant (General
Assembly of North Carolina (GANC), 2020b) labeled as
“student connectivity,” as well as a $2.5m grant for satellite-
based internet service for those in areas with no internet access
(General Assembly of North Carolina (GANC), 2020a).

DISCUSSION

Our exploration into leadership in the time of COVID showed
examples of a troubling lack of leadership by those elected to do
just that: Lead North Carolina schools in times of crizes.
However, other formal leaders at the local level worked against
serious constraints to try to meet the needs of their students and
teachers. We chose to focus on three exemplars that focused on
the ways that educators, both formal and informal, are able to
develop their roles in meaningful ways to transform into leaders
of the educational space. The central factor in each leaders’
decision-making and thought processes was clear: Doing what
is in the best interests of students.

Beyond forefronting student needs, we discern that each
scenario was made possible by the strong, creative disposition
of each emerging leader. We learned that each community
stakeholder recognized what had already existed within their
space, both locally and beyond, and understood that having a
solutions-oriented approach would only come from a grounded
ingenuity. Because of their resourcefulness and innovation, each
of these educational leaders subsequently designed a blueprint for
how other leaders and communities could proactively respond to
the emergency of this crisis.

While these efforts are to be applauded, they still do not, nor
cannot, ensure that every North Carolinian will have reliable
access to broadband, at least for now. Efforts to create access and
equality to student connectivity must be met with funding
mechanisms that go beyond simple grants, or non-recurring
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funding routes. While we were well-aware of North Carolina’s
context, including the Urban/Rural Divide, we were relatively
ignorant of the long political history around the development of
public infrastructure and particular communities contracting
with certain companies. Indeed, as we continue to sift through
the archives, we are finding troubling connections between past
political decisions and the current crizes facing communities and
schools across the state. This theme has especially piqued the
interest of the first author and is quickly becoming a springboard
for future dissertation research that utilizes historical and critical
policy analysis methods.

In addition, we are learning much about the work of local,
state, and federal dollars and/or grants that have been designed to
help combat hunger and food insecurity. And we were delighted
to discover the many creative ways that teachers, community
folks, and local school leaders were stepping in to fill the void left
by some formal leaders at the state level. This is especially
interesting to the second author who studies alternative
conceptions of who “counts” as an educational leader,
especially in terms of rethinking leadership from the margins.
That is, the second author explores questions like, “What will it
take to create an environment that ignites students, parents, and
community members to use their voices and emerge as co-leaders
of their schools?” And, “What does that informal leadership look
like and what transformations can be wrought in the process?”
This is another area ripe for future research. The hope is that a
series of case studies that seek to identify how a variety of
communities are responding to students’ educational needs
during a global pandemic would emerge.

In terms of case selection for our future work, our goal is to
take a look at both rural and urban contexts to provide important
insights to inform national, state, and local response efforts. In
terms of participants, an important sampling strategy for us
moving forward will be to identify knowledgeable “key
informants” who can identify “action informants” who came
forward to take on important leadership roles at the community
and district levels. Finally, but not exhaustively, we have a better
sense of some of the literature we will call upon to guide our

future agenda. For example, online resources from various
organizations are plentiful, such as the international Center for
Creative Leadership that advises people from different walks of
life how to lead in times of crizes (Center for Creative Leadership,
2020). Also, some scholars of educational leadership have spent
much of their research lives investigating ways educational
leaders can navigate change, challenge, and crizes in schools
(Shapiro and Gross, 2013; Gross, 2020).

Taken together, we invite others to join us in exploring these
areas discussed more deeply in their particular contexts, whether
in the United States or abroad, as leadership in the time of
COVID is a global issue. We are hungry, as many of our
United States colleagues are across the educational spectrum,
to learn more from those across a variety of global contexts.
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Real Time Responses: Front Line
Educators’ View to the Challenges the
Pandemic has Posed on Students and
Faculty
Stacey Keown*, Rob Carroll and Moriah Smothers

Teacher Education Department, University of Southern Indiana, Evansville, IN, United States

After months of school closures, a variety of educators were surveyed with the goal of
understanding their lived experience of teaching during a pandemic and the supports they
needed to be successful during this challenge. The educators span different grade levels,
school districts, and states. Their responses were illuminating for educational leaders when
planning for a new school year. The purpose of this research brief was to collect real time
responses from educators as they attempted to meet the varied challenges of educating
during a pandemic. The questions focused on strengths needed by the educator,
characteristics observed in successful students, and school supports that were helpful
to gain successful outcomes. A variety of educators, spanning from kindergarten through
high school, were surveyed. All participants were asked the same questions, and their
responses were collected, coded, and organized around different educational leadership
themes: teacher efficacy, school culture, and student resiliency. The goal of this research
brief was to gain crucial information while educators were facing the pandemic and use
their responses to frame a conversation for educational leaders as they plan for upcoming
challenges they may face. From this research brief, characteristics of success begin to
emerge. What does an educator need to focus on to be successful? What can we learn
from our most successful students? What role can a school’s culture play, even when no
one is there?

Keywords: pandemic (COVID-19), self-efficacy, culture, collaboration, leadership, COVID response, communication

INTRODUCTION

At the end of the 2020 school year, educational communities faced a challenge unlike anything
before. A global pandemic was quickly escalating which necessitated that educators and schools
adapt to meet the safety needs of their students and educational partners. Many school districts
across the nation opted for closing the doors and doing the best they could to educate students
remotely until pandemic related concerns were resolved. This drastic transformation came with little
warning and forced teachers, parents, and students to be persistently creative in adapting to this
unique situation. Digital access and connectivity remain a pervasive equity issue (Kaden, 2020).
Anytime a challenge forces an organization to be creative there is an opportunity for leaders to
promote growth in their organization. The impact of the pandemic on education has brought to
attention the need to reflect on the successes and failures experienced by various educational
stakeholders to better serve students when faced with ongoing or future challenges. The goal of this
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brief is to explore and reflect on the experiences of educators that
taught through the pandemic and identify themes from their
experiences that can be utilized to provide needed perspective to
educational leaders.

METHOD

The Study
In this brief, twelve educators spanning two states and three
levels of the educational pipeline (elementary, middle, and
high school) were recruited to participate in a descriptive
research design utilizing an open-ended questionnaire study.
The schools represented varied in their respective
demographics. The smallest school served an inner-city
elementary population of 330 students. The largest school
served over 2,000 high school students from an entire county.
The six schools represented consisted of two high schools, one
middle school, and three elementary schools. Free and
reduced numbers varied from 26 to 92% within the schools
represented. By the nature of how the questions are designed,
this was a qualitative study. IRB approval was granted by the
represented institution and informed consent was given by the
participants. The questions asked focused on their reflections
as teachers, their perceptions of their students facing these
changes, and how their schools and districts responded.
Identifiers such as email, school, and community
information were removed from the survey responses to
ensure confidentiality. Topics ranged from needs, strengths,
specific examples, and what is needed in moving forward.
Here is a summary of their responses.

THE QUEST TO UNDERSTAND

Teacher Efficacy
One of the first themes that emerged from the data is that of
teacher efficacy. Teacher efficacy is linked to a larger body of
research that is rooted in Bandura’s (1977), Bandura (1997)
social cognitive theory which specifically references the concept
of self-efficacy. Generally, self-efficacy is one’s perception of
their ability to perform a specific task. Tschannen-Moran and
Hoy (2001) defined teacher efficacy as “judgment of his or her
capabilities to bring about desired outcomes of student
engagement and learning, even among those students who
may be difficult or unmotivated.” We submit that teacher
efficacy also plays a significant role when it comes to
externally challenging circumstances as well, such as a
pandemic, because efficacy beliefs are shaped and formed by
various experiences (mastery, vicarious, verbal persuasion, and
physiological/affective states) (Bandura, 1977; Haverback,
2020). Therefore, exploring these events through survey
questions help illuminate the influence the pandemic has had
on teacher efficacy beliefs.

The proceeding questions were posed to the educational
professional participants. The questions sought to understand
the participants’ perspectives on the challenges, strategies they

employed to support students, how they collaborated with their
colleagues, and their perceived strengths.

What has Been Your Biggest Challenge During This
Closing?
Eight of the twelve responses focused on the participants
expressing that they missed their students, their desire to see
interact with them face to face instead of in a virtual setting, and
the challenge of overcoming communication barriers to enable
consistent communication. Five participants included the need to
personally learn how to teach with the required technology fast
enough to implement it in their remote instruction so the
students could use it. Also, four of the twelve participants
mentioned that it was extremely difficult to work from home
while teaching and caring for their own children.

How did You Support Students Who Struggled With
This Type of Instruction (Virtual)?
Six of the twelve teachers indicated that they used their personal
phones to call, e-mail, text, or video conference with students and
parents because they needed real time assistance and support.
They also used technology-hosted sites like Google Classroom or
Zoom. Five teachers said they recognized that their students
needed a more individualized approach to master the content, so
they began recording personalized videos that focused on the
learning style of the student or small group of students to master
the academic skill being taught. Another interesting barrier that
was mentioned was the high number of students that live with
grandparents and the technology gap that exists between
generations. Often the gap caused delays and frustrations in
the learning process. Additionally, seven of the twelve teachers
indicated that they often responded to parents on evenings and
weekends.

Were You Able to Collaborate With Your Grade-level
Team Successfully?
Eleven of the twelve responses were of the affirmative that they
were able to meet with their team in an asynchronous way
utilizing various social platforms such as Google Meet,
FaceTime, and text messaging. Only one participant
mentioned struggling with connecting with their team in
which the participant attributed to interpersonal issues of one
team member. The lack of connectivity was not due to few
opportunities; rather, it was because some of the team
members were reluctant to meet.

What Strength did You Have That Helped Make You
Successful?
Eight of the teachers mentioned having grit, persistence, and
determination. Two talked about being resourceful, creative, and
able to ask questions. Two teachers mentioned reducing the stress
of the situation and practicing bravery regarding teaching and
decision making.

Teachers compose the front-line in this educational battle with
the pandemic, and it is their job to support their students’ through
the new challenges imposed by the pandemic. Hearing that
teachers go above and beyond by texting their students,
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sending personalized videos for them that align with their
learning style, and are available evenings and weekends could
be somewhat surprising to some; however, they should not be.
Why? Because they are teachers. Teachers have pliable
expectations and rise to meet different challenges every day.

School Culture
After exploring questions involving perceived teacher support
and needed resources, the theme that emerged was the broader
concept of school culture. School culture in this context is defined
as “the traditions, beliefs, policies, and norms fromwhich a school
is shaped, enhanced, and maintained through the school’s
administrator and teacher-leaders” (Short and Greer, 2002).
For this study, school culture includes what was already in
place before the pandemic, but also the culture that developed
in response to the pandemic. The literature on the importance of
working conditions within schools has been well documented as
being strongly associated with student academic growth and
teacher satisfaction, both of which have been primary
concerns during the pandemic (Johnson et al., 2012; Simon
and Johnson, 2015; Kraft et al., 2020) which necessitates the
need to understand the potential influence of prior and
developing school culture on the teachers and the students.
Therefore, the questions asked focused on the professional
development needs, expectations by the school and district,
support received from the school and district, overall culture,
and an assessment of future needs. The survey question is
included in italics above the response and discussion.

What Professional Development did You Need to
Implement This Virtual Type of Instruction?
Nine of the twelve responses focused on learning how to use
virtual instructional platforms required by the district or school.
All the teachers also indicated that they needed more professional
development on how to create effective and engaging online
instruction. Additionally, all of them mentioned that they needed
training on how to make accommodations for students with
special needs in a virtual setting.

Did You Receive This Professional Development?
Six of the twelve teachers surveyed reported that they received the
professional development they needed when they needed it.
Three teachers said they resorted to searching the internet for
“how-to” videos to supplement the training they received to be
successful at this virtual type of instruction.

Were the Expectations That Your School and District
Asked of You Reasonable?
Ten of the twelve teachers reported that expectations were
challenging but reasonable depending on the amount of
support received. The district and school expectations
primarily focused on creating and delivering engaging
instruction and contacting parents. Two reported that the lack
of clear expectations caused issues surrounding work hours, the
use of worksheet packets as a primary form of instruction, and
constantly evolving daily expectations.

What did Your School and District Administration Do
to Support You?
All the teachers reported that they felt supported when their
school and district shared information as it became available.
Four of the twelve teachers focused on securing technology for
students in need, help in contacting parents, and freedom for
teachers to make educational choices.

How did the Culture of Your School Make You More
Successful During This Time?
Ten of the twelve teachers reported that the already present, pre-
pandemic, spirit of teamwork, and collaboration carried them
throughout this challenging time. Other indicators from
supportive cultures were allowing teachers to utilize their
strengths in the division of work, not micro-managing school
teams, and carrying out events that raised the spirit of the
students and the teachers.

How did the Culture of Your School Hinder You at This
Time?
Two characteristics emerged which seem to indicate that the
culture hindered the participants’ success during the pandemic.
Those characteristics were a lack of communication in the school
or district and a lack of collaboration between the grade-level
team serving students. Two teachers reported being more stressed
and more apprehensive about what will happen in this upcoming
school year in part because of their concerns surrounding the
communication and collaboration aspects within the school
culture.

What New Changes Need to Be in Place When You
Return to School Full-Time?
All twelve of the teachers put a priority on having a multi-
tiered plan going forward. A pre-set, multi-tiered plan would
allow for targeted professional development in all the areas
identified in that plan. Eight of the twelve teachers reported
wanting to use some of the same virtual learning platforms in
their regular classrooms so that if a shift is back to learning
from home, the students will be ready. One to one technology
and access to Wi-Fi for students are priorities. Finally, school
and community partners must collaborate to figure out ways
to help students to gain what was lost academically during this
challenging time.

The answers from these questions helped illuminate the
difference in outcomes between effective and not effective
schools during the pandemic crisis. Communication and
collaboration at all levels was a resounding theme in many
teachers’ responses regarding how to move into a new
academic year. Additionally, planning and specific professional
development were top priorities for the respondents as well. The
teachers have made us aware of their needs. Now, it is up to
schools and districts to execute effective solutions.

Student Resilience
Student resilience was another theory that developed as the
interview questions were analyzed because it became apparent
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how critical it is for students to possess these characteristics if
they are going to be successful academically, socially, and
emotionally during crises such as a pandemic. Newman
(2005) defined resilience as “the human ability to adapt in
the face of tragedy, trauma, adversity, hardship, and ongoing
significant life stressors” (p. 227). The questions focused on
the challenges the students experienced as well as the
strengths that seemed to carry them throughout the
pandemic. The responses are from the same participant
pool but focused on the teachers’ perceived needs of their
students and characteristics that contributed to them being
resilient in the face of difficulties.

What Challenges did Your Students Face That Made
This Time More Difficult?
Eleven of the twelve responses focused on the lack of internet
access. Some districts provided laptops or tablets for their
students to use, but these were of little value if the student’s
family did not have consistent access to Wi-Fi at home. Half of
the teachers reported this as an issue for at least some of their
students. Four of the twelve answers ranged from the students’
possessing little familiarity with online education programs to the
challenge of having working parents that did not have the time to
provide structure or support. One special education teacher
mentioned the difficulty of providing accommodations to their
students through this type of instruction.

What Strengths did Your Students Face That Helped
Them Be More Successful?
Answers to this question were varied. Seven of the twelve
teachers said that students’ familiarity with technology was an
obvious strength that helped them be successful. Three of the
teachers discussed that students having parental support was a
significant strength. Finally, character traits such as grit,
resilience, creativity, and possessing a strong work ethic
enabled students to push through many of the challenges
they faced.

Students are the focus of all decisions being made in the face
of the challenges the pandemic poses to schooling. Knowing the
difficulties, they undergo can be a great resource in planning for
future instruction. Being aware of student strengths that
translate into successful instructional outcomes can help
educators develop programming to enhance those strengths in
all students.

DISCUSSION AND LEADERSHIP
RECOMMENDATIONS

Moving forward into a new school year, lessons that all
educational stakeholders learned can and should be applied
to the upcoming semesters. Professional development
opportunities can be carried out so that teachers and
students can adapt to distance education more easily, and
the necessary infrastructure support can be further
strengthened to eliminate technical problems (Hebebci
et al., 2020). These opportunities as well as taking
advantage of information gleaned from practitioners shortly
after finishing the semester provides a unique learning
opportunity. What they listed as challenges are now
opportunities to be solved. What they listed as strengths are
characteristics that need to be shared.

To illustrate, some schools created ‘caring committees’, where
staff and parents volunteer to ensure ongoing connectedness, in a
virtual format, for all in the communities (Luthar et al., 2020).
First, primary challenges should be addressed. The participants
indicated that they need to maintain their emotional connections
to the students they serve, support students virtually when
applicable, stay in close contact with parents, and effectively
collaborate with each other. Primary challenges for schools
and districts are the creation of a multi-tiered plan of how to
serve students this fall and beyond, clear expectations and
consistent communication for the staff of the schools, and
ongoing responsive, professional development (Hebebci et al.,
2020).

Finally, what are the strengths that make all this possible?
For teachers, it is the characteristics of persistence, grit, a sense
of calmness, and a willingness to be vulnerable and ask
questions. For students, it is having grit, technology
proficiency, and supportive adults outside of the school. For
districts and schools, it is building collaborative cultures that
focus on finding solutions and putting the needs of
students first.
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Rural Superintendents’ Responses to
COVID-19: Navigating Local Control
During a Public Health Crisis
Chad R. Lochmiller*

Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies, Indiana University Bloomington, Bloomington, IN, United States

The COVID-19 pandemic has prompted a variety of responses by organizational leaders
throughout the United States and internationally. This paper explores the responses of five
rural school superintendents who work in a conservative Midwestern state. Using an
exploratory qualitative research design, the study analyzes interviews and documents
collected remotely to adhere to current public health guidelines. The study adopted a crisis
leadership perspective to explore how rural school superintendents were responding to
the COVID-19 pandemic and managing the politics associated with it. Findings suggest
that superintendents were acutely aware of their community’s current political stance
toward the COVID-19 pandemic and were especially responsive to the individual political
philosophies of their elected school board members. The superintendents did not
uniformly adopt crisis leadership behaviors to respond to the circumstances created
by the pandemic. Rather, superintendents responded in ways that managed the political
perspectives held by their elected board members and sought to reconcile differences in
the board members’ political perspectives that precluded action. As part of this
reconciliation, the superintendents leveraged public health information to shape and at
times change elected school board members’ perspectives. This information helped the
superintendents overcome political perspectives that led some of the most conservative
board members to resist widely accepted public health guidance. Implications for the field
of educational leadership, research on rural superintendents, and potential revisions to
superintendent preparation are discussed.

Keywords: superintendents, rural education, COVID-19, crisis leadership, superintendent

INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic has prompted a variety of leadership responses throughout the
United States and internationally. The popular media has chronicled how leaders in government
and the public sector have taken actions to address the threats posed by one of the worst public health
crizes on record. These accounts broadly suggest that “leaders have reacted to the COVID-19
pandemic in ways that vary dramatically” (Crayne & Medeiros, 2020, p. 1). Local context, including
their local politics, often surrounds their reactions. News reports, which offer the most current
coverage of the pandemic, suggest that leaders’ reactions to the pandemic have ranged from swift
intervention designed to address social and economic challenges (Kealey, 2020) to more politically
nuanced responses that have sought tominimize the severity of the situation (Phillips, 2020). In other
contexts, leaders have sought to frame the pandemic as a “hoax” (Egan, 2020) and thereby undercut
public health officials and scientifically-based guidance. Unsurprisingly, these actions have
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galvanized public perceptions about the threats posed by the
pandemic and have created favorable and unfavorable conditions
for leaders to respond to the public health crisis. Clearly, schools
and school districts experience these conditions. Indeed, at least
in the United States, schools and districts have faced inconsistent
state and federal leadership during the initial closure of and
subsequent reopening of public services. This study seeks to
understand how superintendents working in public school
districts have responded to the significant challenges
introduced by the pandemic.

In this exploratory study, I focused exclusively on rural school
superintendents and sought to understand how they have
responded to the challenges posed by COVID-19 within their
unique context. The scholarly literature and popular press have
not paid particular attention to these leaders nor fully explored
the impact of the pandemic in rural contexts. This is somewhat
surprising as nearly half of all U.S. public schools are located in
rural communities and enroll approximately one-quarter of the
nation’s public school students (Snyder et al., 2019). Rural
superintendents serve as important actors in the broader
education system and their responses to the pandemic have
significant consequences for the health and well-being of their
communities. This seems especially true as scholars have
documented pronounced inequities in rural areas related to
education, healthcare, and economic opportunity prior to the
onset of the pandemic (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2017).
These inequities seem particularly vexing as public health experts
at one point projected that an influx of COVID-19 cases could
potentially cripple rural health infrastructure (Fehr et al., 2020).
The public health crisis has thus intensified the pressures already
placed on rural leaders, especially superintendents, as it has
introduced new threats to an already overtaxed segment of
American society. How superintendents in rural communities
initially managed and have continued tomanage the public health
crisis thus represents a critical question as the rural political
context has likely shaped the availability of resources, programs,
and support for specific actions. Indeed, prior research suggests
that superintendents working in rural schools already faced
unique political pressures prior to the pandemic (Budge, 2006;
Farmer, 2009; Preston et al., 2013). This study presumes that
these conditions merit closer examination given the onset of
COVID-19.

To complete this study, I interviewed five school
superintendents working in rural school districts in a
politically conservative Midwestern state. I focused on the
superintendents’ initial responses to the pandemic (i.e., their
leadership in March and April 2020) and their later efforts to
safely reopen schools (i.e., their leadership in July and August). I
informed my interpretation using crisis theories of leadership
(DuBrin, 2013). Crisis leadership is defined as “the process of
leading group members through a sudden and largely
unanticipated, intensively negative, and emotionally draining
circumstance (DuBrin, 2013, p. 3). Scholars have applied this
perspective to prior work on public education, most notably in
relation to natural disasters and school shootings (Mutch, 2015).
Crisis leadership explains actions and reactions of leaders in
unpredictable and uncertain times. I used this perspective to

explore how the superintendents in these rural districts have
responded to the pandemic. The paper unfolds with a brief review
of the literature related to educational leadership in rural settings.
Within this review, I also note recent discussions about leaders’
reactions to the pandemic. Next, I describe the research
methodology I used to complete this exploratory study.
Finally, I present my research findings and conclude the
manuscript by offering implications for supporting and
training leaders.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Given how rapidly events related to COVID-19 have unfolded,
research on educational leaders’ responses to the pandemic is
presently very limited. Scholars have only recently begun to
publish research that describes the impact of COVID-19 on
the work of school leaders. For example, Harris (2020) noted
that the pandemic has shifted the work practices of school leaders
toward greater use of distributed, collaborative, and networked
leadership actions. Stone-Johnson and Weiner (2020)
emphasized the professionalism that principals have exhibited
during the pandemic and suggest that understanding how to
cultivate this important leadership quality could contribute to
principal retention during these challenging circumstances.
Hayes et al. (2020) describe the work of rural school leaders
during the pandemic in rural schools located in a southeastern
state. They noted that principals have engaged in caretaker
leadership as their schools have navigated the challenges
associated with the pandemic. Finally, Lowenhaupt and
Hopkins (2020) considered the leadership that principals
might provide to immigrant communities amidst the
challenges of the pandemic, noting the importance of asset
based thinking, connections with parents and families,
supports for school staff, and connections with other
resources. Broadly, these studies suggest that the pandemic has
had a significant impact on leaders and their practice and has
fundamentally altered work routines that have previously defined
leaders’ responses to common educational challenges.

Though less prevalent in the scholarly literature, scholars have
also given attention to the pandemic’s influence on
superintendents and school districts. For example, Starr (2020)
noted that superintendents initially focused on meeting the
immediate educational and nutritional needs of their schools
at the onset of the pandemic and have yet to consider the long-
term consequences the pandemic might have for the delivery of
public education. The popular press and internet blogs have also
attempted to describe educational leadership during this
important period and reported on the perspective of
superintendents. In one article published by School CEO
magazine, Lifto (2020) described a survey of Minnesota
superintendents’ responses to the pandemic. While the study
had a limited sample size, it suggested that 78% of respondents to
the survey lacked preparation to respond to the pandemic and its
effect on their school districts. Further, 72% of respondents to the
survey indicated that their school districts could not easily switch
to distance delivery or online learning. These findings speak to the
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unexpected and unforeseen challenges associated with the
pandemic that many superintendents are likely facing. Indeed,
superintendents who responded to the survey pointed to the
difficulty preparing and supporting teachers for distance learning,
the challenges associated with the rapid implementation of online
learning platforms, and infrastructure issues in schools and
communities that functioned as significant barriers to the
delivery of educational services to students during the pandemic.

Other studies conducted by professional associations point to
the significant financial costs associated with reopening schools
with necessary safeguards and personal protective equipment.
For example, the Association of School Business Officials and
American Association of School Administrators, jointly
estimated that it will cost an average size district
approximately $1.8 million to cover expenses related to health
monitoring and cleaning protocols, staffing, personal protective
equipment, and transportation (Association of School Business
Officials, 2020). Superintendents will undoubtedly shape these
decisions as they fit within a superintendent’s responsibility as the
district’s senior fiscal steward. Surprisingly, the challenges facing
rural superintendents have not received substantial attention in
the popular media. The discussion which has appeared has
predominately focused on the limitations of rural broadband
internet access (Wang and McCoy, 2020). Indeed, limitations of
rural broadband appear to disproportionately impact low-income
and special education students (Kamentz, 2020). Yet, broadband
internet access is only one of the many issues confronting
superintendents in rural settings.

In my view, the pandemic has also raised important questions
about education governance, as well as the leadership practice of
superintendents related to their elected boards. The pandemic has
introduced fundamental shifts related to a superintendent’s
approach to, interactions with, and efforts to inform their
board members. Prior research has documented that school
districts function in a unique governance structure that links
citizens to the work of professional administrators and educators
(Wirt and Kirst, 1997; Feuerstein, 2002; Timar and Tyack, 1999).
Indeed, superintendents serve as important actors in the
education governance system in that they make important,
high-level decisions about the vision and mission of the school
district, policies related to the district’s program of teaching and
learning, as well as the allocation of resources that support
organizational activities (Björk and Gurley, 2005; Kowalski,
2005). Beyond their internal responsibilities, however, school
superintendents also function as brokers between the
professional staff in the district and the elected school board
members (Howley et al., 2014). This role involves mediating
politics within the district’s formal organizational structure, as
well as managing political influences in the broader community
(Björk and Gurley, 2005; Howley et al., 2014). Some of the
political influences that confront superintendents might be
engendered by the personal and political perspectives of school
board members (Blissett and Alsbury, 2019). These perspectives
can contribute to differing senses of urgency in relation to specific
governance issues as well as explain the varying positions of
school board members (Blissett and Alsbury, 2019).
Unsurprisingly, this research suggests that superintendents

must deliberately choose which issues to address given
individual beliefs, organizational circumstances, and the
decision-making culture that they wish to create through their
leadership actions (Touchton et al., 2012). COVID-19 has likely
altered some of these circumstances and introduced changes to
the decision-making context for superintendents. As such, the
pandemic presents an opportunity to better understand how the
governance structures and relationships are changing due to the
public health crisis. A central question thus concerns how
superintendents manage the politics associated with the public
health crisis given the availability of resources, programs, and
political support from their board.

Research on Rural Educational Leadership
Compared with research focused on urban and suburban settings,
research on educational leadership in rural school districts is a
relatively small and somewhat dated body of research. One review
of literature focused on rural education, found that between 1991
and 2003 issues related to educational leadership were addressed
less frequently in the rural literature than studies focused on
programs for students with special needs as well as research
examining instruction, school safety, predictors of academic
achievement, and students’ attitudes or behaviors (Arnold
et al., 2005; O’Malley et al., 2018). More recently, Preston
et al. (2013) reviewed published research from 2003 to 2013.
The authors noted that rural school leaders (e.g., school
principals) face significant challenges that often begin at the
time of their initial hiring and continue throughout the work
to include other issues such as the diversity of their work
responsibilities, limited opportunities for professional learning,
discrimination, and broader difficulties related to school
accountability and change. The authors contend that “to be
successful, rural principals must be able to nimbly mediate
relations within the local community and the larger school
system” (p. 1). This conclusion reflects rural school leadership
under normal circumstances and does not consider what skills or
dispositions leaders must draw upon when navigating a public
health crisis as severe as the COVID-19 pandemic.

Literature on rural school principals offers some insights into
the actions that leaders might take and challenges they might
encounter under ordinary circumstances. For example, much of
the recent literature has focused on the job responsibilities of rural
principals, as well as the contextual factors surrounding rural
schools (Acker-Hocevar and Ivory, 2006; Arnold, et al., 2005;
Taylor and Touchton, 2005; Budge, 2006; Acker-Hocevar, et al.,
2009; Farmer, 2009; Hyle et al., 2010; Preston, et al., 2013).
Preston et al. (2013) determined that rural school principals
face a complexity of roles, lack of professional development,
gender discrimination, rising pressures related to
accountability, and resistance to school change. While their
findings focus on school principals, it is not difficult to
hypothesize that these findings might also describe the work
of rural superintendents. Budge (2006) conducted research on
rural principals and found that they perceived their leadership
involved unique challenges that were deeply embedded within the
rural community context. These challenges related to the students
they serve as well as the kinds of expectations that parents and
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families have for their children. Though situated in one district
context, the study provides important insights into the nuances
and particularities that define leadership in rural settings as well
as the extent to which leadership action reflects the unique rural
community context. Parallel research has more recently
characterized the challenges facing rural superintendents as
being both about the ongoing threat of school district
consolidation, increasing racial, ethnic and linguistic diversity
in rural communities, and new uses for the development of rural
farmland (Howley et al., 2014). Farmer (2009) studied the politics
of rural communities and determined that political factors,
especially related to financial challenges, influenced leaders’
actions. Resource inequities in rural schools have been well-
documented in the school finance literature (Tompkins, 2019).
These inequities likely contribute to the challenges rural leaders
have encountered during the pandemic.

Research on Rural Superintendents
Though not situated within rural contexts, much of the recent
discussion about the superintendency has sought to differentiate
superintendent leadership from that of their school-based peers.
The scholarship positions the superintendency as a largely
political role given expectations that superintendents manage
the politics and political agendas found in their communities
(Leithwood, 1995). Scholars contend that superintendents face
internal and external conditions that create instability for leaders
in this important position (Kowalski, 2005). Indeed, research
suggests that the position requires that the individual who
occupies it be adept at identifying potential conflicts among
stakeholders and mitigating them in order to support their
district’s instructional mission. Superintendents in rural
communities may be even more subject to politics in their
communities given they may be the district’s only
administrator. Regardless of their setting, superintendents
must perpetually navigate “turbulent environments involving
elected boards, faculty and staff, community stakeholders, and
fiscal constraints” (Tekniepe, 2015, p. 1). Indeed, political
disagreements between superintendents and the school board
are common even in the most mundane or ordinary
circumstances. Scholars have also sought to define the role of
the superintendent as an instructional leader (Petersen and
Barnett, 2005). This work has sought to distinguish the role
from the more conventional conceptions of instructional
leadership found within individual schools. Petersen and
Barnett (2005) sought to describe the instructional leadership
behaviors of superintendents. Scholars have also pointed to the
operational and financial responsibilities that distinguish the
superintendency from other leadership positions in education
(Kowalski, 2005).

In contrast with discussions about rural school principals,
rural superintendents have received comparatively less attention
in the research literature. McHenry-Sorber and Budge (2018)
claimed that “the contemporary rural superintendency is a
practice in need of a theory” (p. 1). This characterization
reflects both the limited understanding about rural
superintendents leadership practice as well as the limitations
of current leadership theories to fully describe how their

unique context shapes their work. Scholars have attempted to
describe how superintendent leadership practice differs across
educational settings, including within the context of rural schools
(Lamkin, 2006; Alsbury and Whitaker, 2007; Hyle et al., 2010).
Notably, Lamkin (2006) studied the challenges faced by rural
superintendents and determined that rural superintendents faced
challenges related to school law, finance, personnel, government
mandates, and policies passed by the school board or enacted by
the district. She and other scholars argue that these challenges are
similar regardless of a superintendent’s position in a rural,
suburban, or urban setting (Manasse, 1985; Leithwood and
Montgomery, 1986; Stephens and Turner, 1988; Chance,
1999). However, both Howley et al. (2014) and Lamkin (2006)
observed that rural superintendents faced some unique challenges
that were more broadly associated with the cultural or normative
expectations associated with leading primarily rural schools as
well as the unique organizational and fiscal arrangements
associated with rural school districts. As Lamkin (2006) noted,
rural superintendents often engage in diverse administrative
activities with less support. Thus, she concluded that rural
superintendents faced challenges that do not substantively
differ from their peers but more likely differ in terms of “scale
and intensity” (p. 6) of the problems confronting them. The
challenges facing rural superintendents are thought to be “faster,
deeper, longer, and more public” (p. 6) given the rural context.
This likely reflects the fact that in many rural districts,
superintendents are one of very few, if not the only,
administrators employed in the district office. This point
appears to be supported in more recent research by Hyle et al.
(2010), who observed that superintendents in small and rural
settings may find their job responsibilities are fluid and in
constant negotiation due to the size of their district. One
significant limitation of the current literature relates to the
ways in which rural superintendents manage crizes and
respond to public health concerns.

A Working Framework: Perspectives on
Crisis Leadership
In seeking to understand superintendent leadership during the
COVID-19 pandemic, it is important to consider theories that
describe leadership during times of crisis. Prior research has
considered crisis leadership within the context of schools,
particularly its managerial aspects (Lichtenstein, et al., 1994;
Decker, 1997; Kibble, 1999; Brock et al., 2001; Smith and
Riley, 2012; Mutch, 2015). This research has largely
investigated school leaders’ responses to crizes within the
context of natural disasters and school shootings (Mutch,
2015). Muffet-Willett and Kruse (2008) observed that crisis
leadership often requires leaders to employ knowledge and
skills that are beyond those typically required in their daily
work. As such, they contend that crisis leadership is a unique
form of leadership. Crisis leadership is generally defined as “the
process of leading group members through a sudden and largely
unanticipated, intensively negative, and emotionally draining
circumstance” (DuBrin, 2013, p. 3). The COVID-19 pandemic
clearly constitutes a sudden disruption in the daily work of
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educational leaders. Scholars contend that communication is
considered central to crisis leadership in that it assists
individuals in making sense of and becoming clearer about the
implications that the crisis has for their organization (Hackman
and Johnson, 2013; Hesloot and Groenendaal, 2017). As Liu et al.
(2020) argued, leadership is fundamentally a “communicative
act” and within the context of a crisis it is a central responsibility
of leaders to project clarity in an environment defined by
uncertainty. Indeed, Liu et al. (2020) suggested that crisis
leadership depends heavily on a leader’s ability to establish
presence, develop relationships, and engage in inter-
organizational coordination. In a study specifically considering
leaders’ response to COVID-19, Crayne and Medeiros (2020)
found that leaders who are responding to the COVID-19
pandemic exhibit leadership behaviors that are charismatic,
ideological, and pragmatic. In the case of public schools,
pragmatic leadership may be especially applicable as it defines
how leaders take information from the surrounding environment
and make strategic decisions given the circumstances. A central
proposition in this study is that superintendents will engender the
qualities of pragmatic crisis leadership in order to bring stability
and clarity to their districts.

METHODOLOGY

I completed this exploratory qualitative research study to
understand the perspectives of rural superintendents who were
engaged in leadership at the time of the COVID-19 pandemic. I
situated my investigation at the district level and sought to
understand how superintendents responded to the COVID-19
pandemic and prepared for the safe reopening of schools. The
study addressed the question: How are rural school
superintendents responding to the crisis of the COVID-19
pandemic and the politics associated with it, if at all?

Research Setting and Participants
I constructed a purposeful sample (Patton, 1990) of five
superintendents employed in rural school districts located in a
politically conservative Midwestern state. I used the National

Center for Education Statistics (NCES) definition of a rural school
district to locate participants for this study. Per the NCES
definition, each of the districts was located more than five
miles from an urban/suburban area and therefore was
considered either rural-distant or rural-remote according to
the NCES classification guidelines (Geverdt, 2015). As
illustrated in Table 1, the districts ranged in size from 728
students to 4,670 students. All of the districts were
experiencing student enrollment losses, which is a common
feature of rural school communities. Between 6.0 and 11.0% of
the district’s total student population were identified as students
of color. Between 47.8 and 59.2% of the districts’ total student
population were identified as economically marginalized based
on their eligibility for free or reduced priced meals. Finally,
between 16.6 and 22.9% of the districts’ total student
population received special education services and between 0.4
and 2.4% of the districts’ students received supplemental
language instruction. The 7-days average for COVID-19
positivity ranged from 1.14 to 10.51% in September 2020
when I collected data for this study.

Research Participants
As illustrated in Table 1, the superintendents I interviewed
included three men and two women. All of the participants in
this study were White, which reflects the majority of
superintendents employed in the state. Three of
superintendents held a doctorate in educational
administration, leadership, or a related field at the time of
their interview. Two of the superintendents were pursuing
their doctorate in educational leadership. The superintendents
had between 16 and 29 years of experience in public education
and had completed between two and eight years of service as a
school superintendent in their current school district. Two of the
superintendents were in their first superintendency. To protect
the identity of the participants, I assigned a pseudonym to each
participant interviewed.

Data Collection
To complete this study, I conducted interviews via Zoom and
collected online materials from the school district’s website, state

TABLE 1 | Characteristics of school districts.

School District

A B C D E

District characteristics
2018–20 enrollment 1,993 799 4,900 4,217 772
2019–20 enrollment 1,858 787 4,670 4,173 728
Enrollment gain or loss −135 −12 −230 −44 −44
Per pupil expend in 2019 $11,135 $10,529 $9,852 $9,688 $12,081

Student demographics
Minority 6.0% 8.0% 7.4% 10.0% 11.0%
Frl 47.8% 53.0% 51.8% 59.2% 58.2%
Special ed 22.9% 17.5% 22.2% 21.4% 16.6%
ELL 0.4% 1.3% 0.3%s 2.4% 2.2%

COVID-19 data
COVID-19 7-day positivity rate (September 2020) 5.63% 7.35% 10.51% 5.28% 1.14%
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department of education, county and state health department,
and from news articles published in the regional and state
newspaper. The study did not include onsite observations. In-
person observation was not possible given public health
considerations, as well as travel restrictions imposed on faculty
by my university.

Semi-Structured Interviews
In September 2020, I conducted one semi-structured interview
with each superintendent. The interviews ranged from 47 to
65 min in total length. I used a common interview protocol that
asked the participant to describe their initial response to the
COVID-19 pandemic, their interaction with stakeholders in their
communities (e.g., school board members, parents, county health
department, etc.) throughout the pandemic, and their plans for
re-opening schools in the 2020–2021 academic year. I asked
questions, including: “How did you respond when the
COVID-19 pandemic initially impacted your school district?”,
“What steps did you take to address the needs of low-performing
students and/or students with special learning needs?”, and “How
are you preparing to re-open schools in the 2020–2021 academic
year given current public health conditions and guidance?”
Additionally, I probed for specific examples that illustrated
how the superintendents were responding or asked them to
recall specific instances where they felt the pandemic
prompted them to engage with key stakeholders differently.

Document Collection
To augment my interview data, I collected documents related to
COVID-19 that were publicly available on the school district’s
website, as well as news articles, editorials, press releases, and
formal health guidance from the state and county department of
health. The documents provided important contextual
information about the communities, districts, and health risks
both at the onset of the pandemic as well as in the lead up to
school reopening. As illustrated in Table 2 retrieved 36 publicly
available documents for this study, including each school districts
reopening plan and remote learning plan. Given these documents
were all available online, I retrieved them in Adobe PDF format.

Data Analysis
Given the small size of the data set and exploratory nature of the
study, I chose to conduct a thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke,
2006). I began by transcribing the audio recordings of my

interviews. Next, I manually coded each of the interviews and
documents. Consistent with Saldana’s (2015) suggestions for
coding, I structured my coding process in two distinct cycles.
In the first cycle of coding, I focused on assigning single word
descriptors or short phrases to passages of text. The codes were
largely descriptive words or phrases that were low inference and
intended to identify salient data points, perspectives, comments,
or actions for further analysis. My intent at this stage was to begin
reducing the dataset in preparation for the development of
categories and themes that were more responsive to the
research questions and aligned to the conceptual framework I
adopted. In the second round of coding, I applied codes that
related to the concepts of crisis leadership and management,
which I derived from theoretical framework. These codes related
to behaviors that literature suggests were indicative of a leader
engaging in crisis leadership or management. To produce
categories from the codes, I sought to identify (un)related
codes that defined how leaders operationalized crisis
leadership and management in their school districts during the
initial school closure and in anticipation of school reopening. I
then derived five themes by looking for (un)related and categories
that could be logically and consistently grouped in ways that were
responsive to my research questions.

Limitations
As an exploratory study into the leadership actions and responses
of school superintendents during the COVID-19 pandemic the
study is limited in sample size and thus narrow in participant
perspectives. Many superintendents were simply unable to
schedule an interview due to the demands on their time
related to the pandemic or requested that the interview be
delayed until after school reopened. To compensate for the
small sample size, I sought to include diversity in the
participants based on their professional experience, tenure in
district, as well as complexity of the district’s organizational
structure. This meant including superintendents who were
both veteran district leaders as well as those who were new to
the superintendency. I also included districts that served
predominately rural communities (i.e., those without a major
town or city) and districts that included a combination of rural
and quasi-urban spaces. An additional limitation related to the
absence of observational data to independently corroborate
findings. Public health guidelines did not allow for on-site
observation and limited infrastructure within the districts

TABLE 2 | Characteristics of superintendents.

Participants

Dorothy Roger Susan Frank Douglas

Gender Female Male Female Male Male
Race/Ethnicity Caucasian Caucasian Caucasian Caucasian Caucasian
Highest degree earned Doctorate Doctorate Specialist Doctorate Specialist
Total years in education 25 35 29 24 16
Years as superintendent in current district 5 8 3 2 2
First superintendency No No Yes No Yes
Number of districts 2 2 1 4 1
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meant that key meetings and public events were not available via
video. To compensate, I drew upon news articles, press releases,
and other publicly available documents. While an imperfect
substitute for in-person observation, these documents provided
useful context and served as an important part of my effort to
triangulate the observations and perspectives shared by my
participants. Finally, I found that many of the school districts’
websites did not provide current information or posted
information that linked to sources that were either no longer
active or out of date. Thus, I emailed the superintendents for
updated information and/or to retrieve documents pertaining to
the pandemic.

FINDINGS

My analysis suggests that superintendents were adjusting their
leadership in response to the pandemic. Thematic analysis
produced five themes. First, superintendents noted significant
changes in the focus of their leadership practice. Second, the
pandemic changed decision-making processes and forced
superintendents to recalibrate what information was used to
influence stakeholder perspectives. Third, superintendents
noted increasing division and disagreement among previously
stable political actors in relation to decisions about health and
safety protocols. Fourth, superintendents employed public health
information in order to address disagreements. Finally,
differences in public health guidelines prompted varied
responses to pandemic as well as different degrees of
engagement. I discuss each of these themes in greater
detail below.

Changing Focus in Leadership Practice Due
to COVID-19
The superintendents described their work prior to the pandemic
as being fundamentally about managing their board and the
politics related to the personal perspectives of elected board
members. To this end, their work focused on district issues
that related to budget management, school litigation,
community relations, and to a lesser extent the district’s
teaching and learning practices. This was supported in
documents posted on the district’s websites, as well as
reflected in blog posts written by the superintendents. Prior to
the pandemic, much of their public commentary focused on
issues that had little relation to public health. For example, board

meeting agendas and minutes in one district described topics
such as issues related to collective bargaining, forthcoming
litigation, and upcoming conversations about the consolidation
of two small elementary schools. In another school district, the
superintendent’s public webpage focused on an update about
construction at their county’s largest high school. This focus
reflects the state of the superintendent’s daily work prior to the
onset of the pandemic. The superintendents corroborated this
perspective in their interviews, as well. For example, Frank, a
superintendent in his second year with his district noted, “The
board didn’t used to ask me much about healthcare before this
started, but they sure did want to know what we are spending our
dollars on, balancing the books, or looking good for the state
tournament.” This sentiment was similar across the five
participants.

The onset of the pandemic profoundly shifted the
superintendents’ work and invited new questions that they
had not previously considered. These shifts reflected an
abrupt departure from their standard work practices.
Currently in his eighth year as a superintendent, Roger
noted, “My work has changed so drastically because of this
whole thing. I am now mostly assisting on issues related to
COVID-19, covering teaching, doing [contact] tracing, and I’m
not doing anything that I used to do.” Frank echoed this
perspective as he had observed that his focus was now on
daily or weekly issues about which he previously spent very
little time. As Frank noted, “I’m focused on this week or maybe
next week because of how fast this is all changing. On a daily
basis I’m asking which teachers are going to show up sick, who
needs to go home and quarantine, whether we’ll have coverage
in the classrooms or lunch time.” Dorothy described the
circumstances as forcing her to learn about aspects of the
district that were not familiar to her and to acquire
information that she had previously delegated to the district’s
nursing staff. As Dorothy recalled,

We started getting information quickly at the beginning
and it was all foreign. It was completely new to me. I
used to rely on the nurse for her opinion and she would
tell me what I needed to know. But the amount of
information we are getting . . . it has really required me
to get more involved and to learn about things that I
haven’t. What superintendent is reading about things
like community spread, viral transmission, social
distancing guidelines, and quarantine guidance?
That’s literally what I am reading now because that’s

TABLE 3 | Documents retrieved by source.

State education agency Public health department School district Public media
outlets

• Guidance for public schools on student health and
safety

• Guide for public schools on resuming school
operations
• CARES Act funding and program guidance
• State re-entry considerations

• Public data tracker
• Public health orders (e.g., state and county
orders)
• COVID-19 school safety guidance
• CDC guidelines for K-12 public schools

• Board resolutions and meeting
minutes

• School reopening plans
• Press releases
• Superintendent’s personal website

• News articles
• Editorials
• Opinion pieces
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what I need to be familiar with to do this job. It’s
honestly become a welcome distraction for me when I
can talk about teaching and learning because there isn’t
much of that now!

In sum, these comments reflect the with rapid adjustment that
the superintendents attributed to the pandemic as well as the new
learning the pandemic demanded in their work. The pandemic
necessitated that superintendents learn new skills, adopt new foci,
and prioritize different issues than they might have previously.

Pandemically-Driven Disruptions in Familiar
Decision-Making Processes
Beyond disrupting the focus of their work, the pandemic also
disrupted familiar decision-making processes, most notably the
stakeholders who were engaged and the information used to
shape stakeholders’ political perspectives. Superintendents
broadly described that the pandemic had impacted their
relationship with the board and found that political
perspectives of their board members played an important role
in shaping how their responded to the crisis. Notably, I found that
the rapid onset of the pandemic disrupted the familiar dynamic
they had established with their school board. As Roger noted, “I
feel like the board has been supportive but they aren’t all in
agreement with us like they used to be.” The pandemic also
introduced new actors, such as public health authorities and
medical professionals, who were previously not part of the
superintendent’s decision-making process nor had significant
influence on their board members’ perspectives. As Dorothy
noted, “The pandemic has really changed who sits at my table
when I make a decision. It used to be my principals, treasurer, and
folks on the operational side. Now, when I make a major decision,
I have the county health director on the phone, the nurse is in
here, and I have a member of the board who is a family medical
doctor.” As Roger noted, “At first, I was reaching out to our
county health director almost daily getting updated information
and asking for direction.” Frank and Susan echoed this sentiment
noting that they had worked closely with their county health
director and local medical professionals.

The superintendents also noted that state officials, particularly
the Governor and public health commissioner, had acquired
added importance in their post-pandemic decision-making.
The superintendents reported that many decisions about
public health were now being made by the state and
communicated directly to county health departments. As such,
beyond changing the decision-making actors, the pandemic also
disrupted longstanding traditions around the local control of
public schools. This ran counter to values in four of these
communities which stressed the importance of making
decisions aligned with the needs, political perspectives, and
norms of the community. This shift demanded that
superintendents be willing to take actions that their
community members did not always fully support and that
their board members often strongly opposed. As Doug, a
superintendent in his second year noted, “We have long
believed that we make decisions here, but I am now spending

a lot more time explaining tomy board and families decisions that
are being made elsewhere and how they impact us.” Both Doug
and Roger reported that there were many local stakeholders,
including members of their board, who believed that schools
should not close. This view was supported in some public
commentary that I found in local newspaper editorial pages.
In one comment a resident complained that “the Governor is
taking away our rights to make our own decisions about how we
live our lives and run our schools.” Indeed, the sense that local
decision-making authority was being usurped was prevalent
across the districts I studied. As Doug noted,

We have always had a very strong culture of local
control in this county and don’t like the state poking
around in our business. But the virus has given a lot
more authority to the state and that’s not been easy for
my folks to swallow. That’s spooked some people
because they feel like their choices are being taken away.

Roger, Doug, and Frank each noted that their board members
found the initial expectation that schools would close to be an
unwelcome decision and a profound intrusion on their
communities. Roger noted that many people in the
community saw the virus as a “city problem.” This view was
echoed by Doug, who stated, “Most of us were not of the mind
that we really needed to close. Our hope was to maybe let the
urban schools close and let places where the cases were more
clustered deal with it differently.” This quote reflected both the
community’s expectations about the role of schools as well as the
belief that this was not a public health issue that directly
concerned the rural communities. The superintendents
reported that the nature of the public health crisis changed the
calculus for many of their decisions early in the pandemic and in
the lead up to reopening schools. Preferences of the local
community seemed to give way to the requirements imposed
by the state. As Doug stated, “There was a really strong will to
close the schools down across the state. And the last few of us that
remained open kind of capitulated to the will of everyone else.”
Roger, Frank, and Dorothy similarly described the state’s decision
to close schools as being the primary reason that they chose to do
so and suggested that had the state not intervened they would
have remained open.

Increasing Division and Disagreement
Among Formerly Stable Actors
Given the changes occurring in their communities due to the
pandemic, superintendents perceived that their communities had
become increasingly divided about public health issues, operating
protocols, and school reopening procedures. Indeed, their
comments broadly suggested that stability among key actors in
their district changed as the actions necessitated by the pandemic
unfolded. Frank, in particular, spoke at length about his concern
that the community had become “polarized” and “divided”
during the pandemic due to the increasingly politicized views
about the virus, disagreements about public health precautions,
and the decision about whether to keep to schools closed protect
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students and staff from exposure. He noted that community
leaders had come to increasingly disagree about how many
precautions should be taken and at what expense. Frank noted
that throughout the pandemic, he’d observed more “division” in
his community than at any time during his superintendency.

I think as a community, there’s been a lot of division
that we’ve had to deal with as a school district. There has
been some division about whether we should be in
school or whether we should be out of school. And then
beyond that, if we should be in school, should we be in
virtual learning or should we be teaching in person. I
think the other division is about what steps we should
be taking. How should we be communicating with our
parents? Should we be using our school messenger, the
newspaper, social media to communicate with parents?
What information should be communicated as far as
our quarantine numbers or individuals that have tested
positive. I think the last part of the division has been
about what we should be doing or allowing in our
schools. What measures should we be taking? Should
we go to the extremes and take the temperature of every
study upon entry? Should we be requiring more
washing of hands? Should we be using electrostatic
cleaners, the UV lights, everything, you know, should
all those measures should be taken? And, honestly, as a
community we have a lot of people who think those
measures just aren’t necessary and that it’s a waste of
taxpayer’s funds. So how we do manage that division in
our community and try to bring them together in the
school?

Frank’s comments illustrate the depth of the division in the
community as well as the rising tensions around the issues related
to the public health crisis that now confronted him as a
superintendent. As he noted, “I used to have a dependably six
vote block on the board for major decisions but that’s become
more of a four to three block with the pandemic.” This suggested
the extent to which he could not count on his board to make
decisions as they previously had because of how profoundly their
own views about the virus were shaping their votes on critical
issues. Surprisingly, Frank found that much of the division was
unrelated to the delivery of education and stemmed from
disagreements about the steps that had to be taken to prevent
the spread of the virus, implement guidance provided to schools
by the United States Center for Diseases Control, or respond to
directives issues by state’s own department of health.

Interestingly, Frank and other superintendents noted that the
division between their board members related to the precautions
that the community believed should be taken to reopen schools.
He and other superintendents surmised that this had much to do
with concerns about schools changing in light of the pandemic.
He noted that some of the members of his community and
representatives on his board baulked at expensive mitigation
strategies (e.g., electrostatic cleaners, UV lights, etc.) that were
being considered to stem the virus. Boardmembers perceived that
this would constitute a “waste of taxpayer’s funds.” Frank also

noted that the community and board members were divided
about how to communicate with parents and families. As Frank
noted, “In a small community like ours, a lot of the
communication comes through the school in weekly packets
and so when the school is not open, how do we get that
information out?” Frank noted that about one quarter of the
families in the district lacked broadband internet access and
instead relied primarily on cellular hotspots to access the
school’s learning management system and to receive
communication about the district’s plans for reopening.
Beyond what Frank noted above, other superintendents found
disagreements in their communities related to a variety of
protective measures. For example, Dorothy noted that her
board was divided about requiring masks and facial coverings
in schools. Susan found that accommodations in teacher working
conditions and use of unemployment benefits were especially
divisive. Doug found that tensions with local education
association leadership about appropriate compensation for
online learning was a major issue. Roger noted that
disagreements between his board members and the state’s high
school athletics association were especially pronounced.

Four of the superintendents reported that the board members’
own political perspective tended to shape their willingness to
close schools or adopt health and safety precautions. As Roger
noted, “I’ve got two Trumpers on there who think this is all going
to go away after the election. So, you present a plan to them that
comes from the county and suddenly you’re the one who is taking
away their basic freedoms and stuff.” Indeed, he noted that
community members and others with ties to these members
actively questioned key decisions about the initial school closure.
Probing further I found that individuals who supported the board
members’ elections, had ties to the county’s largest businesses, or
owned farms where employees depended on public schools for
childcare were among those exerting the greatest influence. As
editorials in the local paper suggested, the sentiment in the
community was that the pandemic was “hoax” and that it was
“political” in nature. Editorials thus urged public leaders,
including the superintendent, to avoid taking health
precautions in order to avoid becoming politically involved. As
Roger noted, “I think these, you know, voices really weighed
heavily on my members and they made a few of them a little bit
more aggressive in their resistance because they believed that this
wasn’t real and would go away.” Superintendents offered various
examples to demonstrate how this resistance played out with
responses ranging from voting no on motions in meetings to
questioning expenditures for personal protective equipment and
other safety supplies. Frank noted that his board repeatedly
questioned the value of purchasing sterilizing foggers, which
are handheld blowers that can sterilize a bay of lockers or
sanitize the inside of an entire bus.

Using Public Health to Reconcile and
Overcome Divergent Perspectives
Despite the division arising in their communities and among
board members, the superintendents still found that the threat of
the pandemic required them to take action. A critical focus in
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their leadership was to identify how to reconcile diverse
perspectives among key constituencies and members of their
board. At times, this required making decisions without the
familiar degree of consensus among their board members,
risking public votes, or taking actions that were opposed by
key district stakeholders, such as major employers or high
school athletics boosters. The superintendents justified their
decisions as being a response to the pandemic and used public
health concerns as the basis for their actions. For example,
Dorothy and Roger recognized that the health risks posed by
the pandemic did not allow them to continue operating as they
had previously. As Dorothy noted, “When we first said we were
closing the schools, the board was not happy because they
believed what they had heard in the media and didn’t want to
see the threat that the virus actually posed.” She noted that her
board members actually encouraged staff to remain in their
district’s schools and instead of fully closing. Roger noted that
the most conservative elements of his community had significant
influence on the board. Recalling a conversation with his school
board members, he recounted one exchange where a powerful
board member who was backed by the owner of his county’s
largest employer stated that the schools close should only close for
weather related issues and that this “cold” seemed to be
overblown. Roger noted that two additional board members
shared this perspective initially. However, these three board
members ultimately capitulated when it became clear that the
schools were no longer safe for teachers and students at the height
of the pandemic’s onset.

The superintendents also viewed the inconsistencies in public
health guidance as a major reason for the division in their
communities as well as the uneven adoption of public health
measures. As Roger observed, “I think it had to become clear that
this would impact children, then the board members with kids in
our schools started coming around even if they were still skeptical
about it personally or because of what they had believed.”
Editorials in the local newspapers seemed to corroborate the
perspectives in these communities. Editorials advocated closing
based on the risks to children and staying open based on the
needs of local businesses. In one editorial published in the local
paper, a resident wrote in late February, “We must do what is
right for the children and teachers who work in [school district
name].” When pressed why his board members were reluctant,
Roger explained that many of his most conservative members did
not understand that the virus was a real health threat. As he
recalled,

There’s nothing consistent about this response. Just 15
miles down the road, you are in a different county, in
different school district, and under a different health
department, and you see very different rules. You see
them holding church and hosting an auction. So, it’s
natural that they look down there and wonder why we
need to take a different action.

Frank echoed this perspective, noting that the “patchwork
quilt of health departments” and the different guidance they
issued made it difficult for the superintendents to argue for

closure in some places where residents were familiar with
different health directives. Doug explained that his board was
not initially willing to embrace the concept of closing schools nor
in agreement about the severity of the threat posed by COVID-19
and partly attributed this reluctance to the mixed messages his
county’s health authorities offered during daily briefing calls.
Documents I obtained from four of the county health
departments and copies of local health orders supported this
perspective. The documents issued different guidance based on
the size of gatherings allowed, whether and how many
precautions needed to be taken, and what to do in the event
of a positive case.

Varied Responses to COVID-19 and
Opportunity for Leadership Action
While local politics might have precluded action under typical
circumstances, I found that the superintendents found ways to
capitalize on their district’s experience with the virus to take
specific actions designed to mitigate the threat of the virus as well
as to protect administrators, teachers, and students. Their
responses ranged from those which were purely reactive to
those which could be considered more pragmatic or forward
thinking. For Doug, Roger, and Frank, who led communities that
were the most resistant to taking action in response to the virus, I
found that direct experience often generated support among their
board members that allowed them to take actions necessary to
mitigate the looming public health threat. These superintendents
described constituencies in their district as being fundamentally
committed to keeping their schools open regardless of the stakes.
They believed that their rural location led would allow them to
withstand the health risks associated with the pandemic.
However, the rapid spread of the pandemic removed these
benefits. As Roger noted, “Until we had our first exposure to
the virus, we really thought this was not going to be a big deal. But
that changed once we felt it.” Roger described his community as
being “hit hard” by the pandemic due to the fact that their
community experienced a large outbreak in a local nursing home.
This experience awakened the community to the threat of the
pandemic as well as the importance of action to protect students
and teachers. As he recalled,

We were hit early, one of the nursing homes got hit real
early in the process and so right away we had seven or
eight deaths in the community. The five school districts
in our county had to react and we actually reacted
before the health department did.Wemade the decision
as a superintendent group that we were going to go
ahead and shut down. And then, of course, the governor
took over.

Frank seemed to echo this view noting, “Our folks weren’t
really worried at first because they felt it was a city problem and
wouldn’t touch us. Once it started to spread here, though, folks
became a lot more concerned and their resistance to doing things
started to loosen up a little bit.” He recalled a small outbreak in a
local business as being the primary trigger for action. In another
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district, I found that teachers who had contracted the virus
precipitated action on the part of the school board. As
Dorothy noted, “We had one teacher who is beloved in the
community get it and that created a ground swell of support.” She
recounted teachers and school staff organizing meals for the
teacher, working to cover classes, and try to ensure that students
were served in the teacher’s absence. Once these efforts were
underway, she noted that the board members and larger
community began to coalesce around some of the public
health recommendations that they previously had not
supported such as wearing masks in schools, social distancing,
and other guidelines.

To further mediate the political extremes on their boards and
in their communities, I found that superintendents skillfully used
their emerging collaboration with the public health department to
buffer critiques from their board members. As Roger, whose
board members supported President Trump explained, “In this
instance, I was able to say: Hey, the county health commissioner
said this, and this is the way it’s going to be. That pretty much
shut them up.” Indeed, because the pandemic intersected with
public health guidance, this intersection often provided
superintendents with leverage to manage their boards
reactions as well as to project leadership that resistance might
not have permitted otherwise. Susan, Dorothy, and Doug spoke to
the value of routine convenings with their health department
officials who helped them interpret the rapidly changing guidance
from the state department of health as well as working with
officials to expedite testing resources and positive COVID test
results to help the superintendents carry out contact tracing,
identify students who needed to quarantine, and ultimately
deploy staff to cover absences. In drawing on this information
and working with public health officials, superintendents
acquired new skills and knowledge that they then were able to
communicate back to their board members and districts in order
to prompt particular policy decisions or justify controversial
actions that the politics of their communities might not
otherwise have supported.

Four of the five superintendents primarily reacted to the
circumstances created by the pandemic and sought to manage
their school boards by providing them with information. Roger,
Frank, Doug, and Dorothy invested considerable energy
managing their board member’s political philosophy in order
to convince them to support closing schools, pivot to distance
learning, as well as to maintain some aspects of distance learning
throughout the Spring semester after health conditions began to
improve. They repeatedly stressed the importance of keeping
board members informed about conditions in the district and
pointed to the value of sharing information with the board
members. Most of the superintendents perceived that their
board members became more supportive as they shared
information and collaborated with them to identify acceptable
safety measures to reopen schools. As Dorothy noted, “My board
has been supportive of most of the actions I’ve taken, and they’ve
been very willing to collaborate with me when trying to make
plans for the coming year.” She noted that board members
attended public forums to discuss the pandemic with the
community, participated in a briefing provided by the state

department of health, and jointly developed communications
for parents and families that were disseminated through the
school’s online systems as well as in the local newspaper.
Frank, Doug, and Roger echoed this perspective noting that
their board members became more supportive as evidence
suggested that this was a serious public health threat and that
the superintendent was asking their support in order to manage
it. As Roger noted, “I think I’ve tried to keep them in the loop and
try to help them be as well-informed as possible but it’s not easy
because they still want to believe what they believe.” I noted that
all of the boards passed resolutions authorizing the
superintendents to respond to the pandemic through the
management of the school’s instructional program, allocation
of resources, adjustments to district transportation processes, and
procurement of health and safety supplies.

Surprisingly, only one of the superintendents modeled the
kind of crisis leadership that one might hope to see in such a
severe situation. Susan saw the pandemic as a threat without
significant community support and chose to take decisive action
to address the situation even before enlisting her board’s support.
She described herself as “always forecasting or predicting kind of
what I see coming on the horizon.”Unlike her colleagues, she was
motivated by the accumulating public health information as well
as recognition that a prolonged public health crisis would
necessitate providing instructional remotely for an extended
period of time. As she noted at the outset of the pandemic,
“We’ve got a problem here and we’re gonna have to start getting
ready for it.” This prompted her to direct staff within her district
to begin preparations. Before any formal direction from
education officials, Susan instructed staff to prepare for
e-learning. “So, we actually prepared like ten days or remote
lesson plans before we needed them and we had everybody in the
whole district prepared right up to Spring Break.” Susan
estimated that this would provide her with sufficient
instructional time to reach early April, a point at which she
hoped the virus would subside and schools would reopen. Indeed,
in the cases where the superintendent acted early, there was hope
that the conditions would be temporary and that normal
operations would resume. Her leadership reflects what the
crisis leadership literature describes as the leader’s willingness
to project, adjust, and anticipate that the circumstances
surrounding the crisis could worsen rapidly.

Interestingly, Susan perceived that this kind of proactive
leadership was supported by her board. She noted that her
board members were “really looking for some leadership on
this.” She indicated that the majority of the board members
were supportive of her efforts to prepare the district and that their
perspective on the pandemic had been influenced by a member
who was also a healthcare provider. As she stated, “our vice
president is also the director of nursing for [a local healthcare
provider]. She’s very connected to the medical field . . .. So, she’s
seen both sides of this as a practitioner and a board member.”
This dual perspective enabled her to promote a balanced
perspective among board members as the superintendent
perceived that the board members deferred to her to make
sense of the changing public health guidance. I found that a
coalition of moderate board members was especially important
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was it allowed Susan to respondmore proactively to the pandemic
than her colleagues with more conservative members. Susan’s
responses included purchasing supplies necessary for safe district
operations as well as increasing the availability technology for
remote learning. She also worked closely with the health
department and major employers to prepare for the possibility
of an extended school closure. This ability to respond created
opportunities that proved beneficial to the superintendents,
notably by increasing trust between the superintendent and
board as well as promoting a sense of general welfare for
students, teachers, and the broader community.

DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

The findings from this exploratory study illuminate the extent to
which the COVID-19 pandemic has upended leadership practices
in these rural settings and shifted the decision-making processes
undertaken by five rural school superintendents. Evidence
suggests that the rural superintendents have not widely
engaged in crisis leadership behaviors that have been described
elsewhere in the scholarly literature (Decker, 1997; Brock et al.,
2001). Rather, they have engaged in leadership that seeks to
manage and mitigate political resistance from their elected board
members. This orientation has meant that superintendents were
acutely aware of the disruptions to their local communities,
districts, and in the public health system. As such, they sought
to calibrate their leadership actions carefully. This approach
reflects well the conceptualization of a superintendent as a
“statesman” or “strategist” (Bjork and Gurley, 2005). One
remarkable finding is the extent to which superintendents
leveraged public health to prompt particular policy decisions
or justify actions that were politically controversial in their
communities. Although prior research has not fully considered
how superintendents might function as public health officials, the
findings from this study suggest that they engender the qualities
of a public health leader when responding to a health crisis as
severe as COVID-19. Moreover, the findings suggest that
leadership preparation programs might more fully attend to
the potentially vital public health role of superintendents.
Indeed, this role appears to be one that merits further
consideration.

Another striking aspect of this study is the extent to which the
superintendent’s leadership was not about leading online learning
or promoting instructional quality. This suggests something
important about their work that may have been occurring
even before the pandemic. While the hope has long been that
superintendents act as instructional leaders (Petersen and
Barnett, 2005; Mountford and Wallace, 2019), a crisis like the
COVID-19 pandemic potentially mitigates the expectations
about this focus for leadership. Indeed, much as Muffet-
Willett and Kruse (2008) have observed, crisis leadership often
requires leaders to employ knowledge and skills that are distinctly
different from those utilized in routine work. In the case of the

pandemic, superintendents sought to communicate across
politicized extremes to ensure that the sense of division and
uncertainty in their community was mitigated. This approach
reinforces the perception that crisis leadership is a fundamentally
communicative act (DuBrin, 2013; Liu, et al., 2020). Thus,
understanding how, why, and when superintendents engage in
crisis leadership is a potentially novel area for further exploration
that could inform both practice and preparation. Indeed, a major
implication from this study is that superintendents were not
adequately prepared to manage the crisis and thus further
attention should be paid to their preparation, professional
development, and training. Additionally, their school districts
were poorly equipped to handle the multiple crizes posed by the
pandemic and thus planning for future public health emergencies
should be a focus for superintendents.

Finally, the study sheds further light on the unique
circumstances of rural communities–both as a site of the
pandemic and a unique context for educational leadership. As
research has dictated previously, the primary difference between
the challenges faced by educational leaders in urban, suburban,
and rural communities relates to the scale and intensity of these
challenges (Lamkin, 2006). As Lamkin (2006) previously
observed, rural leaders are thought to experience challenges
that are potentially faster, deeper, longer, and more public.
Amid the pressure of the COVID-19 pandemic, it also bears
noting that the challenges associated with a public health
emergency may be more disruptive both to the role of the
rural superintendent as well as the political norms and local
expectations about rural schools. This line of inquiry is both
promising and needed given sociopolitical disagreements that
have perplexed education specifically and our public institutions
generally.
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As the COVID-19 pandemic spread rapidly across the globe, many schools struggled
to react both quickly and adequately. Schools were one of the most important societal
institutions to be affected by the pandemic. However, most school leaders have little
to no training in crisis leadership, nor have they dealt with a crisis of this scale and
this scope for this long. This article presents our findings from interviews of 43 school
organizations around the globe about their responses during the early months of the
pandemic. Primary themes from the interviews included an emphasis on vision and
values; communication and family community engagement; staff care, instructional
leadership, and organizational capacity-building; equity-oriented leadership practices;
and recognition of potential future opportunities. These findings resonate with the
larger research literature on crisis leadership and have important implications for school
leaders’ future mindsets, behaviors, and support structures during crisis incidents.

Keywords: crisis leadership, school leadership, pandemic leadership, crisis management, COVID-19, schools,
administrators, leadership

ARTICLE

The news headlines became increasingly alarmist in the early months of 2020. In late January the
New York Times asked, “Is the world ready for the coronavirus?” (Editorial Board, 2020). A month
later the Los Angeles Times headline read, “Coronavirus spread in United States is inevitable, CDC
warns” (Shalby, 2020). As the COVID-19 pandemic intensified, schools were forced to take notice.
In a front-page article, the writers at Education Week noted that school districts were “likely to be
on the front lines in efforts to limit [the virus’] impact” (Superville, 2020, p. 1).

By mid-March it was clear that the virus was going global. School systems across the planet
began to close and the Washington Post headline read, “Coronavirus now a global pandemic
as United States world scramble to control outbreak” (Zezima et al., 2020). Early outbreaks in
China and Italy led to drastic societal lockdowns in Southeast Asia and Europe. The rest of the
world soon followed.

Most school systems were caught flatfooted, despite the fact that many locations had several
months warning. School boards and administrators dithered about what to do. Government
support for schools and families was ambiguous. Uncertainty reigned everywhere. The global
pandemic spread rapidly and most schools struggled to react both quickly and adequately. Schools
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in the United States began to close in early March whether
they were ready or not (Lieberman, 2020) and several weeks
later America faced “a school shutdown of historic proportions”
(Sawchuk, 2020, p. 12). Today COVID-19 continues to
spread across the planet, with many countries–including the
United States–facing their worst rates of infection and death to
date (Schnirring, 2020). While some schools are fully open, others
have closed again or have moved to remote instruction for nearly
all of their students (Gewertz and Sawchuk, 2020).

By now it is evident that the global pandemic has created an
unprecedented challenge for school leaders. Although principals
and superintendents are used to handling smaller crises such as
fights in the hallway, a leaky boiler, irate parents, disagreements
over budgetary choices, or even a scandal concerning a local
educator, most school leaders have never dealt with a crisis of this
scale and this scope for this long. Even the immediacy of larger
crises that often force school closures–such as a large snowstorm,
a hurricane, or a school shooting–typically expires after a few days
or weeks. Like no other crisis before, the COVID-19 pandemic
has illustrated the deficiencies of our educational systems and
the lack of administrator preparation regarding crisis leadership.
As the pandemic continues to stretch the outer limits of our
individual and institutional resiliency, this article is an attempt
to understand the responses of P-12 school leaders around the
world during those first few critical months.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The literature base on crisis leadership has been broadly
consistent for decades. Often drawn from the government,
military, business, or health sectors, several key themes and
leadership behaviors regularly emerge from the scholarly
research. In the sections below, we briefly describe what we
seem to know about leadership during crisis situations, both in
education and across other societal sectors.

What Is Crisis Leadership?
Since crises occur regularly in the lives of organizations,
several researchers have attempted to create conceptual models
and sense-making frameworks to help leaders and institutions
think about effective leadership during crisis events. Boin
et al. (2013) created one of the most comprehensive crisis
leadership frameworks. Noting that crisis episodes bring out
instant “winners” and “losers” when it comes to leadership, they
articulated ten key executive tasks that accompany successful
crisis management. Initial tasks include early recognition of the
crisis, sensemaking in conditions of uncertainty, and making
critical decisions. Other tasks include vertical and horizontal
coordination within the organization and across organizations,
as well as coupling and decoupling systems as necessary. Other
critical tasks include robust communication, helping others
engage in meaning-making for others, and, finally, reflecting
on and learning from the crisis and rendering accountability
regarding what worked and what did not. The authors noted that
the overall goal of a leader should be to increase organizational
resilience before, during, and after a crisis (pp. 82–87). Each

of these executive tasks has been unpacked in further detail
in the scholarly literature and most of the elements in the
framework from Boin, Kuipers, and Overdijk occur frequently
in others’ conceptual models (see, e.g., Smith and Riley, 2012;
Dückers et al., 2017).

As noted by Boin et al. (2013), one of the most consistent
elements of crisis leadership appears to be sensemaking in
conditions of uncertainty. During a crisis, challenges arise quickly
and both information and known solutions may be scarce.
During the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, some of the
key challenges for school leaders were the unique nature of the
crisis (i.e., most school organizations have not experienced a
pandemic), the rapid timeline, and the accompanying uncertainty
that hindered effective responses. Leaders’ experience mattered
little when the COVID crisis had few “knowable components”
(Flin, 1996; Kahneman and Klein, 2009; Klein, 2009). Boin and
Renaud (2013) articulated that joint sensemaking is “particularly
important to effective crisis management: if decision makers do
not have a shared and accurate picture of the situation, they
cannot make informed decisions and communicate effectively
with partners, politicians, and the public” (p. 41). Unfortunately
for many school leaders during the first months of the pandemic,
policymakers–and often the administrators above those leaders
in the organizational hierarchy–often lacked an accurate picture
of what was occurring, nor did they share what they knew with
others in ways that enabled effective leadership responses and
partnerships. Anecdotal stories abound of front-line educators
and administrators struggling to get information and guidance
during the pandemic’s first few months from those above them in
the school system or from their local, state, and federal politicians.

Another consistent element of crisis leadership is effective
communication, and numerous scholars have emphasized the
leader’s role in communicating with both internal and external
audiences. Marsen (2020) noted that crisis communication
must deal with both issue management during the crisis and
reputation management after the crisis. In their handbook on
crisis communication, Heath and O’Hair (2020) emphasized
that good communication is critically important because of the
social nature of a leader’s work and because crisis management
is inherently a collective activity. Effective communication
builds trust and helps to create shared understandings and
commitments across stakeholders (Lucero et al., 2009). During
times of crisis, effective leaders engage in holding, which means
that they are containing and interpreting what is happening
during a time of uncertainty. As Petriglieri (2020) noted:

Containing refers to the ability to soothe distress and interpreting to
the ability to help others make sense of a confusing predicament. . .
[Leaders] think clearly, offer reassurance, orient people, and help
them stick together. That work is as important as inspiring others.
In fact, it is a precondition for doing so.

Another important finding regarding crisis leadership is that
what constitutes effective leadership often changes over the time
span of the crisis (Hannah et al., 2009). As conditions shift and
new needs emerge, leaders must be flexible and adaptive (Smith
and Riley, 2012). During the first few months of the COVID-
19 pandemic, for example, most school leaders progressed
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through several key response phases (McLeod, 2020b). Phase 1
represented a focus on basic needs and included feeding children
and families, ensuring student access to computing devices and
the Internet, and checking in on families’ wellbeing. During Phase
2, administrators reoriented their schools to deliver instruction
remotely. This work included training teachers in new pedagogies
and technologies, as well as establishing instructional routines
and digital platforms to facilitate online learning. Once schools
began to settle into new routines, leaders then could begin paying
attention to richer, deeper learning opportunities for students
(Phase 3) and look ahead to future opportunities and help
their organizations be better prepared for future dislocations of
schooling (Phase 4). This latter phase is what many scholars have
identified as a reconstruction (Boin and Hart, 2003) or adaptive
Prewitt et al., 2011) stage of crisis leadership (see also Coombs,
2000; Heath, 2004; Jaques, 2009; Smith and Riley, 2012).

Finally, some researchers have noted the importance of
leaders’ attention to social and emotional concerns during a
crisis (see, e.g., Meisler et al., 2013). After finding that “the
psychosocial dimension of crises has received little attention
in crisis management literature” (p. 95), Dückers et al. (2017)
created a conceptual model of psychosocial crisis management
that emphasized such leadership and organizational tasks as
“providing information and basic aid” and “promoting a sense
of safety, calming, self- and community efficacy, connectedness
to others, and hope” (p. 101). The authors noted that effective
crisis leadership involves more than effective communication
and response coordination and also must attend to the general
wellbeing and health of employees and other stakeholders.

Crisis Leadership in Schools
The literature cited here from other contexts also is applicable
to school systems. During a crisis, school leaders–like their
counterparts in other institutions–must engage in effective
communication, facilitate sensemaking in conditions of
uncertainty, be flexible and adaptive, and pay attention to the
emotional wellbeing and health of employees. The executive
tasks described by Boin et al. (2013) are relevant for school
organizations and their leaders, just as they are in other societal
sectors. In addition to the more generalized research base, some
crisis leadership research has been conducted on school settings
specifically. For instance, Smith and Riley (2012) recognized
that school administrators’ crisis leadership is very different
from that necessary to be successful in a more “normal” school
environment. They also noted that critical attributes of effective
crisis leadership in schools include:

The ability to cope with–and thrive on–ambiguity; a strong capacity
to think laterally; a willingness to question events in new and
insightful ways; a preparedness to respond flexibly and quickly, and
to change direction rapidly if required; an ability to work with and
through people to achieve critical outcomes; the tenacity to persevere
when all seems to be lost; and a willingness to take necessary risks
and to “break the rules” when necessary (p. 65).

In a study of school principals’ actions after the 2011
earthquake in Christchurch, New Zealand, Mutch (2015b)
articulated a three-factor conceptual model of school crisis

leadership. The first factor was dispositional and included school
leaders’ values, belief systems, personality traits, skills, and areas
of expertise. The second factor was relational and included
leaders’ visioning work as well as fostering collaboration,
building trust, enabling empowerment, and building a sense of
community. The final factor was situational, which included
understanding both the past and immediate contexts, adapting to
changing needs, thinking creatively, and providing direction for
the organization. In her case studies of four elementary schools,
Mutch identified specific leadership actions that fell under each
of these factors. In a separate article that same year, Mutch
(2015a) noted that schools with an inclusive culture and with
strong relationships beforehand are better situated to manage
crises that may occur.

Many researchers have noted the importance of maintaining
trust during a crisis (see, e.g., Mutch, 2015a; Dückers et al., 2017).
Sutherland (2017) examined leadership behaviors in light of a
school crisis caused by the accidental deaths of two students on
a service-learning trip. Utilizing Tschannen-Moran and Hoy’s
(2000) model of trust in schools, Sutherland found that closely
held, non-consultative decision-making by top executives eroded
the school’s ability to communicate effectively and thus hindered
trust in the larger school community. He also found that
subsequent implementation of new communication structures
fostered better collaboration and rebuilt trust with educators and
families. Sutherland’s findings are relevant for school leaders who
have struggled to balance often-conflicting parent and educator
expectations during the pandemic and thus have seen community
trust erode as a result.

Mahfouz et al. (2019) studied Lebanese principals and schools
as they responded to the international Syrian refugee crisis. They
noted that “instead of focusing on leadership and academic
performance, principals [faced with a large influx of Syrian
refugee families spent] most of their time “putting out fires,”
resolving urgent issues, and attending to basic needs that
typically are taken for granted in other schools” (p. 24). Those
challenges resemble the lived experiences of many principals
and superintendents during the first months of the COVID-
19 pandemic.

Crisis Leadership in Schools During the
Pandemic
Some very recent publications have attempted to apply principles
of crisis leadership to the COVID-19 pandemic in non-
educational sectors. For instance, Pearce et al. (2021) employed
leadership concepts from the military to the global pandemic,
identifying some “key components of mission command” as unity
of effort, freedom of action, trust, and rapid decision making (pp.
1–2). These leadership concepts are similar to a list identified for
public health officials several years ago, which also emphasized
trust, decisiveness with flexibility, and the ability to coordinate
diverse stakeholders (Deitchman, 2013).

Contemporary research on leadership in schools during the
COVID-19 pandemic is starting to emerge as well. Although
it is still relatively early to make sense of schools’ responses
to the pandemic, scholars are beginning to try to understand
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the early phases of the crisis. Much of this work has been
theoretical or conceptual, however, rather than empirical. For
instance, Bagwell (2020) noted that the pandemic “is rapidly
redefining schooling and leadership” (p. 31) and advocated for
leaders to lead adaptively, build organizational and individual
resilience, and create distributed leadership structures for optimal
institutional response. Likewise, Netolicky (2020) noted many of
the tensions that school leaders are facing during the pandemic.
These tensions range from the need to lead both fast and
slow, to balancing equity with excellence and accountability, to
considering both human needs and organizational outcomes.

During the pandemic, Fernandez and Shaw (2020)
recommended that academic leaders focus on best practices,
try to see opportunities in the crisis, communicate clearly,
connect with others, and distribute leadership within the
organization. Harris and Jones (2020) offered seven propositions
for consideration and potential research attention, including
the ideas that “most school leadership preparation and training
programs. . . are likely to be out of step with the challenges facing
school leaders today” and that “self-care and consideration must
be the main priority and prime concerns for all school leaders” (p.
245). They also recognized that “crisis and change management
are now essential skills of a school leader. . . [that] require more
than routine problem solving or occasional firefighting” (p. 246).

In one of the few empirical studies to emerge so far on
pandemic-era school leadership, Rigby et al. (2020) identified
three promising practices for P-12 school systems: treating
families as equal partners in learning, continuing to provide high-
quality learning opportunities for students, and decision-making
that is coordinated, coherent, and inclusive. Through their
interviews of thirteen central office leaders in the Puget Sound
area of Washington, they also made three recommendations,
which were for school districts to focus on “building on”
not “learning loss,” to prioritize relationships, and to create
anti-racist, systemic coherence (p. 6). Regarding their first
recommendation, they noted that “this is an opportunity to
design systems to understand and build on what children learned
(and continue to learn) at home” (p. 6).

As the pandemic progresses, there is a clear need for more
empirical research on the effects of COVID-19 on schools and
other institutions. Educational scholars and school leaders need
evidence from the field to inform the theoretical and conceptual
approaches that have dominated during the first months of
the global crisis.

METHODS

The exploratory research in this study involved interviews
with school leaders from across the United States and in
nine other countries. The interview series was not originally
conceived as a research study. Instead, it originated as a
series of informal recorded conversations that were dubbed
the Coronavirus Chronicles and posted on the blog of one
of the authors (McLeod, 2020a). Participants gave consent
prior to their interviews to make their conversations public
in this manner. A YouTube channel was created to host the

videos. The interviews also were posted as audio recordings on
several podcast hosting services, including Apple, Spotify, and
SoundCloud. All interviews were publicized through the blog,
Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, and other social media channels.
The goal was to make the interviews accessible to other school
leaders who might find them informative and to make the
interview series subscribable for those who wished to receive
regular updates. As the number of interviews grew, we began
to receive requests to identify larger themes that cut across the
conversations and to delineate specific leadership behaviors that
seemed to be useful during the crisis. We agreed that might be
helpful to others and received permission from the Colorado
Multiple Institutional Review Board to begin thinking about these
interviews as a qualitative research study.

Because of the organic evolution of this project, the
participants for this study were selected through convenience
sampling. Convenience sampling is “a type of non-probability
sampling in which people are sampled simply because they
are “convenient” sources of data for researchers” (Lavrakas,
2008). Convenience sampling was employed in this study for
several reasons. Because the global pandemic was a particularly
stressful event for schools and their administrators, the earliest
interviewees were chosen based on personal connections
and school leaders’ resultant willingness to make time for
a conversation. As visibility of the Coronavirus Chronicles
interview series grew, we also began to receive requests from
others to participate. The blog posts that accompanied each
new interview solicited viewers and listeners to participate in
the series if they were interested and multiple school leaders
took us up on that offer. At times we purposefully extended
invitations to certain schools. For instance, we invited a series
of international schools in order to get a spread of perspectives
across multiple continents. We also invited several project-
and inquiry-based learning schools to share their experiences,
which we thought might be different from more traditional
school systems. Accordingly, the results of this study may not
be generalizable to other schools or school leaders, and care
should be taken when interpreting our participants’ responses.
Nonetheless, we believe that the information provided by the
school leaders who participated in this interview series has value
for other educational administrators, particularly as they consider
their own leadership behaviors and support structures during this
worldwide crisis.

We interviewed a total of 55 educators from 43 school
organizations. Eleven of those institutions were international
schools and the other 32 schools, districts, and educational
programs were based in the United States. Three different
schools in China were selected because the COVID-19 virus
appeared to originate there, schools in that country were the
first in the world to close down, and we thought that their early
responses would be informative to schools in other countries
for whom the virus was just starting to influence decision-
making. We made some attempt to loosely sample a cross section
of America, and we eventually talked with school leaders in
21 different states. Most of our interviewees were principals,
superintendents, or central office administrators. A few were
teachers or instructional coaches.
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All interviews were conducted using the Zoom
videoconferencing software platform and were scheduled at
times convenient for all participants. The intent of the interviews
was to gain an understanding of how interviewees’ school
organizations were responding during the early months of the
global pandemic. As Kvale (1996) noted, personal interviews
are a particularly powerful method for “studying people’s
understanding of the meaning in their lived world” (p. 105).
We were particularly interested in hearing about what learning
and teaching looked like in participants’ schools as they shifted
into remote instructional modalities. We also asked these school
leaders to describe the decisions made by their leadership teams
that seemed to work well during this difficult time, and they
told us about some of the challenges and opportunities that
they foresaw in the months to come. Additionally, many of
the interviewees shared with us their immediate personal and
institutional responses in the earliest days and weeks surrounding
the closure of their schools.

We utilized a semi-structured approach for the qualitative
interviews in this study (Yin, 2011). First, the relationships
between ourselves and our interviewees were not strictly scripted.
The interviews had a few standard questions but the wording of
the questions, the wording of the follow-up questions, and the
order in which the questions were asked varied according to the
flow of each discussion. Second, the interviews were conducted
informally rather than in a scripted style, allowing each interview
to be personalized and to provide a more casual dialogue between
subject and interviewer. Third, we primarily asked open-ended
questions so that participants would offer more rich detail in
their responses. Interviews lasted from 9 to 20 min and were
intentionally kept short so that episodes might fit more easily
within participants’, viewers’, and listeners’ busy work lives.

All interviews were transcribed using NoNotes, a secure
third-party transcription service. Corrections were made to the
transcriptions as necessary. We determined an initial set of codes
through ongoing, open, inductive coding. We then engaged in
selective coding to validate the relationships between themes
against the data. Through this process, the initial set of codes
and subcodes were refined and expanded based on the data set.
Coding was conducted both jointly and individually. However,
we reviewed each others’ coding and collaborated on the coding
scheme until consensus was reached.

FINDINGS

Although there were a few common, open-ended questions
to spark discussion, conversations with our 55 participants
ranged widely. In the sections below, we describe the main
themes that emerged from our coding and analysis of the
43 Coronavirus Chronicles interviews. Our participants shared
with us that centering their crisis leadership work around the
school’s vision, leaning on individual and institutional values,
and deploying robust communication and family engagement
strategies were all critically important. Our interviewees also
were deeply engaged in attempts to care for staff and build
their capacity through instructional leadership and professional

learning activities. The schools leaders who we interviewed
approached their work during the early months of the pandemic
with a strong equity lens, and many of them saw the potential
emergence of future organizational opportunities despite their
present challenges and struggles.

Vision and Values
When faced with a true crisis, a strong organizational vision
founded on clear values enables school leaders to respond in
intentional and highly effective ways. The critical importance of
these foundational structures cannot be overstated. Successful
outcomes of responsive decisions made during critical moments
of a crisis depend on the strength and clarity of a school
organization’s underlying values and vision. As noted in
the research literature on crisis leadership, leading from a
strong organizational vision and institutional values facilitates
administrators’ sensemaking in conditions of uncertainty,
guides critical decisions, enables coherent communication, and
helps school leaders engage others in shared meaning-making
(Boin et al., 2013).

For example, the school district administrators that we
interviewed from Bismarck, North Dakota told us that they
knew they needed to approach their response to the COVID-
19 crisis with careful and intentional planning, citing “the old
African proverb if you want to go fast, go alone. If you want
to go far, go slow and go together.” These administrators and
their teams took time to identify a “coherent, long-term plan
of how [they] would like to approach the work for distance
learning.” Organizational decision-making frameworks based on
their values guided district- and school-level leadership teams as
they moved forward with their response plans.

Tanna, a director of technology innovation, stated that time
and identification of core values were critical as she identified the
importance of relationships:

[R]eally taking some time to think about what are the core principles
and different pieces of this? What are the. . . frames that we run
decisions through? So that’s been tremendously helpful as you get
more and more variables and other decisions that you’re making
just to be calibrated on what do we really care about? And so,
I think we. . . really tapped into what the Chinese schools. . . had
been doing. . . being very vulnerable and being willing to share. . .
I’ve been so grateful for the sharing and the generosity of educators
around the world sharing things, and people have been very open
and asking questions.

As educators around the world empathized with one another,
there also was universal adherence to the value of empathy
for students and families. Empathy drove immediate action
focused on basic student and family needs such as providing food
pickup and delivery. Gerald, a middle school principal, captured
the breadth of his school’s empathetic approach: “We did take
some time in the beginning to recognize that we care about
relationships. That’s staff relationships and student and family
relationships.”

Other core values surfaced early in the crisis response process
for many schools. In addition to identifying the importance of
relationships as they framed their planning and decision-making
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processes, our participants identified connectivity, collective
wisdom, collaboration, empathy, adaptation, and risk-taking as
values that drove their responses to the pandemic.

The importance of maintaining and strengthening
relationships and connectivity between students and teachers,
administrators and teachers, and administrators, teachers and
families, became a clear first priority for many educational
institutions. Relationships and connectivity resonate throughout
educational settings because these values form the foundation
of strong school communities and student success. As stated
succinctly by Mary Beth, a director of educational technology,
“we know those relationships are key to students feeling
connected and successful.” Moreover, by identifying these values,
the door to reimagining education in a remote setting opened up
a little. Shannon, an English teacher in Amsterdam, shared her
excitement about the evolution of this process:

We’ve talked a lot about community building and how to build
a community in this virtual world and stay connected, and then
I think in terms of teachers. . . really thinking that we can’t teach
in the same way. So how are we going to reimagine our teaching
practice? So I think a lot of us that wanted to do like a flipped
classroom, but never found the time or wanted to set up Google
Groups or Meets or whatever, well, we have time now, we have to
do that. . . and I keep thinking that even though this has been really
stressful time for educators and students and parents, there’s some
really nice things that have come out of this. . . to reimagine the
way we do things.

While establishing a clear focus on relationships and
community connection came quickly to many organizations, the
inextricably linked values of collective wisdom and collaboration
also brought directional clarity into view. Ben, an assistant
superintendent, recognized early on in the crisis that “there is a
lot of collective wisdom not only across [the] district, but through
everyone’s personal learning network.” Aaron, a head of school,
echoed the important contributions of the broader educational
community when he acknowledged that his institution “benefited
from having a strong network of schools, locally and nationally,
that we could bounce ideas off of, [and] like any good teacher,
steal ideas [from] and make them our own.”

Accessing the collective wisdom of the educational
community also permeated the international community.
International schools in particular benefited from their global
network. John, an international school deputy principal,
approached the international educational community with
vulnerability and deep gratitude:

We have a very rich, professional learning network amongst the
international schools. [I]t’s about being patient, being kind to others
and to yourself, and recognizing that in this chaos there’s a lot of
really good things that can happen and we have to keep our most
vulnerable a hundred percent in the forefront of our minds. If there’s
any way we can take this and put more resources and more support
for our most vulnerable learners, then the results are going to be
good and that has to be our priority.

Ultimately, all of the values-based crisis responses could only
occur if leaders modeled and encouraged adaptive practices and
risk-taking solutions. Jori, a dean of students, explained:

I think what we’re finding is we’re learning something new every day
and that it’s okay. Just like we tell our students that we’re looking for
growth over time and it’s not always just about the end product,
it’s growth over time for us and we are trying new things. Daily,
I get emails from teachers or a phone call, “Hey, I found this, I’m
going to try it with my students.” The answer is always, “Yes, please.
Try something new.” Take risks, which are another thing that we’re
asking our kids to do, we’re asking our staff to do, too.

The power of a values-driven approach to crisis management
clearly resonated with our participants. This approach resulted
in actionable responses to the COVID-19 pandemic that were
founded on the values of relationship, connectivity, collective
wisdom, collaboration, empathy, and adaptive risk-taking.

Communication and Family Community
Engagement
The need for all educational organizations to communicate
effectively with their stakeholders became paramount as the
global pandemic forced every institution into remote learning.
As expected from the research literature (see, e.g., Lucero et al.,
2009; Boin et al., 2013; Heath and O’Hair, 2020), the leaders
who we interviewed recognized instantly that communication
in all forms was a critical component of navigating the rapidly
changing uncertainty that they faced.

In the initial stages of the COVID-19 crisis response,
educational leaders identified the need for frequent, often
daily communication with teachers, students and parents.
Communication came from every level of educational
organizations immediately. Cory, a superintendent, wrote
an update for his entire district every day and even led a
parade through every community in the district to launch his
communication efforts:

I write a daily memo to our entire district every day. And about
three quarters of it is positivity. I highlight things our kids are doing
that teachers put in and say, “Hey, these kids handed all their work,
and I put that on the memo.” And I highlight positive emails parents
send us. We have been flooded with positivity from them. We’ve
had to approach a couple things differently. . . We held a parade.
And because we basically serve eight communities, I’m afraid it
was 75 miles long and four and a half hours long, and we drove
in every community.

Many school leaders also created daily lines of communication
with teachers, students, and parents. Danny, an international
middle school principal, ensured connection across the entire
community by communicating with everyone on a daily basis:

The other key piece that we do is we communicate with the parents.
Every single day a letter from me. It’s actually an Adobe Spark note
with a short opening from me and then it has pictures of student
work they submit during the day. We have our school spirit theme
weeks. So every single day something goes home to all the parents,
all the students, [and] all the teachers that is a message from me:
here’s how we’re doing, here’s where we are, here’s where we’re going,
and then it celebrates student work, it celebrates the teacher’s work,
there are video clips, and it just connects everyone back to school
and parents and kids.
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Phone calls became one of the most important initial methods
of reaching out to students and families. The personal nature of
voice-to-voice connection became an essential component of the
difficult transition to remote learning. Gerald, a middle school
principal, emphasized “that all communications with home
had to be through the home room teacher” to maintain close
connections between students and teachers. That investment in
maintaining those connections paid “huge dividends” as remote
learning began, although it took quite a toll on teachers due to
initial phone calls often lasting for hours as teachers comforted
and reassured frightened parents and families.

Structures and systems of communication that existed prior
to the pandemic were relied upon heavily to ensure that
meaningful connections were maintained. Office hours, regular
class meetings, and daily or weekly student check-ins became
the official norm for many schools. As clearly stated by Jeff, a
department chair, the “number one priority going forward to the
end of the school year [is] getting a hold of every student we can
and then making sure that we’re regularly staying in contact.”

The importance of feedback in a school’s communication
strategy was recognized as a critical component of managing
the challenges of remote learning. Mary Beth, a director of
educational technology, shared that “we’re listening regularly to
our parents, we’re listening to our teachers, and we’re listening to
our students.” Feedback in the form of parent and student surveys
were important to Cory, a superintendent:

You let people share. You connect with them relationship-wise. . . we
survey our parents and kids every other week. Every teacher surveys
them. We grab that information and then we look at it. We make
small adjustments. Our educators have been fantastic about really
meeting the needs of parents. . . [and] kids.”

Communication at all levels and between all stakeholders was
enhanced by the use of technological tools. Tanna, a director of
technology innovation, relayed the early discussions about the
tools necessary for supporting clear communication and learning:

So from a technology standpoint, we spent most of the first week
that we knew about this [pandemic] really promoting and talking
about the communication and the connectivity tools that we have. . .
in a digital environment. And to and from us and families, and
setting that up. and helping people practice with those tools. Because
without that, we can’t really advance the distance learning pieces.

These communication tools included district learning
management systems such as Google Classroom, Schoology, and
Canvas; collaboration tools such as Seesaw, Microsoft Teams,
and Google Apps for Education; videoconferencing tools such
as Zoom and Google Meet; social media platforms, including
Twitter, Facebook, and TikTok; and many others. While a
plethora of digital tools were available to almost everyone, the
majority of schools chose to focus on using tools that were
familiar to staff in order to, as Shameka, a high school principal
said, reduce family confusion and make it “so much easier for us
to communicate.”

The importance of clear, constant, and effective
communication was universally recognized by all school
leaders as an essential component to a successful transition to

remote learning. Establishing and maintaining clear channels
of communication became a universal goal of the educational
leaders whom we interviewed.

Staff Care, Instructional Leadership, and
Organizational Capacity-Building
As the pandemic crisis manifested, educational leaders around
the globe quickly identified the importance of taking care
of the needs of their staff. Jeff, the chief administrator for
a regional educational service agency, spoke for many when
he stated, “our first and foremost priority was making sure
our own people [were] okay.” Knowing that building capacity
would come later, many school leaders approached their staff
with an eye for compassion and grace rather than compliance.
Glenn, a superintendent, said that his district’s primary ask
of staff members was, “What can we do for you?” These
leadership approaches align tightly with the research that
underscores the importance of leaders’ attention to social and
emotional concerns during a crisis (see, e.g., Meisler et al., 2013;
Dückers et al., 2017).

As people in organizations began to come together, the
need for connection among staff members became paramount.
Virtual time for connection through general staff meetings where
celebrations and challenges were shared became commonplace.
In addition, creative virtual social activities began to emerge
as a stand-in for informal, face-to-face interactions and a way
to maintain relationships and connection. Humor was highly
valued, as demonstrated by the staff challenge at Shameka’s high
school. The competition was fierce around which educators had
the most toilet paper in their homes (in light of a national,
never-understood panic run on the commodity). Shameka’s
school also hosted open discussion hours for staff, which often
diverged into lighthearted but energetic conversations about
topics such as “What is the best flavor of ramen noodles?”
These staff bonding events solidified the ties between educators
and created strong foundations upon which instructional
capacity could be built.

Attention to mindset, fluid roles and expectations, responsive
professional development, and efficiency and prioritization of
structures and systems all formed the basis of our participants’
efforts to build, sustain, and strengthen capacity across their
organizations. Setting the stage for capacity building began with
clarifying and embracing a mindset of acceptance and support.
Dan, a director of learning innovation, described this important
component:

[G]race and flexibility, and I think that goes all the way
around. Teachers toward their students, students toward their
teachers, parents toward the school community, and. . . our
administrators. . . they’ll come back to that grace and flexibility as
far as what happens with kids, and teachers in their new virtual
environments, knowing that it’s not going to be perfect. And we
always, in the tech world, we always talk about risk, right? We take
these risks, and now people are being forced to do that. Because some
type of people didn’t maybe necessarily before, now you’re being
forced to do that and be okay with it. Reflect, change what happens
tomorrow if it didn’t work out right. If it worked out, great, do it
again, right? So, grace and flexibility.
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After recognizing the importance of infusing capacity-
building with grace and flexibility, leaders began creating specific
supports for teachers, including an “all hands on deck approach”
to staffing and responsive professional development. Tanna, a
director of technology innovation, summed up this part of the
process when she stated, “It’s about helping all teachers be able to
feel comfortable and be vulnerable as learners.”

At many of our interviewees’ schools, all non-teaching staff
members were leveraged to help create supports for students,
thereby increasing teachers’ capacity to focus on instructional
practices. Bus drivers, cafeteria managers, and librarians were
among the many who joined forces to create support structures.
During a planned meal pickup event, Andrea, a superintendent,
said that her librarians found a creative way to support students:

Yesterday at our meal pickup we had our librarians, two librarians,
who had pulled a bunch of books out of their libraries that
students could check out on the curb. I would say the creativity
is just fantastic.

With staff and student supports in place, professional
development became a key strategic component for building
teacher capacity. Jeff, the chief administrator for a regional
educational service agency, recognized the unique opportunity
presented by the crisis, noting that, “we have some time now
that internal staff could do some learning that maybe we’ve been
wanting to do all year long and just never have that extra time.”

Training on technological tools dominated professional
learning early in the pandemic. For example, one school district
in Colorado offered 25 training sessions on Google Classroom the
day before the district went live with remote learning. The critical
importance of this type of training, especially for teachers without
these skills, became obvious. As Dan, a director of learning and
innovation, shared:

We do have a. . . we’ll call it an opt-in sort of PD model for
most things, technology being one of those. And there are a
handful of teachers who are struggling right now because they [had
previously] opted out. They are more traditional teachers. . . we’ve
had our beginner Google Classroom sessions where we’re full of
those people. . . but not as many from some friends I have in other
districts who say they’ve never used Google Classroom.

Over time, professional learning at many of our interviewees’
institutions expanded from an almost-pure technology focus to
include mental health, trauma, social-emotional learning, and–
as time went on and teacher capacity grew–virtual instructional
strategies. Jeff, a high school principal, summed up the experience
of staff learning:

This is the best real life, real-time professional development. . . there
is a constant feedback loop. This is what we’re trying and is this
going to work or is that going to work? We’re getting a lot of
information. At some point when the world stops spinning we’ll have
to sit down and take everything we’ve learned and think about how
we’re moving forward.

Maximizing efficiency of prioritized structures and systems
was another area of focus for instructional capacity building.
Simplicity and familiarity were embraced when it came to
selecting learning management systems, and this paid off

for many organizations. As Dave, a director of technology
integration, noted:

What’s working well is that we’re trying to keep everything really
super simple and keep tools that are familiar. So we’ve started
with strengths, started with what the students are familiar with,
so, getting a simple learning management system, making sure that
it’s either Google Classroom or Seesaw. So, things that teachers are
familiar with and they can support each other. . .

At many schools, schedules also were simplified in an effort to
“stave off distance-learning fatigue,” as Danny, an international
middle school principal, said. Staggered schedules with built-in
flexibility allowed students and teachers to connect when needed
during synchronous time. Options during asynchronous time
allowed for necessities like individual or small group check-ins
and work delivery times, as well as opportunities for students
to reconnect with teachers as needed. Blair, an international
secondary school principal, expressed his satisfaction by stating,
“I think that we ended the year really well with a solid structure
that allowed for both flexibility as well as enough structure to
support students well.”

Many of our participants’ school systems also made decisions
to increase instructional capacity by prioritizing essential
standards. Mike, a director of curriculum and technology,
astutely pointed out the issues that had to be addressed,
noting that, “we are not going to be able to do everything.
so what are the most important things for our learners?” As
Melissa, a high school principal shared with us, prioritization
of standards fostered new learning opportunities for students,
robust staff conversations, and collaborative efforts about how
to best garner available resources, including curriculum, to meet
targeted learning goals.

Educators at one of our participating international schools
created online “learning grids” to effectively accomplish this task.
Don, an assistant head of school, explained that these grids
were “user-friendly formats that really scripted what we needed
kids to do and then what we’re requiring teachers to do.” This
creative solution increased school capacity and facilitated easier
school-to-home connections:

So it was a new way of collaborating for our teachers who. . . in a
normal school. . . have a little bit more say in how they approach
each of the learning standards that. . . they’re trying to reach. So that
was a bit of learning as well to figure out how that collaboration
would work. But it’s worked out really well and it certainly has
simplified life, I think, for teachers as well. And it has freed them
up to do more things. . . so that we could be sure that the basic
resources are being shared and the standards are all being met
through these learning grids.

Finally, as Sean, a digital specialist, described, attention
could turn from emergency responsiveness to aspirational
responsiveness as teacher capacity was built:

I think we have our aspirational goals and then we have the reality
of the pandemic and the emergency happening. We’re starting to
see some of those aspirational pieces take off as far as how content
is designed and delivered. Our teachers are becoming a lot more
confident in their ability to do this online, beginning to understand
the routines that are useful for them as teachers and then routines
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for the students, and there’s a lot of feedback from our teachers
going on about that.

The power of teacher collaboration, coupled with the
familiarity of emerging routines and recognizable successes,
empowered teachers at many of our participating schools.
Best practices in brick-and-mortar settings often proved to
be best practices in the virtual classroom. Small group and
individualized instruction was critical, student-led project-based
learning correlated with high engagement, and greater student
agency equated with greater student success. This was particularly
true in some of the schools that we interviewed which had
project- and inquiry-based learning structures in place.

Ultimately, leaders who built capacity through attention
to mindset, embraced fluid roles and expectations, facilitated
responsive professional development, and prioritized efficient
structures and systems were able to create environments for
teachers to reach students in meaningful ways and increase
engagement in virtual settings. As the initial crisis moved
into a sustained “new normal,” organizations began finding
ways to move from their initial state of emergency to a state
of best practices.

Equity-Oriented Leadership
Across the globe, issues of educational access and digital equity
were thrust into the forefront as schools scrambled to provide
access to remote education platforms. Equity requires that every
student be supported with the resources necessary to successfully
access what is needed to learn and thrive in an educational
setting. As the pandemic took hold, it became clear that access to
food and mental health supports initially needed to take priority
over access to instruction. Our school leaders’ emphasis on–and
quick investments in–basic needs, social-emotional health, and
technological access are underscored by the research literature’s
recognition of these stabilizing aspects of crisis leadership (see,
e.g., Smith and Riley, 2012; Mutch, 2015b; Dückers et al., 2017;
Mahfouz et al., 2019; McLeod, 2020b).

Since access to at-school free meal programs was severed,
feeding students in the community became paramount for many
of our school leaders. Jim, a chief executive officer of a charter
school, described the situation faced by so many schools:

We have about 98% of our kids on free and reduced-price lunch
programs. So, you know, when we first got the information around
the closure, our first instincts were to make sure we were feeding our
kids–the most basic fundamental expectation of survival. And we
were able to launch that in about 2 weeks. We started with the daily
drive-thru, and then we’ve been able to move that to once a week,
so we can supply 7 days worth of food to all of our families. We
have a pre-heated meal system with distribution of food and gallons
of milk every week. It’s going really well. We have about a 100%
participation rate, almost everyone participates. We accept anyone
under the age of 18 to come to our drive thru and pick up food, so it
doesn’t even matter if they’re part of our school system or not.

Meeting families’ primary needs required school communities
to adapt quickly and often. Glenn, a superintendent, shared:

As far as food services, we provide food twice a week, our
communities are roughly about 45% free and reduced lunch. So,

one of the biggest things that we are focusing on is the health and
well-being of those families as well. So we constantly put out phone
calls saying, “Hey, if you recently lost your job and or you think
you’re now eligible, please sign up,” and we can go through that
paperwork with them.

Mental health supports also were considered as the overall
health and wellbeing of students and families was prioritized.
Kristina, a principal, noted that “we really need to focus on the
heart, on overall well-being and mental healthiness and physical
healthiness.” Looking to the future, Kristina also expressed
her grave concerns “about everyone’s mental health as this
continues.”

After addressing students’ basic health needs, issues of
instructional equity quickly came into focus. Nancy, a principal
of an elementary International Baccalaureate school, summed up
the issues faced by so many:

We had a lot of problems in the beginning getting kids on
[the Internet]. The Internet wasn’t working correctly. They didn’t
understand [how to use a] hotspot. Their iPad locked up, they
couldn’t remember their password. . . We did a lot with our
interpreters getting kids and families logged on. . . We called them.
I was going to kid’s houses: “Why can’t you get on, let me help
you?” You bring food, you bring whatever, because a lot of them
were really scared when I came by. They [thought] because they
weren’t online, [that I was there for] attendance but, no, I was
there to help them.

Even for schools that had heavily invested in technology before
the pandemic, issues of digital equity and data privilege quickly
became a pressing concern. Shameka, a high school principal,
explained:

I would be remiss if I didn’t mention the concerns around digital
equity because we still have to champion that. Just because a kid
has access they don’t necessarily always have the digital capital
necessary to engage in a way that is authentic. . . just because the kid
has a phone doesn’t mean that they live in a place of data privilege.
I have not had [a fixed set of] minutes on my phone or had to worry
about data in years. I’m on an unlimited plan but when thinking
about kids submitting assignments and families who share data. . .

we live in a place of data privilege. And we have to recognize in that
vein of digital equity [that] access is one thing, but not really. . . You
don’t have access for real.

Again and again, school leaders discussed Internet access
as one of the biggest hurdles students faced after moving to
remote learning. Because access could not be assumed even
when students had or were provided with devices, innovative
and practical, equitable solutions were required. Aaron, a middle
school assistant principal, discussed the need to use paper packets
when it was understood that families, “had too many kids in the
house, so that even if they had pretty decent Internet coverage, if
three kids are connected at once, it certainly couldn’t stand up
to that.” Dave, a director of technology integration, concurred
by stating, “We’re learning about families who may not have the
access that we thought they did.” In addition to the Internet
access hurdles faced by so many students, the ability of schools
to continue to support devices also quickly surfaced. Dave noted,
“I think the challenges now are helping to manage and support
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those devices virtually, making sure that we know that everybody
has what they need, [and] finding out where those gaps exist.”

Unsurprisingly, issues of equity persisted during the global
pandemic crisis. Even if basic student needs for food were met,
mental health supports and digital resources often were woefully
inadequate. Many schools still have not been able to ensure that
students’ overall well-being is adequately supported. Hundreds of
thousands and perhaps millions of students still cannot access
instruction remotely. Educational access and equity issues that
existed beforehand often seemed insurmountable during the
early months of the pandemic. Educational equity for all students
has never been a reality and now has slipped even further away
for millions of students. Despite the enormity of the challenges,
the school leaders we interviewed continued to strive to support
students to the greatest extent possible.

Silver Linings and Future Opportunities
Despite the enormity of the challenges that COVID-19 has thrust
upon P-12 educational systems, many of our interviewees felt that
some “silver linings,” or unexpected positive outcomes, had begun
to emerge, even during the first few months, that would lead
to future opportunities for students and staff. These possibilities
for change spurred excitement, even during this challenging time
period for schools. Jeremy, a superintendent, acknowledged the
call to action for all educational communities:

I think if we come out of this experience and fall back on traditional
ways of doing things, shame on us. We cannot unlearn what we
are learning right now. If anything, the silver lining here is that. . .
that is pretty exciting to think about what could be. I know our
teachers and students, and families are living that alongside us.
That is probably one of the highlights we have seen.

Jeff, the chief administrator for a regional educational service
agency, noted that the global pandemic and the concurrent
changes in school structures and activities have given everyone
the permission to “think about the future of education,” and
to question the status quo. Changes in almost every area of
education are being considered, including new commitments
to the collective wisdom of the educational community, new
structures of family engagement, expansive integration of
technology, the creation of new resources, and, most importantly,
a new appreciation and recognition of student voice and self-
directed agency. Past research indicates that organizational
reorientations are common as crises begin to settle down and
leaders have the opportunity to reflect on the future of their
institutions (see, e.g., Coombs, 2000; Boin and Hart, 2003; Heath,
2004; Jaques, 2009; Smith and Riley, 2012).

The school leaders that we interviewed had a renewed
recognition of–and appreciation for–the importance of the
collective wisdom of the educational community. Mike, a director
of curriculum and technology, described his experience:

I think there are some really good positives that have come from this
experience. . . there is a lot of sharing going on and reconnecting
with our personal learning networks has been fantastic. . . People
are talking and sharing at a rapid pace so that there is a
lot of crowdsourcing around that information. I think that has
been really helpful.

The importance of connections between educators, and the
opportunities created by those connections, cannot be overstated.
Kristina, a principal, summed it up when she said, “If this
[pandemic] has done nothing else, [it has shown us that] we need
to work together in a connected world and leverage our shared
brilliance, our shared experience.”

Another silver lining from the pandemic appears to have been
the explosion of better technology integration across educational
systems. Aaron, a middle school assistant principal, recognized
that educational communities have been thrust into a non-
negotiable “technological immersion course”:

I think it has just upped our technology. You hear it all the time
where, hey, if you want to learn a foreign language, go to that
country and live there for 6 weeks. Well, if you want to learn online
education. . . I wouldn’t want a pandemic. But certainly getting
dropped into a situation where you have to do it for X number of
weeks has just raised everyone’s level astronomically, and it forces
you to ask questions. You come up against that reality. You have to
troubleshoot things. . . And I think those things can carry forward. . .

Many of our interviewees said that they planned on carrying
forward the creation of virtual resources for students and
staff. While the availability of these resources is not new, the
broad-based implementation and long-overdue recognition of
the availability and potential benefits of these resources is a
significant change for many educators.

The most-widely recognized silver lining of the COVID-19
pandemic is arguably the collective recognition of the power
of community and the accompanying importance of valuing
the voices of all community members, especially parents and
students. Learning has become more visible to everyone. This
increased transparency and visibility has the potential to change
the face of education going forward. Mark, a director of an
international school, said:

I think that the learning for all of our community members was
so much more visible. Parents were part of the learning experience.
Students were definitely advocates and agents in their own learning.
And teachers, in order to deliver experiences, they had to be able
to communicate much more actively with different groups. . . And
I think the more that we can make our experiences visible and
include the community members in those experiences, I think
that that’s something that we can bring back to the on-campus
instruction and try and support through a continued partnership
to support our students.

Cory, a superintendent, noted that parents are seeing and
experiencing more of “what their kids are doing in school
than ever before” and, in turn, as educators have committed
themselves to a new level of family engagement, they are seeing
sides of their students previously unrecognized. He went on to
state that remote learning has given students more voice and
agency as they have been provided with opportunities to show
their learning in new ways.

Students at many of the schools we interviewed are doing
more than just showing their learning in new ways. Remote
learning is changing students in ways that will benefit them in
all areas of their lives. Danny, an international middle school
principal, looked forward to these changes with excitement:
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[O]ur students are certainly learning a lot of independent skills and
making a lot of choices on their own right now and they’re pursuing
a lot of their own interests because they have time to do it because
they’re not on a regular school time schedule. So, when they come
back to school, it will be very, very fun to capitalize on this new
independence and this new confidence and this new self-assuredness
of “Oh, yeah, I can do that.”

The school leaders we interviewed were able to see some
“silver linings” and potential benefits that might emerge from
a harrowing pandemic. Opportunities they identified included
time to reimagine school, chances to test new ideas and take risks,
and the ability to welcome back students who have embraced a
new version of themselves.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The primary themes that emerged from our interviews with
the Coronavirus Chronicles participants echoed many of the
broad ideas from the scholarly literature. Research is clear, for
example, that a strong emphasis on organizational vision and
institutional values facilitates leaders’ sensemaking and guides
critical decisions during conditions of uncertainty (see, e.g.,
Prewitt et al., 2011; Boin et al., 2013). Similarly, the school
leaders who we interviewed utilized a variety of focused but
far-reaching communication strategies (see, e.g., Heath and
O’Hair, 2020) to maintain some semblance of instructional and
organizational coherence and to support educators and families.
This coordination often involved outside entities. For instance,
Glenn, a superintendent, shared with us:

Two weeks before this all really started coming down to southern
New Jersey,. . . we put together a giant group of team meetings and
we brought in our chiefs of police, fire, public works. We had our
mayor in contact. We had our city manager, board of education,
our administrators, and our food services. And we sat together as
one big team and put all of our egos aside and said, “What do we
need to do to work together as the months go on?” And we [continue
to regularly] work together, hand-in-hand.

Care for others was another dominant theme that we heard
from our interview participants, underscoring the importance of
leaders’ attention to educators’ and families’ social, emotional,
and mental health concerns (see, e.g., Dückers et al., 2017).
Often that care focused on resolving fundamental inequities,
particularly regarding food insecurity, counseling, social services,
or technological access (see, e.g., Dückers et al., 2017; Mahfouz
et al., 2019; McLeod, 2020b).

A few other leadership observations emerged from our
interviews that we think are worth noting here at the
end of this article. First, our school leaders repeatedly
recognized their reliance on the collective wisdom that exists
across organizations and geographic boundaries. Schools that
intentionally looked to what was happening elsewhere were
able to be more proactive. These schools tapped into their
collective networks and connected with colleagues in parts of
the world that were among the first affected by the pandemic,
thus allowing their organizations more time for conversation,
planning, and response.

Second, schools that previously had made certain investments
reaped the benefits during the pandemic (Stern, 2013). One
obvious example would be the schools that already had
implemented 1:1 computing initiatives. These technology-rich
systems were able to pivot to remote instruction more easily
because most students already had computing devices and home
Internet access. A second example would be the middle school
that already had competency-based student progressions in place
and thus was less concerned than other schools about student
“learning loss.” Another example would be the project- and
inquiry-based learning schools that we interviewed. Students in
those schools already were comfortable with greater self-agency
and directing their own work, a useful skill set for learning
at home during the pandemic. Other examples include the
international schools that had certain processes in place due to
previous pandemics such as SARS or MERS or the schools in
Alabama that had experience with quick shifts to online learning
after hurricanes.

Third, we heard regularly about the ongoing importance
of relationships. Sometimes these relationships were simply
about coordination of organizational functions, similar to the
meetings described above in Glenn’s New Jersey community.
More often, however, they represented love, empathy, and care
of both the school and the larger community. The educators
who we interviewed did heroic work during the first few
months of the pandemic to combat food insecurity, care
for the people around them, and ensure that learning still
occurred for children.

Fourth, many of our participants shared that their clear
visions and values, whether individual or institutional, allowed
them to maintain operational focus instead of simply being
reactive to the ongoing, smaller, day-to-day crises that regularly
occurred. Organizational responses that had greater consistency
and coherency created fewer stresses on educators and families.

Fifth, schools continue to reflect the contexts of our larger
society. For many of our participants, the equity concerns that
existed pre-pandemic were magnified during the first few months
of the crisis. Food and housing insecurity, digital inequity, and
lack of access to mental health supports were all amplified
after the pandemic closed down schools. There is a great need
for equity-oriented leadership in both schools and their larger
communities and political contexts. We need better investments,
support systems, and policy approaches to offset the inequities
that erode institutional and societal vitality.

Sixth, we were impressed with the resilience and courage that
we witnessed from many of our participating educators. Even
while struggling personally with the impacts of the pandemic,
they still leaned into the immense challenges before them.
They were brave enough to try new approaches and create
new structures, even when they weren’t sure what would work.
We heard numerous examples of individual and organizational
risk-taking. Many of those new ideas, support systems, and
skill sets will persist after the pandemic. For instance, teachers’
newly acquired technology skills won’t just disappear. Similarly,
the increased participation rates that many schools witnessed
once parent-teacher conferences went virtual are probably
worth preserving.
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Finally, some of our participants expressed optimism that
the pandemic may radically reshape certain elements of their
school systems once they have time to reflect back on what
has happened. This reflection on organizational possibilities and
institutional futures is common during the “reconstruction”
phase (Boin and Hart, 2003) of a crisis (see also Coombs, 2000;
Heath, 2004; Boin et al., 2005; Jaques, 2009; Smith and Riley,
2012). Time will tell if these “silver linings” actually occur.
Although many scholars have noted the revolutionary potential
of major crises (see, e.g., Prewitt et al., 2011; Harris, 2020), Boin
and Hart (2003) stated that there are inherent tensions between
crisis management and reform-oriented leadership. During a
crisis, leaders often try to “minimize the damage, alleviate the
pain, and restore order” (p. 549), which conflicts with attempts
to disrupt the organization and move it in a new direction. If
some of these longer-term changes do indeed occur when the
pandemic recedes, many of our interviewees will be ready to reap
the promises of a newly reimagined world of education.

Crisis leadership matters, primarily because “it is often the
handling of a crisis that leads to more damage than the crisis event
itself. Learning from a crisis is the best hope we have of preventing
repeat occurrences.” (James and Wooten, 2011, p. 61). When it
comes to education however, Smawfield (2013) stated that “one
of the most under-represented areas within the literature. is the
capture of knowledge on how schools have been able to respond
to real-life disasters” (p. 9). He noted that we have much still
to learn about the leadership and institutional challenges that
accompany crises, the roles that educators are required to play,
and the structures and behaviors that seem to be successful.

Although this study examined school leaders’ responses
during the first few months of the COVID-19 pandemic,
Mutch (2015b) noted that “12–24 months after the onset of
[a crisis seems] to be a useful time to start to review what
has happened” (p. 187). Much of what we will learn about
effective school crisis leadership during this pandemic remains
unknown and it will take years to reveal the longer-term
impacts of COVID-19 on schools and their leaders. Harris
and Jones (2020) stated that, “a new chapter is being written
about school leadership in disruptive times that will possibly
overtake and overshadow all that was written before on the
topic” (p. 246). That chapter–and the overall story of pandemic-
era schooling–continues to be written. For many of the schools
that we interviewed, their reorientations and reinventions may
well be underway.
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Confronting a Compound Crisis: The
School Principal’s Role During Initial
Phase of the COVID-19 Pandemic
Daniel Reyes-Guerra* , Patricia Maslin-Ostrowski, Maysaa Y. Barakat and
Melanie Ann Stefanovic

Department of Educational Leadership and Research Methodology, Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton, FL, United States

The COVID-19 pandemic, bringing to the forefront and catalyzing long-unconfronted
racial and economic inequities, in addition to economic collapse and deep political
divisions - which all impact students and schools – has resulted in a compound crisis
requiring a novel conceptualization of school leadership during times of crisis. This
qualitative study captures the leadership experience of principals during the apocalyptic
crisis _ the COVID-19 pandemic - beginning from the time schools were closing in
March 2020 to the end of the school year in June. Crisis leadership, transformative
leadership and social capital constitute the overarching framework for this study. The
purpose of this case study was to discover how principals engaged in their thinking
and practice to handle the compound crisis, in order to generate a rich description
and gain an understanding of school leadership during the first phase of the COVID 19
pandemic. Our research questions were: What were the challenges and complications
of leading during the initial phase of the compound crisis from the perspective of
principals? How did principals respond? What were the emergent leadership practices?
For this case study, we used a purposeful, maximum variation sample of nine principals
in Florida. We sought balance in gender, race and ethnicity, and grade level. In-
depth interviews were conducted using a structured protocol. Analysis treated each
principal as an individual case, then cross-case thematic analysis was employed to
uncover common patterns and themes. Three findings emerged. First, participants
drew upon their individual reservoirs of shared leader qualities, including personalized
and pragmatic communicator; leading with flexibility, creativity and care; bending rules
and shifting priorities; and showing resilience under pressure. Second, they tapped
into their schools’ strengths, including school context and in-house expertise. Third,
they made inter-school connections. The first phase of the compound crisis pushed
principals to prioritize care, safety, and wellbeing of students, teachers, and communities
above accountability measures and systemic institutional constraints. A call to action for
equity is the next logical step for system consideration, and was echoed by participating
principals, as well as a realization that going back to old ways is no longer an option.

Keywords: school principal, crisis leadership, transformative leadership, social capital, school leadership, equity
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INTRODUCTION

You need to be agile as a leader. It used to be that a leader
covered all bases, this is not the case anymore. Things are very
fluid.

– FL District Director of Leadership
Development (Spring, 2020).

A crisis is an unstable time in which a decisive change
is impending, especially with the distinct possibility of highly
undesirable outcomes. Given the exacerbated inequities in K-12
student access and learning which had already been observed
and reported widely by news media, the COVID-19 pandemic
certainly qualifies as a public education crisis. School leadership
in times of crisis requires strategically and delicately balancing
sensitive relational skills with effective and efficient leadership
competencies (Smith and Riley, 2012). Yet the current crisis is
not as straightforward as a single traumatic stimulus requiring
a decisive leadership response (Whitla, 2003). The COVID-
19 pandemic, bringing to the forefront and catalyzing long-
unconfronted racial and economic inequities, in addition to
economic collapse and deep political divisions - which all impact
students and schools – has resulted in a compound crisis that
requires a novel conceptualization of school leadership during
times of crisis.

This study captures the leadership experience of principals
during the apocalyptic crisis - the COVID-19 pandemic -
beginning from the time schools were closing in March
2020 to the end of the school year in June. It is the
first phase of a longitudinal study that will investigate
and describe how Florida school leaders’ work occurs in
phases over the course of a compound crisis. The principals
are situated in four districts, including two of the 10
largest districts (coded in the methods section as district 1
and 2) in the country with racially and culturally diverse
student populations in an urban/suburban context. All four
districts have significant numbers of economically distressed
households. For this first phase, a team of researchers
analyzed individual interviews of public school principals
from southeastern Florida, which were a part of the data
collected for a national study (Supovitz, 2020). Subsequent
phases will include the re-opening of public schools in
these districts through a hybrid delivery model (taking place
during Fall 2020 and Spring 2021) and the anticipated
eventual evolution to a “new normal” of brick and mortar
delivery of learning.

The purpose of this case study was to discover how principals
engaged in their thinking and practice to handle the compound
crisis, in order to generate a rich description and gain an
understanding of school leadership during the first phase of
the COVID-19 pandemic. We explored how a compound crisis
may become an opportunity for curing entrenched societal
ills. We define compound crisis as a confluence of individual
crises that erupt, disrupt, and challenge leaders and society.
A compound crisis is complex in that it has multiple causes
and unknown solutions but also needs system-wide responses
to address current inadequacies. It provides an opportunity

to move to a new normal that allows for new beliefs and
systems to emerge.

The research questions guiding our study were:

(1) What were the challenges and complications of leading
during the initial phase of the compound crisis from the
perspective of principals?

(2) How did principals respond?
(3) What were the emergent leadership practices?

These questions were developed to gain a greater
understanding of how school leaders navigated through this
compound crisis, which marks a possible turning point in the
direction and leadership of public schools in the United States,
if not the world. While not the catalyst of the crisis, public
education has found itself at the center. This study is significant
because it shows how the crisis offered an opportunity for
leaders to awaken and meet student educational learning
needs through new leadership emphases, begin to examine
or re-examine existing systemic inequities, and cultivate new
and different mechanisms and mindsets needed to confront a
compound crisis.

Crisis leadership and transformative leadership constitute the
overarching framework for this study.

Crisis Leadership in Education
Crises are intrusive and painful experiences for educational
leaders and all school stakeholders (Smith and Riley, 2012), and
a mishandled crisis poses the significant threat of negatively
impacting an organization (Coombs, 2007). According to Boin
(2005), within all crises exists three components – threat,
uncertainty, and urgency. Baron et al. (2005) add to this list
the impact on many stakeholders and little to no warning,
which together comprise the five features common to all crises
regardless of the organization.

Smith and Riley (2012) provide a widely used typology
for school-based crises. Their five categories of school-based
crises include short-term crises, cathartic crises, long-term crises,
one-off crises, and infectious crises. To handle these types of
crises Mayer et al. (2008) argue most organizations utilize a
linear crisis management strategy: prevent, respond, and recover.
Gainey (2009), however, recommends a cyclical strategy for
crisis management, through an open two-way communication
for decision making, which minimizes misinformation.

While the literature around a theory of educational leadership
during times of crisis is sparse, Smith and Riley (2012) conducted
an extensive literature review and applied crisis management
models from other fields to educational leadership theory,
and they identified nine key attributes of crisis leadership
in education: communication skills, procedural intelligence,
synthesizing skills, optimism/tenacity, flexibility, intuition,
empathy/respect, creativity/lateral thinking, and decisive
decision making. It can also be argued the school context
and surrounding community provide the backdrop for how
principals determine what leadership strategies are effective and
ignore those ill-suited for addressing a crisis (Hallinger, 2003).
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Transformative Leadership
In the transformative leadership process, education aims at
affecting deep change and transformation within the wider
community (Shields, 2010), and leadership activities are
“expanded to address a wider and perhaps more complex array
of issues” (Shields, 2014, p. 325). Weiner (2003) describes
transformative leadership as an exercise of power and authority
that begins with questions of justice, democracy, and the dialectic
between individual accountability and social responsibility.
Some researchers use the terms transformational-leadership
and transformative-leadership interchangeably, however, Shields
(2010) draws a distinction where she states “transformational
leadership focuses on improving organizational qualities,
dimensions, and effectiveness; and transformative educational
leadership begins by challenging inappropriate uses of power
and privilege. . .that create or perpetuate inequity and injustice”
(p. 564). Shields (2014) identifies eight tenets of transformative
leadership:

(1) the mandate to effect deep and equitable change; (2) the
need to deconstruct and reconstruct knowledge frameworks that
perpetuate inequity and injustice; (3) a focus on emancipation,
democracy, equity and justice; (4) the need to address the
inequitable distribution of power; (5) an emphasis on both the
private and public good; (6) an emphasis on interdependence,
interconnectedness, and global awareness; (7) the necessity of
balancing critique with promise; and (8) the call to exhibit moral
courage (p. 333).

Ogawa and Bossert (1995) conceptualize leadership as an
organizational quality that flows through networks of roles. Using
the eight tenets of this transformative leadership framework we
will examine if and how school principals and their leadership
teams, through formal and emergent roles, address issues of
equity and social justice brought to the forefront by the
compound crisis. According to Shields, transformative leaders
strike a balance between critique and promise, where in an
educational setting “critique lays the groundwork for the promise
of schooling that is more inclusive, democratic, and equitable for
more students” (Shields, 2010, p. 569).

METHODS

For the research design, researchers selected a qualitative case
study, the methodologies of which facilitate deep exploration
of the complexities of the participants’ experiences and capture
the essential meaning of the experience (Stake, 1995). Such a
design lends itself well to the study of individual principals and
their personal lived experiences while leading schools in times
of crisis, and it enables researchers to develop rich descriptions
of participants’ leadership actions, personal experiences, and
perspectives of the experiences of their students, students’
families, and faculty. This study examined the participants’
experiences that spanned from March to June 2020 during
the onset of the pandemic. The study was also bounded
by public schools located in the southeastern seaboard of
Florida. Interviews were the sole source of data collection

for this study which is a limitation. Observations were not
feasible given the conditions of the pandemic at that time. The
interviews, however, did offer a rare opportunity to capture
the voices of school leaders during this historic moment.
Document review will be added in the next stage of this
longitudinal study.

Sample
We used a purposeful sample of nine principals. Participants
were recruited using maximum variation sampling of principals
known to the researchers to be leaders among their peers and
within their districts. Participants represent 4 different districts
in South Florida. Principals (1, 5, 7, and 8) are from district (1);
Principals (2, 4, and 9) from district (2), principal (3) is from
district (3) and principal (6) is from district (4) (See Table 1).
Researchers sought balance in gender, race and ethnicity, and
grade level, among participating principals. Of participants were
five females and four males, and two were Black, two were
Hispanic, and five were white. Two lead elementary schools, four
lead middle schools, one leads a grades 6-12 secondary school,
and two lead high schools (See Table 1).

It should be noted that these schools had an advantage
in that their principals have had demonstrated success as
leaders. Principals were selected as participants because of their
experience as mentors and coaches in educational leadership
development programs. Yet they came from a variety of school
levels and populations.

Data Collection
A team of two researchers conducted nine individual interviews
using a structured protocol (Supplementary Appendix 1), which
was developed for a national study of the impacts of the COVID-
19 pandemic on school leaders and schools. The interview
protocol included several probing questions for each primary
question to be used as needed. Questions were designed to elicit
rich descriptive data of participants’ experiences as well as their
perceptions of how they and their schools and communities
were coping. Interviews, which averaged 70-min, were conducted
via video conference using Zoom and were audio-recorded.
Audio files were electronically transcribed and then researchers
manually checked transcripts for accuracy. There were 183
pages of transcripts. Finally, transcripts were sent to participants
for member checking. To promote confidentiality, researchers
assigned a code number to each participant and school district,
and the names of individuals and schools were replaced with a
number in brackets.

Data Analysis
Analysis treated each participating principal as an individual
case, and then cross-case analysis was used to uncover common
patterns and themes. Each of the four members of the research
team read and analyzed the nine transcripts. Researchers
executed a full thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006)
including an initial stage of open coding using words and
phrases to capture the meaning of the coded text (Saldaña,
2015). This step was followed by a distillation of the code list
and re-coding to create a master code list. The master code
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TABLE 1 | Demographic information of participating principals.

Participant code no. Gender Race/ethnicity Grade level School district code Leadership role(s)

1 Female Black 6-12 1 Principal

2 Male White 9-12 2 Principal, Adjunct Instructor

3 Male White 6-8 3 Principal, Adjunct Instructor

4 Male Hispanic 6-8 2 Principal, Adjunct Instructor

5 Male Hispanic 6-8 1 Principal, President of District 1 Principals Association

6 Female White K-5 4 Principal, Adjunct Instructor

7 Female White K-5 1 Principal

8 Female Black 6-8 1 Principal

9 Female White 9-12 2 Principal, Adjunct Instructor

list included fourteen codes plus sub-codes. We decided, also,
to include as a priori codes, equity and the nine key attributes
of crisis leadership (Smith and Riley, 2012), thereby expanding
the master code list for the second cycle of analysis. Next,
researchers reached consensus around five emergent thematic
buckets, and they assigned quotations from coded excerpts to
each bucket. Finally, findings were generated based upon the
themes that were most prevalent and salient in the data (See
Table 2).

An audit trail utilizing memos and emails documented the
research process and increased the dependability of findings.
To enhance the validity of the study, researcher triangulation
was used throughout all stages of data analysis. Trustworthiness
was also strengthened through the researchers discussing their
biases and assumptions, along with an explicit effort to look
for disconfirming evidence. We relied on verbatim quotes and
descriptions of leaders’ unique contexts, to provide authentic
and trustworthy findings. Transferability of findings will be
established by how well they fit or can be adapted to similar
and different contexts, in other words, case-to-case transfer
(Miles and Huberman, 1994).

FINDINGS

It all just was sudden. “Okay, you guys are not going back to
school.” Teachers gathered their stuff and out they went. And
I was in classrooms, fishing fish out of tanks and giving them
away to people to care for and all the live things that are in a
school. . .just getting everything out so nothing died (Principal 7).

It was like being thrown 35 baseball bats at one time and which
one do you grab because no one was saying, this is what we’re
going to do (Principal 9).

The leaders’ quotes above mark the moment when their world
abruptly changed and help to situate these participants in the
unique time period of the study. We present three findings
that emerged from our analysis of the interviews; and offer
representative quotes and examples. Traversing three levels, the
participants drew upon their individual reservoirs of shared
leader qualities, they tapped into their schools’ strengths, and
they made inter-school connections. Together, these three strands

represent how the principals engaged in their thinking and
practice during the initial phase of the compound crisis.

Drawing on a Reservoir of Leader
Qualities and Capacities
First, although they serve different communities, for the
nine principals, four qualities and capacities emerged as
essential to their leadership throughout the initial phase of
the compound crisis. This includes being a personalized and
pragmatic communicator; leading with flexibility, creativity
and care; bending rules and shifting priorities; and showing
resilience under pressure.

Personalized and Pragmatic Communicator
Leading through the compound crisis while switching to online
learning, went hand in hand with communicating, for these
principals. Each principal emphasized the importance of making
a personal connection while providing practical information
about what was happening, and why. Capturing the leaders’
perspective, “Communication was paramount” (Principal 6).
They all exhibited strengths as communicators.

When communicating with teachers and communities,
principals aimed to comfort people and stay connected. As one
principal shared, she was “keeping the pieces together, keeping
everyone calm, keeping everyone feeling a sense. . .we’ll get
through this together” (Principal 8) Another said, “the most
important piece really was keeping everybody together”(Principal
7). The mantra heard in the public sector about surviving
COVID-19, “we are all in this together,” was echoed by the
principals when leading their schools.

For these principals, transparency was “huge” (Principal 2). If
something was not going well or things were changing yet again,
that needed to be shared. Principal 8 continued, “My most
important role was to keep them informed, I really wanted to do
that if something came down the pike, I wanted to share it and I
did, and, sometimes you can’t share everything, but they hear it
anyway. . .” (Principal 8).

The principals took a hands-on approach and made
themselves accessible. Representing this view:

I really wanted to be on call all the time to assist teachers
and students and parents. . .my goal is always to respond
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TABLE 2 | Data analysis.

Open code list Master code list

• communication (+/−) (structural frame)
• technology (+/−) (distribution, application)
• inequity (examples given, actions)
• decision-making (top-down, teams, who, how, same as before or different)
• leadership team (change/not change from before, redistribute leadership,

distributive mgt)
• leader as cheerleader, rally the troops, motivate
• Recognition of people (awards, praise, respect)
• emotional leader (empathy, keep people calm, together, perspective on

what’s realistic vs impossible, address fears, hysteria, loss) (human resource
frame)
• leader as negotiator (political frame)
• flexibility/adaptation—need for
• academics—

# grades
# attendance
# move curriculum to online supervision of teachers

A priori Codes
• Communication skills
• Procedural intelligence
• Synthesizing skills
• Optimism/tenacity
• Flexibility
• Intuition
• Empathy/respect
• Creativity/lateral thinking
• Decisive decision-making
• Equity

(1) Leader Communication
# (+/−) challenges
# Skills
# same as before pandemic or different

(2) Technology
# (+/−) challenges
# Laptop distribution, safety
# E-Platform, application

(3) Academics
# move curriculum to online
# student grades
# student attendance
# supervision of teachers
# standards

(4) Equity/inequity (examples given, actions, subgroups)
(5) Leader as negotiator (union contract)
(6) Decision-making & planning

# decisive
# top-down
# teams
# who, how
# same as before pandemic or different

(7) Leadership team
# change/no change from before
# emergent leaders
# redistribute leadership, distributive mgt

(8) Leader as cheerleader
# Optimism, hope
# Tenacity
# Recognition of people (awards, celebrations, praise, respect)

(9) Flexibility/adaptation—need for, enacted (curriculum, rules, traditions/norms)
(10) Emotional Leader

# empathy/respect
# intuition
# address fears, hysteria, loss, overwhelmed, uncertainty
# understand competing demands (homework)
# leader feelings/emotions
# leader self-care

(11) Creativity/lateral thinking
(12) Synthesizing skills
(13) Procedural/practical intelligence
(14) Role groups: teachers, parents, students (their perspectives or perspectives of

them through lens of principal)

Categories Themes Findings

• Communication
• Heightened awareness of systemic inequities

(technology)
• Creative use of resources (includes emergent

leadership, redistribution of roles, flexibility,
adaptability, rule bound vs rule defiant)
• Personal and professional capital (of the

principal)
• Supervision of virtual learning and teaching

• Personalized and pragmatic communicator
• Leading with flexibility, creativity and care
• Bending rules and shifting priorities
• Resilience under pressure

# Coping and self-care
# Adaptation-learning

• School context
# School community
# School designation
# Title 1 vs. non-Title 1 status

• In-house expertise
# Logistic and operational expertise
# Curriculum and instruction expertise
# Expertise gained from previous PD

(1) Drawing on a reservoir of leader qualities and
capacities

(2) Tapping into school strength
(3) Interschool connections

immediately. . .after the pandemic, the communication absolutely
increased and I was fine with it. I understood that this was a
different situation (Principal 1).

This could become a burden, as another principal noted,
“Many of my needy parents have my cell phone, which turned
out not to be a good idea” (Principal 5).
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Keeping communication channels open and positive was vital
for them. As principal shared,

Oftentimes, what I would do is, even after I knew that the AP
had made contact, I would follow back up with the parents, ‘and I
trust that your situation has been resolved yada, yada, yada,’ just to
keep that communication between me and the parent positive and
ongoing, so that they could remember when this was over, that the
principal was very responsive to their concerns (Principal 8).

Principal (6) who was monitoring attendance every day, as did
the others, said,

I was personally calling families whose kids had been absent for
three consecutive days. And if their answer to me was, we’ve got
five kids and only one laptop, then I was putting a laptop in the
car and driving it out to them. We really tried to keep contact with
parents to find out what the barriers were and if it was something
that we could remove the barrier, then we did. . . I probably went
to 20 homes a day (Principal 6).

These principals took actions that matched the messages of
support that they were delivering, enhancing their credibility.

Informal conversations during the school day were no longer
possible and new ways of communicating were needed. One
principal responded this way,

It was not a passing by in a hallway, in the cafeteria, it was a very
purposeful phone call, “How you doing, how are things going? I
noticed that you were reluctant in the meeting to share this. What’s
going on?” We had personal conversation along with, “how is your
mother doing?” It became personal...individualized (Principal 5).

Adept at using multiple forms of communication, principals
capitalized on twenty-first century technology to expand their
reach. They utilized communication protocols already in place.
For example, “We have a system where I send text messages,
emails and voice messages, every Friday. I would do it [in]
Spanish, English, and on special occasions, I would have my
guidance counselor who is Creole do it in Creole” (Principal 5).
Leaders also innovated with new forms: “I went to trying to learn
how to make videos on my own and how to put them up on
Instagram, because that was one format our kids were accessing”
(Principal 2). Similarly, another principal said,

I used video more than ever. Because I felt like they had to
see my face, they had to hear the principal. And that varied
from my sermons about social distancing to giving simple
instructions. . .Every couple of days, post a quick video from the
cafeteria or from the gym, just to give the kids little reminders of
what they were missing (Principal 4).

Principals needed to be skillful in timing and doses when
communicating. For example, Principal (8) said, “I tried to give
them a little piece of what they might hear until such a time that
I could give them more information, but I didn’t want them to...
To hear it from their friends” (Principal 8).

Another principal elaborated, how he did it,

. . .in a staggered way that would be helpful for people to plan but
not overburden them with too many meetings and conversations.
But then when there was a need for everyone to hear a consistent
message, or to talk as a whole group, we had those conversations

as well. And that was really pretty important to the people at
my school, having those layers of information coming and an
opportunity for everyone to chime in Principal (3).

Mastering communication that was personal and pragmatic
was imperative for these principals.

Leading With Flexibility, Creativity, and Care
Facing the unexpected, the nine leaders shared a mindset open to
possibility. Not one expressed denial, rather they displayed a “can
do” spirit. They were all flexible, creative and caring. Principal 5
alerted teachers,

The first thing we did was to let the staff know that it was
going to be a new normal and that we needed to reach out in
ways [different] than we were ever used to for the ESE, the ELL
kids (Principal 5).

The principals were flexible in many ways. As Principal (2)
said, flexibility, “That’s the key because whatever we are talking
about right now, can change with the next email or the next
phone call that you get” (Principal 2). They sought novel ways
to address needs, especially use of personnel. For example, a
principal “even gave laptops to the classroom assistants and
support facilitators [though they are] not teachers, they support
the students with disabilities” (Principal 1). Similarly, another
principal said,

Even our paraprofessionals, we issued them laptops, and where
they would normally go in and support students within the
classroom. They would set up their own Teams’ meetings, just
them and the student or two that they were working with
separately from the teacher, and review skills and help them with
things online (Principal 7).

Yet another principal offered a different idea: “I might pair one
of my cafeteria workers with a second-grade teacher and it was
like, they became like a teacher’s aide” (Principal 6).

As the crisis persisted, principals got creative. Principal 5, for
example, said he was not interested in “the quantitative data of
percentage of kids passing exams” but wanted teachers to provide
more qualitative data “in terms of who is engaged, who is doing
the work or needing extra assistance.” He continued, “And we
were able to even put together an extended opportunity [virtual]
camp with three different teams to make sure we reached out to
the kids that were not engaging.”

Caring came in countless forms. They celebrated teachers in
myriad ways to demonstrate their support and to motivate them
during a difficult time. Principals described showing appreciation
in small ways, such as “shout outs” (Principal 6) to full blown
virtual events broadcast from home. For example,

I felt myself needing to be an even louder cheerleader than I
typically am. I tried to very much be the positive leader and every
little success I could find to celebrate, went on a mass phone call
and email home too. We did a virtual Teacher Appreciation Week.
One of my APs had just gotten her kitchen remodeled, so it was
like breakfast with Miss Lego and she broadcasted live from her
kitchen (Principal 4).

A variation on this theme became common practice for the
leaders: “At every meeting, I made sure that I celebrated them
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and that they celebrated each other, and we ended the meeting
with what I call pick me ups, basically, listen, thank you for doing
this” (Principal 5). The creative, flexible and caring qualities of
the leaders helped them to cope with the ambiguity and complex
demands of the crisis.

Bending Rules and Shifting Priorities
The compound crisis caused these principals to bend rules
and shift their established priorities and work responsibilities.
Moving instruction online became a top priority in tandem
with communicating and staying connected with the community.
Principals identified, specifically, tensions between academic
expectations and the new social realities of people’s lives.

The time period was fittingly described by a principal as
“the wild, wild West. As far as all of that [district policies and
guidelines for assignments, grading, attendance] goes, it’s you
make it up on your own” (Principal 2). Thus, it is not surprising
that principals reported taking a stance like this:

First week, don’t take attendance and we’re not getting any grades.
We just need to get started. And I said, “We’ve never done this
before, so nobody could expect us to be experts in this. If they
don’t like it tough shit, this is the way we’re doing it.” (Principal 4).

Consistent with this principal, another shared,

I had to do a little lobbying on that front to get it going. . .in the
past something like that would have been absolutely, positively
forbidden. It was really interesting to see how things that were
impossible, can’t do it, not allowed, no way ever in the world, were
suddenly getting done without a lot of fanfare (Principal 3).

All the principals experienced tensions related to addressing
academic and social needs with either maintaining or relaxing
requirements and rigor. This example captures the dilemma of
meeting standards or letting go. Principal 3 explained,

My teachers are largely overachievers, which is a great problem
to have. And so, I had to spend a lot of time trying to talk
them into a reasonable expectation for student performance,
student deliverables, grades, because they were wanting to carry
on with their traditional expectations. I remember saying on more
than one occasion, “ Cut your expectations in half in terms of
what’s being delivered to you as proof, and then cut it in half
again” (Principal 3).

In contradiction, he also said,

They were required to teach to standards. They were required
to grade as appropriate. The students were required to take
assessments. I mean, we tried to make it as “normalish” as possible.
There was a misconception that everybody was just gonna pass.
So, we. . .had to get over that hump (Principal 3).

This underscores the competing priorities leaders faced. One
principal framed the issue as “giving grace” (Principal 1) and
reminded us that this is new territory for everyone, reinforcing
why they were bending rules and redefining priorities.

Resilience Under Pressure
The nine principals’ resilience was revealed when trying to
contain the crisis and survive during the first phase of the

pandemic. This included coping and self-care. Resilience was
manifested in also being able to see the possibilities for their
school and community going forward. These leaders were
learning from the crisis and sowing the seeds for adaptive growth.

Coping and self-care
In addition to facilitating support for teachers and staff, principals
had to tend to their own well-being. Some leaders noted how their
background and experience contributed to a positive mindset.
We share two examples. Principal (4) said,

This is not brand-new learning because throughout my career life,
whether it’s been hurricanes or 9/11 in New York, this is really
more a reminder of the impact that schools have on society. . .I’ve
been blessed. I don’t know if it was my Cuban upbringing or what
it was, just to be the eternal optimist and no matter what it is, I can
see good (Principal 4).

Another principal disclosed, “Having gone through COVID-
19, having, myself personally, I am definitely of the mindset that
families need choices, and I’m excited about virtual. It’s just not
the best for our kids” (Principal 6). Despite her personal battle
with the disease, she did not show anger or bitterness, rather she
was able to see the positive in the situation even when it was
far from perfect.

Some discovered spaces to care for themselves that did not
exist before. Distinguishing this compound crisis, principals did
not see an end in sight. There was talk of quarantine fatigue at
that time and even though the principals made statements like,
“But you really didn’t have a start and a stop” (Principal 7), they
were managing. One principal shared,

Because I’m not just cramming meals in my face and certainly,
I don’t eat as much fast food just because I’m home and I can
prepare food. It just became a matter of, “Okay, this time I shut it
down.” I had some power in that. I can schedule meetings when I
want them, and so I can shut it down, take a walk, and stuff like
that (Principal 4).

Although another principal (Principal 5) lamented, “There
was no beginning or end, and I would be on the phone at 10
pm as well as I would be on the phone 7:30 in the morning,” he
was able to carve out space for himself. He said, “I actually went
back to my exercising, my jogging. I lost some weight. I picked
up my saxophone...I did more reading, thank God I don’t have
to do doctoral level reading and writing anymore” (Principal 5).
Consistent with these colleagues and despite her own challenges,
Principal 6 said,

I’m being completely honest, the school that I work in is so
difficult. Going virtual, while hard, was, actually, a little bit of a
reprieve for me. I normally work from 6:30 in the morning to 8:00
at night in my school building. So, it actually was easier for me. . .
every single night he [husband] and I went for an hour walk,
something we’ve never done before, because I’m never home in
time to do that (Principal 6).

Beyond exercise and diet, some principals said that their
religion and spirituality helped them to cope with the crisis.
Some kept journals that helped them to reflect on the experience.
A principal reflected on what she had learned about herself:
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The lesson learned, it’s more I knew this conceptually. . .even
when you’re filled with fear, you have to be fearless and lead or use
that fear to motivate you to do things in the best, most mindful
way. For our kids, and it just reminds me it goes beyond the 1600
kids that I serve at my school. It’s their families, it’s everybody who
wants to go back to work (Principal 4).

These resilient leaders uncovered strengths that they already
possessed plus found new opportunities for self-care and growth.

Adaptation-learning
The principals reflected on the crisis and were learning from their
experience, as it was happening. They envisioned ways that they
could parlay the suffering and struggles into something positive
for their schools in the future. This would help them to adapt and
make changes going forward. We share examples.

One principal experienced a rude awakening to the gaps in the
education system. He said, I feel that the corona virus thing, what
it did was what a good rainstorm does for leaky ceilings, which
is it tells you where your holes are. I know where the leaks are.
And I know where it could rain as much as it could rain and
would just find a way to stay dry. . .[There] needs to be a lot more
training on the use of technology, that has to definitely take a
different role. . .training that goes from family engagement. . .to
how teachers relate to students integrating the technology, so all
of those things were discovered as we make mistakes along the
way (Principal 5).

Another principal envisioned practical changes such as, how
meetings would be conducted in the future, and said,

I’ve already thought, why would I have a faculty meeting with 120
people all rushed to one building when we can do it on Google
Meets and they seem to enjoy department meetings that way. I
just think there’s certain things that we will no longer do the way
that we did it when we do go back that I think are good. I think
some good things have come out of this (Principal 9).

One principal believed that the virtual classroom may have
humanized teachers in the eyes of students and that could help
obviate behavioral problems. In her words,

I really think that some of our behavioral issues, believe it or not,
might actually decrease when we go back, because our students
have seen their teachers in a different light. They’ve seen them in
their living room. They’ve seen them when their dog ran across the
screen and I actually think it’s going to make our teachers more
human in our kids’ minds. I’m interested to see how that plays
out (Principal 6).

Capturing the spirit of these leaders, a principal imparted that
he foresaw a “silver lining” (Principal 3) in belief that they would
all come out of this more resilient.

Tapping Into School Strength

This is really more a reminder of the impact that schools have on
society. And during times of catastrophe, often people will look
at two institutions, places of faith and schools for normalcy, and
right now most of the places of faith are closed. And so, they’re
really leaning on us (Principal 4).

School principal (4)’s quote above demonstrates school
leaders’ perceptions regarding schools’ strengths and abilities
to support students, families and communities during times of
crises. In the following section, we discuss how leaders tapped
into the strength of their individual schools. For the nine
principals, they viewed the unique school context and in-house
expertise as impactful to their leadership during the initial phase
of the compound crisis.

School Context
Two school-specific contextual factors emerged as relevant to
the participating school principals’ leadership, during the initial
phase of the compound crisis. These factors included school
community and school designation.

School Community
Participating leaders viewed their school’s community as an
integral factor that informed how they communicated, made
decisions, lead, and were accepted or challenged by their
constituents. This quote from Principal (6), who has been the
principal for her school for multiple years, reflects the importance
of capitalizing on existing community connections. She stated,
“I’ve learned that having a strong school community at the outset
is important because when you have a strong community at your
school with faculty and with students, in the traditional world, it
carries over to the virtual.” (Principal 6).

This factor of community strength not only manifested itself
with established integration but through the opportunity to
build community. Principal (3) shared a contrasting experience
and offered a different but affirming perception regarding
the importance of having a cohesive school community, he
elaborated:

. . .it was, perhaps, a little bit more of a challenge because I was an
unknown entity to the whole staff, you know? And so was our AP
for curriculum, who came in at that time. So, they got two new
administrators, and had COVID, and it was definitely a busy year
for the school. A silver lining to all of this, when we start to get
back to whatever normal, there’s a resilience that’s been developed
that we all - kind of - worked to build together. Perhaps we’ll find
ourselves as a really cohesive school community, more so than we
would have.” (Principal 3).

CJ further described his community of teachers as “largely
overachievers, which is a great problem to have.” This
community of overachieving teachers wanted to maintain the
traditional expectations for student performance, deliverables,
grades and attendance.

As Principal (4) stated earlier, communities lean on schools
for more than education, a need that was amplified due to the
COVID 19 pandemic. School principals have a heightened level
of awareness of their communities’ needs, as demonstrated in
Principal (5) statement:

The other fact was that we serve breakfast, we serve lunch, and
for the kids, I say in the afterschool program doing homework,
because they don’t have access to technology, we serve them
dinner. The other component was the simple fact that in our
community, many of them having documentation issues, they
were going to remain in the shadows of a disease that was
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spreading and preys on them silently, and a lot of them didn’t
have access to that. So, a confirmation of all these issues to me is
how closing the schools will be closing a sustenance and a support
that goes a lot further than the academics, particularly for the
community that I now serve (Principal 5).

As schools routinely tended to their communities’ needs
pre-COVID, their leaders, faculty and staff developed collective
capacity that allowed them to address the emergent, novel
pandemic-related community needs. Principal (5) elaborated,

Our meal program never closed, and we were serving upwards
of 150 meals a day, for families coming in to get the meals, and
they do it to this day. Families go on Tuesdays and they get
meals for the rest of the week. . .We were, of course, one of the
sites that distributed computers and we distributed computers
to I’d say 650, or about 97 families. So, I gotta say the staff
stepped up...to make sure we reached out to the kids that were
not engaging (Principal 5).

School designation
Schools with different designations, had different strengths.
Whether an Art magnet school, Title-I or Non-Title-I school,
each designation informed practice and accordingly, impacted
school strength and framed COVID-related challenges, and the
way in which the school community responded differently. For
example, Principal (9) said that because hers was an Art magnet
school, they were “chosen to be first to model graduation [during
COVID].” She stated that as a school they were “pretty high tech”
and added:

... because the way my school’s created, I had to always do mass
testing in the gym, so I had to have at least 450 laptops at all times
ready to go, and then probably a couple 100 more for other areas
of the school for testing because we don’t really have computer
labs at my school so, we were prepared for that, and we had
probably well over 2000 laptops on my campus.

In addition, being an Art magnet school presented unique
challenges during the time of COVID. Principal (9) shared:

. . .how do we teach the arts? Because they’re so used to being
in groups of 80 and 90 singing and dancing and performing and
acting, that all of a sudden now they’re not. They’re home alone.
And so that was another big challenge that we had.

Accordingly, the teachers collectively decided to teach online
every day, and Principal (9) was meeting with her faculty every
day, which became exceedingly difficult as time went by. This
quote reflects how they perceived their situation as different from
other schools:

So, what we found out was a lot of high schools in the district,
you may or may not notice, a lot of high schools in the district
just chose other options that people were just flying solo. For
example, one school just decided to have classes for 30 min each.
One school decided there’d be no school on Fridays. That would
just be a day off. I mean there were just crazy things that were
going on while we were in the middle of this non-stop, full speed
ahead, we’re teaching.

Title-I vs. non-title I status
Among the nine participating principals, six lead Title-I schools
while three lead Non-Title-I schools. All nine principals faced
challenges to ensure that their students had the necessary
resources to transition into online/virtual learning. However, the
magnitude of the challenge varied based on their school’s Title-I
designation. The following two quotes, the first by Principal (6)
of a Title-I school and the second by Principal (3) of a Non-Title-
I school, capture the difference in their experiences distributing
laptops:

I serve a school that has a hundred percent free lunch, um, 96%
minority. . .we actually did home visits. I probably went to 20
homes a day during, you know, and my admin team did as well
because, um, we knew that students needed to be getting the
education and we wanted to be able to remove any barriers that
parents had (Principal 6).

we have a student who is lower SES and receives special education
services. And he needed a laptop. They had no way to get the
laptop. . . I drove to his house and dropped off his laptop...
It’s been my experience that in other schools, were there were
larger numbers of students with needs, there are more people
that are typically able to or need to go out and, kind of,
be in the community providing support. . .the inequity is that
some schools have a lot more of those needs than others. And
that can result in problems for families if the resources run
thin (Principal 3).

As eloquently stated in Principal (3)’s quote, schools tap into
their strengths to provide support to their students. Whether it
is a onetime trip by the principal to this student who needed a
laptop, or it is 20 trips a day by the entire administrative team to
hundreds of students, schools try to do what is needed. The huge
gap between the needs of different schools has always created
systemic inequity, which was exaggerated and further exposed by
the COVID 19 crisis.

Inhouse Expertise

I can’t make all the decisions on my own. I can’t see all
the angles. It would be digging out one eye to leave out the
opinions of everybody else. They see things I don’t see, they have
experiences I don’t have. And so, in order to make a process
work, really, everybody that is in that group needs to have some
voice (Principal 7).

The above quote reflects the participating principals’
appreciation of the expertise within their schools and the
importance of utilizing the different available experiences.
Logistic and operational expertise, curricular and instructional
expertise, and expertise gained from previous professional
development (PD) emerged as inhouse expertise, which
principals tap into and which contributes to the school strength.

Logistic and operational expertise
The following quote represents an example of logistic expertise
that supported information technology (IT) and facilitated the
move to online learning:

We gave out about 400 laptops and we of course, had to have a
tracking system. And people from the IT department were here to
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change what was set, change the setting in the laptops because the
laptops were set to only receive Wi-Fi from the school building.
So, there was a lot of moving parts with that. . .Logistics, laptop
dissemination, all of that was our AP for logistics and facilities,
and sports, and whatever else. And so, he handled all that kind of
stuff. And then I was leading with big picture in mind and, kind
of, steering the ship while they were doing a lot of boots on the
groundwork (Principal 3).

Principals also mentioned that they adapted existing
procedures and processes to facilitate novel, COVID 19 related
tasks as evident in Principal (4) statement:

The same system we used to check out library books, is the system
we used to distribute the laptops. The district collected laptops
back from graduating seniors. Everyone else who borrowed one
held on to it, because number one we’ve got summer learning and
understandably, in a lot of schools, summer school is larger than
it’s ever been, and it has to be virtual. Plus, chances are, we’re going
to start the school year off in some type of [online] environment.
And so why collect them and then just give them back out, the
kids just held on to them.

Curriculum and instruction expertise
Principals spoke about many facets of curriculum expertise that
their faculty and administrators had, such as knowledge of
Google classroom. Principal (3) shared, “The AP for curriculum
and digital resources, she’s a Google queen so questions about that
went to her.” He added, “we had a couple really, solid teachers
on staff that stepped up to help set up Google Classrooms . . .
figure out how to get assignments, and track student progress, or
taking attendance using our internal, student data warehouse.”
Principal (8) referred to curriculum experts as “in-house resident
experts” and said, “I reached out. . .and began working with
them to create lessons and just some basic usage of [online
platform], and the district was really good with putting a whole
lot of things out.” Principal (7) focused on using Canvas and
stated:

Thank God I have wonderful curriculum people. Right. And the
first thing I did when we knew we were going to Canvas was I got
them administrator access to Canvas. And so, my AP, myself and
my intermediate coach, and my primary coach all could go in, see
what was posted in the course for work and see what apps they
had included (Principal 7).

Principals also recognized the importance of curriculum
expertise relevant to the most vulnerable students, such as ESE
and ELL students. The following quote by Principal (9) reflects
this:

I had the best what I would consider an ESE coordinator and she
really managed it all. She worked with my guidance department.
We were having what we called at my school, when we were
there at the real building, we had what we called Caring Counts
meetings where I met every day at 2:45, we have about 15 of my
staff, APs, counselors and everybody to discuss what kids we were
worried about. . .and we continued those meetings on a weekly
basis, instead of a daily basis during COVID shut down, and so
she was part of that and I have to give her full credit for handling
all of my ESE kids’ concerns. I really did not get that involved with
it at all. She’s great (Principal 9).

Expertise gained from previous PD
All principals mentioned that previous PD was a means for
placing their faculty and school “ahead of the game” when the
time came to move to online learning. Special mention of the
Trailblazers program, which was offered by the district could be
seen in Principals (2, 9 & 4)’s following three quotes:

Not a couple of years ago, our district, started trying to provide
a cart, a Chromebook cart and training for a limited number of
teachers on every campus. And they called them trailblazers. And
those people were, and after getting Google certified, they were
provided with a cart of, you know, 30 to 35 Chromebooks and did
so under the understanding that you guys are probably going to
be the go to people. This was well before we had any idea that we
would need them so much, but you’ll be the go-to people for really
trying to increase technology use on your campus. In this case, as
soon as we got ready, we reached out to those trailblazers and said,
we need you guys to be, resources for the other teachers who are
going to struggle. And we have about 19 trailblazers, I think on
campus (Principal 2).

My school had a lot of what we call trailblazers, in which were a
lot of technology sufficient people. They knew what to do so I was
fairly lucky because they helped those teachers that did not know
what to do (Principal 9).

We did have a Tech Trailblazer Initiative, and so those teachers
became my go-to(s) in terms of helping to build capacity out.
To a large extent, those teacher leaders had a more significant
impact at that time than the assistant principals did. The assistant
principals -were really more like enforcers, just log on and make
sure everybody has a classroom (Principal 4).

Some principals had school specific PD, which also focused on
the integration of IT into instruction. They too, benefited from
having inhouse experts, who helped the school transition into
online leaning. Principal (8) was one of those principals and she
concluded:

But because I had already started offering [online platform] as
a training, I had a team together, so that just worked out well
for me. I was somewhat ahead of the game because we were just
recently offering that, and I had those in-house experts already at
my fingertips, so one of the things that I was able to do is we did
10-min, what we called it...10-min tech talks... t-e-c-h talks. once
a week. . . It was really cool; it was like Ted Talk (Principal 8).

Inter-School Connections
“Even when the district made decisions, it would trickle
down to the school-based leader for implementation”
(Principal 8).

The quote above sets the stage for our third and final finding,
where principals utilized their inter-school connections to help
manage the first phase of the compound crisis. This happened
through a utilization of the existing formal cadre of principals as
well as through personal principal to principal connections.

Principal (1) talked about their group’s cadre director
facilitating principals’ connection and collaboration, she shared:

My director, she, we had constant communication with her
frequently throughout the day. There were always updates
through text messages. We have a text group called group meet
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where the director contacts us [principals] directly. She could send
emails and she does send emails, but that was our way of getting
information rapidly out (Principal 1).

When asked about principals getting together to talk and come
to a common set of understandings, Principal (8) added:

. . .in the inner constant contact with our cadre directors. . .the
high schools have two cadre directors, and so we’re all in
a group conversation, we were all having our own team
meetings, and so we made a collective decision on a couple of
senior activities, for example, that we would all have, a senior
night (Principal 8).

Principal (7) provided an additional example and stated:

My cadre director chose three persons from her cadre and
they had Teams meetings to a preset set of questions to try to
brainstorm and discuss. And she took that feedback back and then
she had an all principal’s conversation with everybody.

In addition to these formal connections that were facilitated
through cadre structure, some principals used their personal
connections to collaborate, gather information or seek the
expertise of colleague principals. Principal (4) offers the following
two examples:

. . .pretty much uneven, some schools had more devices than
others and some schools needed more devices than others. . .I
knew I had to...It was kind of a win-win, but one of my feeder-
schools, the most impoverished feeder elementary school was
going to run out of devices. And so, I donated some of mine to
them knowing that those were my family’s as well because I had
younger siblings there, older siblings at my school. So, principals
had to work together to figure that stuff out. . .some of us got the
ball rolling unofficially just principal to principal relationships. . .
So, we just banded together to make sure we got them [laptops]
out (Principal 4).

. . .two examples, attendance and grading were very muddy.
Nobody knew, how do I know how to mark a kid present or
absent? And then the whole notion of how do I give a grade? And
so, I personally figured out, consult with the experts who do this
all the time. I reached out to Florida Virtual School; learn how they
do things (Principal 4).

Principals used both formal and informal connections
to navigate through the initial phase of the compound
crisis in order to respond to the needs of their schools
and communities.

DISCUSSION

The majority of educational leadership theories reinforce the
homogenized nature of an agreed upon model of good
leadership: A mold to which everyone is expected to fit,
and in which what the leader does (often scripted, linear
and compliance-oriented) is “more important than who they
are” (Lumby and Morrison, 2010; Liang and Peters-Hawkins,
2017, p. 6). Consistent with the findings of Bishop et al.
(2015), our study demonstrates that leadership in the initial
phase of a compound crisis has certain essential elements.

As opposed to the standard operating procedures of school
leadership centered on instructional leadership and the routine
expectations that have been established for school leaders within
the accountability systems, the crisis has demonstrated that
there are other leadership knowledge, skills, and dispositions
that come into play (Mutch, 2015). Especially for the nine
cases in this study, these principals all have in common
that their context- the state and districts in which they
work - is marked by having one of the most stringent
accountability systems. These systems evaluate their school,
their students, and their work through student performance
on standardized tests strictly tied to state-wide standards. This
compound crisis has revealed that it takes much more than
instructional leadership focused on test performance to meet the
needs of the school and community. These principals moved
quickly from accountability-based instructional leadership to
community leadership.

Importantly, the crisis leadership functions that emerged
through this research are those that have been overshadowed
in the past by policies and practice that placed them on the
back burner to the detriment of the health of the school and
community. In many ways, the compound crisis has brought to
the forefront leadership that has always been there but neglected.
This style of leadership is truly necessary to develop the kind of
school and community that is needed in this post-modern age of
chaos, complexity, and challenges.

We use a threefold approach to frame and make sense of the
findings of this study. We started with two bodies of literature
guiding the study’s framework: crisis leadership in education
(Smith and Riley, 2012) and transformative leadership (Shields,
2010, 2014). However, when interpreting the data, a third frame
emerged as appropriate to capture the essence of the findings:
Social capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1990) and its subset
personal capital.

Bourdieu (1986) conception of social capital is centered
on the idea that personal and social capital is developed
and accrued when the individual pulls together both current
and potential resources that come from their network of
organizational and interpersonal relationships. These resources,
based on relationships with other individuals, are used to achieve
a particular goal. Coleman (1990) conception emphasized how
these actions are also aligned with the social context within
which they are performed. Both seminal authors agree that
investment in interpersonal relationship results in social capital.
Glanville and Bienenstock (2009) posit that “there are three
components - network structure, trust and reciprocity, and
resources - common to definitions of social capital” (p. 1508).
As we discovered, these three components were all threaded
throughout our findings.

This third frame of personal and social capital captures
an important aspect of what comprised effective leadership
during the compound crisis. Our analysis brings together
the three strong frames of crisis leadership, transformative
leadership, and leadership heavily dependent on social
capital. We remained open to what the data offered and
welcomed the emergent perspective of personal and social
capital as complementary and symbiotic to the two initial
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frames and believe that integrating all three deepened
our understanding.

Discussion of Findings
First Finding
Drawing on a Reservoir of Leader Qualities and Capacities focuses
on principals’ social capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1990) and
personal capacity. This first finding encompassed four themes:
(1) Personalized and pragmatic communicator, (2) leading with
flexibility, creativity and care, (3) bending rules and shifting
priorities, and (4) resilience under pressure, all of which were
aligned with elements of crisis and transformative leadership
to varying extents. In the following section we discuss these
linkages.

The first theme of personalized and pragmatic communicator
aligns with many of the elements of crisis leadership (Smith
and Riley, 2012); however, two key attributes seemed the most
relevant, specifically communication and synthesizing skills. In
addition, this theme represents an emphasis on interdependence
and interconnectedness, which is one of the eight tenets of
transformative leadership (Shields, 2014).

The second theme of leading with flexibility, creativity and
care aligns with many of the elements of crisis leadership
(Smith and Riley, 2012); however, three key attributes seemed
the most relevant, specifically flexibility, empathy/respect and
creativity/lateral thinking. In addition, this theme represents
a focus on equity and justice, and an emphasis on both the
private and public good, which are two of the eight tenets of
transformative leadership (Shields, 2014).

The third theme of bending rules and shifting priorities
aligns with many of the elements of crisis leadership (Smith
and Riley, 2012); however, three key attributes were most
relevant, specifically flexibility, procedural intelligence and
decisive decision making. In addition, this theme represents the
need to deconstruct and reconstruct knowledge frameworks,
focus on equity and justice, an emphasis on both the
private and public good, and the call to exhibit moral
courage all of which are tenets of transformative leadership
(Shields, 2014).

The fourth theme of resilience under pressure aligns with
multiple elements of crisis leadership (Smith and Riley, 2012);
however, one key attribute was the most relevant, specifically
optimism/tenacity. In addition, this theme represents the
necessity of balancing critique with promise, and the call to
exhibit moral courage, which are two tenets of transformative
leadership (Shields, 2014).

Second Finding
Tapping into School Strength focuses on social capital, bringing
in the facets of trust and reciprocity, and resources. This
second finding encompassed two themes: (1) School community,
and (2) in-house expertise, both of which were aligned with
elements of crisis and transformative leadership to varying
extents. However, four key attributes seemed the most relevant
to both themes, specifically procedural intelligence, flexibility,
empathy/respect, and creativity/lateral thinking. In addition,
this finding represents an emphasis on interdependence and

interconnectedness, which is one of the eight tenets of
transformative leadership (Shields, 2014).

Third Finding
Inter-school Connections exemplify the utilization of social
capital. This third finding, centered on the social capital aspect
of network structure, also aligned with elements of crisis and
transformative leadership to varying extents. However, four key
attributes were the most relevant to both themes, specifically
communication skills, procedural intelligence, flexibility, and
creativity/lateral thinking. In addition, this finding represents
an emphasis on both the private and public good, and
the interdependence and interconnectedness among schools,
which are two of the eight tenets of transformative leadership
(Shields, 2014).

Across all of these findings, the natural pull – trying to
go back to the structure and routine in the face of the
opposite circumstance – was a dilemma. While a sense of
urgency existed, unlike transformational urgency to move to
a new structure and system, this crisis moved the leaders to
a new “temporary” vision to lead through chaos towards an
unknown “return to normal.” Issues that would bring back
the “normal” of instructional leadership tasks—like classroom
observations, the value of grading, the meaning and impact of
attendance, assessment of student learning—all became items of
consideration and compromise.

It took this sudden and unexpected crisis for people to realize
that instant change needed to happen, and in this case the urgency
and immediacy of enactment was crucial. This involved these
principals in a process of sensemaking that allowed them to
understand and then take action. Weick et al. (2005) posit that
leaders, faced with a crisis, need to create solutions and do so
through a combination of sensemaking and action. “The basic
idea of sensemaking is that reality is an ongoing accomplishment
that emerges from efforts to create order and make retrospective
sense of what occurs” (Weick, 1993, p. 635). Our findings
demonstrate that in the efforts at creating order, these principals
had to make sense of their situation within the context of the crisis
and its implications for the entire school community, and then
act on everything from how to manage and motivate their staff to
how to distribute food and laptops to their schools’ families.

Importantly, sensemaking involves an on-going process that
requires the leader to continually engage in understanding the
evolving novel situations and figuring out how to respond to
them. For example, when the principals realized that their
families needed more than one laptop per household, or more
than a meal for just the student, they quickly understood and
responded to these needs despite it being contrary to ‘normal’
procedural operations. This demonstrates how organizations,
and especially these schools which were front and center of crisis
response, needed to be responsive? Amenable? and at liberty to
engage in flexible and creative action.

Faraj and Xiao (2006), when discussing fast-response
organizations, identify two types of coordination practices.
One is expertise coordination practices and the other is
dialogic coordination practices. Importantly, expertise
coordination practices include reliance on protocols while
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dialogic coordination includes protocol breaking. Both are
time-critical answers to respond to these kinds of events.
Interestingly, our findings demonstrated that these principals
engaged in both of these practices and were able to succeed
in navigating through this crucial time period. Beyond these
practices, our findings around the use of social capital agrees
with Gittell (2002) demonstration that the outcomes of the
aforementioned coordination practices were significantly
mediated by their intensive relationship-dependent coordination
exercised through social capital.

Discussion of Implications
Seeing how principals and schools demonstrated and utilized
different, unique, and context-specific strengths, we must
question the prevailing tendency to approach schools and
education with a one-size fits all mentality. This narrow
perspective favors conformity above all and diminishes
flexibility, creativity, and the ability to change and adapt.
It leads to a series of interrogatives that are applicable to
research and educational leadership preparation, policy, and
practices moving forward.

To begin, there are multiple and important areas of further
research that are needed as we wade into these turbulent
tides of compound crisis. We have seen principals utilize
personalized and pragmatic communications to strengthen the
interconnectedness between principals, teachers, schools, and
communities. Interdependence emerged as a survival necessity
for our participating principals, however, future research around
the upcoming phases of this compound crisis is needed to
explore whether these practices will persist, become intentional
and systemic, and further extend beyond local communities in
the next phase(s).

The first phase of the compound crisis pushed principals
to prioritize care, safety, and the wellbeing of their students,
teachers, and communities above accountability measures and
systemic institutional constraints. It has become clear that we
cannot tolerate policies that place social and emotional support
for the well-being of the school leader, faculty and staff as
optional or not considered a part of the education mission.
Its absence as a cornerstone for effective leadership can no
longer be ignored. Moving forward, how will schools maintain
their hard-earned clarity and new focus on the human aspect
of the educational enterprise? How will schools reconcile the
false tensions between social/relational and academic goals?
Answering these questions through additional research will
inform practice and policy as we move into a “new normal” –
whatever that may be.

Technological capacity and competence come to the forefront
due to this compound crisis, which immediately brought digital
environmental readiness as a priority and focus. Regardless of the
socio-economic status of the student population, it is obvious that
those involved in formal and informal instruction need to expand
the user-skills at all levels of the school – from administrator to
teacher to student to parent.

More than anything, this first phase proved telling in terms of
exposing systemic and institutional inequity. If there is a silver
lining to a pandemic that debilitated public education, and the

wretched recession that the nation was thrown into, it would
be the emergence of a generalized understanding of societal
and systemic racism and injustices and a heightened sense of
urgency for school leaders to confront these ills embedded in
society and schools.

So, how could we have prepared principals to be ready to
confront this compound crisis? No textbook offers directives
of what to do. This is a disruptive event that cannot be
planned for. Increasingly in this current environment school
leaders are facing compound crises that in the former times of
relative simplicity and stability did not exist. School shootings,
increased natural disasters caused by human-induced global
climate change (e.g., wildfires in California, hurricanes hitting
the Gulf of Mexico states, and floods in the Midwest), social
unrest in response to racial injustices, and severe economic
recessions (we are undergoing the second economic recession
in 12 years that the country has not experienced since
the 1930s) create constant compound crises that directly
affect school leadership. Moreover, these crises have, in
these complex times, been punctuated by what Baudrillard
(1994) calls “hyper-reality” and tied to political and social
manipulation which has not previously been experienced on
social and political levels. This study was actually located
in four districts that were directly affected by one of the
most recent and impactful high school student massacres.
Educational leadership programs and district professional
learning needs to gain focus on this important area of
readiness for leaders.

As Winston Churchill famously said, “Never let a good
crisis go to waste.” As it becomes obvious that going back
to old ways is no longer an option, a call to action for
equity is the next logical step for system consideration, as was
echoed by our participating principals. This requires school
leaders to exhibit moral courage to confront frameworks that
perpetuate inequity and injustice. In addition to equity, the
call to action is for principals and schools to be prepared for
the unknown, the unpredictable, the next phases of the crisis
whatever those may be. This includes leaders adopting the
qualities and capacities identified, growing their school cultures,
and establishing strong relationships within and outside their
schools; they must collaborate and take care of each other. To
do so may seem like an uncontested, conscientious, and ongoing
endeavor for school leaders, however, this has become more
urgent and central due to the compound crisis and the undeniable
consequences of the compound crisis.
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School leadership during the pandemic serves as the contextual backdrop for this
conceptual article. Specifically, we believe the preparation of today’s school leaders
must be re-examined to consider the inclusion of frameworks that consider not only how
principals might navigate extreme crises but also how they look after themselves and
their wellbeing in ways that may curb the chronic stress that often leads to professional
burnout. In this article, we tie together three bodies of literature – crisis management,
leadership in turbulence, and self-care – and introduce a conceptual framework that may
help us reconsider the preparation of today’s school leader. These bodies of literature,
while not yet broadly studied in education, are key to our understanding of how school
leaders can successfully practice their new day-to-day practices after experiencing
turmoil under the COVID-19 pandemic.

Keywords: leadership preparation, crisis leadership, turbulence theory, self-care, wellbeing, COVID-19, school
leadership

INTRODUCTION

This generation of school leaders has been forced to confront a number of significant crises.
For example, over the last two decades, school leaders have been called to navigate the tragic
circumstances surrounding school shootings (e.g., Sandy Hook, Parkland, and Santa Fe), the
devastating effects of hurricanes (e.g., Katrina, Harvey, and Sandy), and the general upheaval caused
by societal turmoil (e.g., teacher walkouts, racial injustices, and school closures). Yet, because of the
severity and nuance of these crises, leaders might benefit from specialized preparation to traverse
the sundry conditions associated with leading a school and school community during a pandemic.
Nevertheless, during the 2020 spring break, district and school leaders received word that their
schools would not physically reopen, as local and state governmental agencies suggested schools
should transition to online platforms to reduce the rapid spread of the COVID-19 virus.

As schools were asked to close, principals were tasked with serving a diverse range of roles
such as chief communicator to school communities, provider of technology, launcher of an online
learning platform, logistics manager for food distribution, tracer of the virus, and emotional
support for anxious faculty, students, and caregivers. The abrupt interruption of school as “usual”
quickly shifted to the “new normal,” where the stressors associated with school leadership increased
dramatically. This is particularly significant, as even before the pandemic, scholars had drawn
attention to the rising number of principals leaving the profession due to professional burnout
attributed to increasingly demanding working conditions (Darmody and Smyth, 2016; Wang et al.,
2018; Carpenter and Poerschke, 2020).
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School leadership during the pandemic serves as the
contextual backdrop for this conceptual article. Specifically,
we believe the preparation of today’s school leaders might
benefit from the inclusion of frameworks that consider how
principals might navigate extreme crises and how they look
after themselves and their wellbeing in ways that may curb the
chronic stress that often leads to professional burnout. In the
following sections, we tie together three bodies of literature –
crisis management, leadership in turbulence, and self-care – and
introduce a conceptual framework that may help us reconsider
the orientation of today’s school leader to address unexpected and
threatening events. While not yet broadly studied in education,
these bodies of literature are critical to our understanding of
how school leaders can successfully practice their new day-
to-day practices after experiencing turmoil under the COVID-
19 pandemic.

CRISIS MANAGEMENT AND CRISIS
LEADERSHIP FRAMEWORK

The purpose of crisis management is to design strategies that help
organizations return to normal after a crisis or a risky, unsafe,
unexpected event defined by its need for ongoing attention.
Often, especially in business, crisis management is studied
using cases where a mishap has occurred within or because
of the organization (e.g., Coldwell et al., 2012; Jacques, 2012).
However, in public services, such as in politics or education,
crises regularly include external events that require an immediate
response with a plan designed to address a threat and restore
organizations and communities (e.g., Cohen et al., 2017). While
crisis management, and in turn crisis leadership, might appear
to provide an opportunity to prompt reform, the overall purpose
is to return to normal rather than to promote change, which
poses a challenge when attempting to transition a crisis response
into sustained transformation (see Boin and ‘t Hart, 2003).
Because crisis management is studied as a reaction to a disastrous
internal event, this literature is connected to risk management
and risk assessment. This connection explains the importance
assigned to discussions about how to train leaders and staff
to avoid organizational crises and how to reduce and evaluate
risk once it occurs (McConnell and Drennan, 2006; Muffet-
Willett and Kruse, 2009). Common crisis management strategies
include goal development and environment analysis, strategy
development and evaluation, and strategy implementation and
control (Burnett, 1998; Jin et al., 2017). Crisis management
research has been critiqued as overly focused on processes (i.e.,
operations and finance), so scholars have expanded the study of
crises to the role of the leader (Jacques, 2012).

The concept of crisis leadership has stemmed from crisis
management research. Perhaps, the most prominent role
of a leader during a crisis is to claim responsibility for
communication. A leader is responsible for communication at
critical moments, particularly early in the crisis or pre-crisis,
sometimes at the height of the crisis, and when transitioning
out of the crisis (Ulmer, 2001; Demiroz and Kapucu, 2012;
Jin et al., 2017). Due to the extreme nature of crises, leaders

need to communicate with the community and stakeholders
proactively and prepare to engage with media (Lerbinger, 1997;
Jin et al., 2017). A leader should portray a singular, cohesive
message to prevent confusion, demonstrate involvement, and
openly invite constant feedback from community members and
stakeholders within the sensitive context (Lucero et al., 2009;
Boin et al., 2010). Communication is not the only responsibility
of leaders during a crisis. Muffet-Willett and Kruse (2009)
explain that leaders who are effective in routine, day-to-day
situations are not necessarily successful in a crisis. In fact, due
to the nuance of unexpected and risky events, scholars and
practitioners question how to train leaders for these unsafe
and unfamiliar circumstances. Leaders in a crisis must make
decisions in an unknown and complex environment containing
possible severe threats while under increased stress and scrutiny
(Muffet-Willett and Kruse, 2009). Boin et al. (2005) identified
five critical tasks of crisis leadership: sensemaking to diagnose
the situation, decision making for a strategy, coordination of
implementation, meaning-making to motivate others to move
beyond the situation, accounting giving to achieve closure by
taking responsibility and learning from response efforts. Further,
scholars have emphasized the importance of values and ethics
as the foundation for how leaders engage others during a crisis
(see Seeger and Ulmer, 2003; Bauman, 2011; Ulmer, 2012).
Overall, leaders must address safety, psychological stress, a plan
for stability as well as restoration, and work laterally with the
community and other organizations (e.g., Marcus et al., 2006;
Demiroz and Kapucu, 2012; Dückers et al., 2017).

CRISIS LEADERSHIP OUTSIDE OF THE
FIELD OF EDUCATION

Much of the crisis leadership literature, whether in business,
communication, or public administration, focuses on responding
to a crisis. Because of this focus, many scholars connect actions to
outcomes that signal a movement toward resolve. For example, in
business, strategies are related to a company’s reputation or share
prices (Coldwell et al., 2012; Varma, 2020). In communication,
the purpose, source, extent, and dissemination of information
are related to the preparedness to manage a crisis (Neely, 2014;
Houston et al., 2015; Jin et al., 2017). While communication
is essential during a crisis, leaders who regularly practice open,
two-way communication to build relationships, transparency,
and decision-making capability with an ethical orientation are
more prepared to navigate threats and unfamiliar circumstances
(O’Keefe, 1999; Fairbanks et al., 2007; Cohen et al., 2017).
Communication is a central leadership practice that transcends
pre- and post-crisis. However, communication from formal
leaders or a within-organization strategy is not enough to restore
communities affected by a crisis.

Communities must develop resilience when faced with
potentially harmful circumstances. “Community resilience
denotes a community’s ability to lead itself in order to overcome
changes and crises” (Cohen et al., 2017, p. 119). Along with the
expansion of leadership as an inclusive interest, community
resilience also consists of collective efficacy, cohesion, place
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attachment, infrastructure, and resources (Cutter et al., 2008;
Ungar, 2011; Cohen et al., 2013, 2017). A community’s
satisfaction with its public administration has been found to
influence resilience (Cohen et al., 2017). Yet, this perception of
confidence through effective communication may not completely
address the challenges that confront community members most
devastated by a crisis. Community members most affected by
traumatic events may not have the ability to recover on their own
(Dückers et al., 2017). Therefore, an explicit focus on the care of
these individuals is necessary for restoration.

Values, ethics, and spirituality help explain leaders’ intentions
behind how they resolve a crisis (Pruzan, 2008; Bauman, 2011;
Crumpton, 2011). In best practice, a leader uses shared values to
create a common vision and virtue to guide decisions. Further,
spiritual leaders respect others’ values, have concern for others,
and utilize listening, introspection, and reflection (Reave, 2005).
More specifically, Bauman (2011) argues for the “ethic of care”
to acknowledge harm, apologize, and express emotion for those
affected, and act to make amends. While not every crisis is caused
by a business or organization, the ethic of care still applies to
external events. It deliberately focuses on reaching the individuals
impacted by the circumstances.

This deliberate attention is also found in the overlap of
crisis leadership and psychosocial needs. Dückers et al. (2017)
argue for leaders to meet psychosocial needs within plan-do-
study-act cycles of improvement while progressing through
the stages of crisis management. They have identified several
characteristics of psychosocial supports such as assessing
needs and problems, considering risk and protective factors,
utilizing and strengthening existing capacities, providing
information and basic aid, promoting a sense of safety, calm,
efficacy, connectedness to others and hope, positive social
acknowledgment of experiences, evaluation of supports,
and implementing lessons to improve continually. This
overlapping approach allows leaders to build a community of
supports to surround individuals who may not recover from a
crisis on their own.

CRISIS LEADERSHIP WITHIN THE FIELD
OF EDUCATION

Crisis leadership, as a theoretical and research concept, has
not been studied as extensively in education. Many education
scholars discuss “crisis” and “leadership” in terms of schools
struggling, or a crisis, to recruit, train, and retain effective
leaders (e.g., Malone and Caddell, 2000; Rhodes and Brundrett,
2005). Fewer scholars have used crisis leadership to explain how
educational leaders address an unforeseen and threatening event
requiring ongoing attention. For example, Smith and Riley (2012)
extend traditional crisis management theory, defined as two-
way communication, to cycle through the steps of detection,
preparedness, resolution, recovery, and learning, to include key
attributes of crisis leadership in education. They categorize
these critical attributes as communication skills, procedural
intelligence, decisive decision making, creative/lateral thinking,
synthesizing skills, empathy and respect, intuition, flexibility, and

optimism/tenacity. Like scholars outside of education, they argue
that the main challenge for effective leadership during a crisis
is preparing and training leaders for the unknown and harmful
circumstances (Smith and Riley, 2012). Similar leadership
attributes are discussed by Sutherland (2017); however, he
emphasizes the need for trust to build collaboration within the
community affected by the crisis. Finally, Mutch (2015) identified
three sets of factors influencing leaders in a crisis, dispositional,
relational, and situational, which was used to analyze how
principals handled an emergency, such as a major earthquake.

Natural disasters have been used within education to
understand how leaders respond to emergencies (e.g., Lee et al.,
2008; Mutch, 2015). Scholars have also studied leaders’ responses
to more indirect or silent unfamiliar and pressing circumstances,
such as homelessness, to describe moral, resourceful, and lateral
decision making (see Shields and Warke, 2010). Most explicitly,
the U.S. Department of Education (2007) has offered traditional
crisis management guidance in planning documents that outline
action steps for each stage of prevention, preparedness, response,
and recovery. This national crisis planning is designed to direct
schools facing a crisis such as natural disasters, terrorism, and
pandemics. Since the start of COVID, the Center for Disease
Control, states, and school districts across the United States
have also created similar crisis management guidance specific
to the pandemic.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, scholars have quickly
published conceptual and informative articles to guide
educational leaders, policymakers, and other researchers on
navigating the threats specific to this context. In this case,
scholars have discussed tensions between school autonomy and
levels of government (Eacott et al., 2020), the roles of leaders and
teachers (Kidson et al., 2020; Pollock, 2020), emergency response
plans (Moyi, 2020), costs for online learning (Iyiomo, 2020),
technology infrastructure (Ahmed et al., 2020), inequities for
special education students (Nelson and Murakami, 2020), and
the value of communal caring (Stasel, 2020). These topics are
examples of issues or tasks germane to crisis leadership that has
manifested during COVID-19. Understanding crisis leadership
theory can help school leaders, policymakers, and researchers
more purposefully comprehend leader intentions and pinpoint
management stages and strategies as well as leadership responses
to reach the outcome of community restoration (see Figure 1).

TURBULENCE FRAMEWORK

Turbulence is a term taken from air travel that describes flight
conditions caused by changes in air pressure. Turbulence can
produce anxiety and fear in passengers, especially when the
changes are particularly extreme. All leadership experience
conflict, change, and competing priorities – turbulence
(Putnam, 1991). Milton Friedman, Nobel Prize-winning
economist, wrote, “Only a crisis – actual or perceived –
produces real change” (1962, p. ix).

Turbulence constrains and sometimes catalyzes
organizational behavior and performance. Organizational
environments can be decomposed into three main categories:
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FIGURE 1 | Synthesis of intentions, characteristics and purpose of crisis management/leadership across disciplines as a framework for school leaders.

munificence, complexity, and dynamism. Munificence describes
the economic resources a private or public organization has at its
disposal. Complexity refers to the heterogeneity or homogeneity
of the external conditions that affect an organization. Dynamism
is the change over time in munificence and complexity. These
three elements influence how an organization will experience
turbulence and determine how extreme the turbulence might be
(Boyne and Meier, 2009).

Steven Gross has developed and expanded turbulence theory
(Gross, 1998, 2002, 2006, 2020; Gross and Shapiro, 2004; Shapiro
and Gross, 2013) over the last three decades. Borrowing from
air travel, Gross describes four levels of turbulence. Light
turbulence is common and can be handled easily. Causes of light
turbulence could be regional isolation or minor communication
limitations. Moderate turbulence refers to issues that might be
more widespread such as the rapid expansion of the organization.
Moderate differs from light turbulence in that moderate
turbulence is not part of normal operations and most likely has
everyone’s attention in the organization; however, with focused
effort, moderate turbulence is manageable. Severe turbulence

threatens the existence of initiatives. An example of severe
turbulence might be a conflict in the values of an organization. In
severe turbulence, typical leadership or administrative practices
seem insufficient, and new approaches are needed. Extreme
turbulence threatens the existence of the entire organization. This
typically occurs when cascading pressures lead to the collapse
of the organization. Multiple internal and external turbulence
elements that might not be explicitly identifiable can lead to
organizational collapse (see Table 1).

TURBULENCE THEORY OUTSIDE OF
EDUCATION

Literature across public and private sectors demonstrates
a perception that turbulence is increasing (Putnam, 1991;
Wheatley, 2002; Marta et al., 2005; Salicru, 2018; Taysum and
Arar, 2018). As organizations increasingly deal with turbulence,
researchers are identifying increasing overlap between spirituality
and work (Wheatley, 2002), the use of storytelling to manage the
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TABLE 1 | Types of turbulence (based on Gross, 1998, 2002, 2020; Gross and
Shapiro, 2004).

Degree of
turbulence

General definitions

Light Associated with ongoing issues, little or no disruption in the normal
work environment, and subtle signs of stress

Moderate Widespread awareness of the issue with specific origins

Severe Fear for the entire enterprise, the possibility of large-scale
community demonstrations, a feeling of crisis

Extreme Structural damage to the school’s normal operation is occurring –
the collapse of the reform seems likely

associated challenges (Salicru, 2018), and the effects of planning
(Marta et al., 2005). Due to turbulence, leaders respond to
questions that have historically been answered through religious
traditions: How do we find meaning in our lives? How do
we cope with uncertainty? Why are we doing this work? How
can we act with courage and integrity? What are our values
(Wheatley, 2002)?

As leaders and members of organizations sense increased
complexity and adaptive challenges (Heifetz, 1994), they are also
attempting to make sense of turbulence through storytelling.
Humans connect with others through storytelling and, therefore,
find meaning and stability through stories (Salicru, 2018). Both
storytelling and looking for deeper meaning through spirituality
are ways of coping with increasing turbulence.

Regardless of organizational context, planning is an additional
way to manage turbulence. Plans require people to identify
elements of their organizational environment and context to
leverage opportunities for improvement. Additionally, plans
provide a framework for responding to adaptive challenges, and
increasing turbulence typically leads to improved planning
activity. However, severe and extreme turbulence can render
plans useless if external changes alter the environment to the
extent that the plans are irrelevant. The composition of a group
developing plans becomes particularly relevant during times
of turbulence. Heterogeneous groups develop higher-quality
plans than homogenous groups when multiple changes were
introduced. However, homogenous groups produced higher-
quality plans when no change occurred. “Thus, diversity
apparently helps groups cope with change, particularly in
terms of quality, when plans must be developed for addressing
the kind of novel, ill-defined problems” (Marta et al., 2005,
p. 111). These collaborative and diverse groups used for decision-
making are essential to create and to continue to adapt plans to
respond to turbulence.

TURBULENCE THEORY IN EDUCATION

Schools’ responses to turbulence are similar to those of
organizations in other sectors. Turbulence can be caused by
external pressures, conflicting values, disjointed communities,
poor working conditions, and ineffective communication (Gross,
1998). Turbulence occurs in micro-level issues such as day-to-
day policies, procedures, and experiences, as well as macro-level

issues such as externally imposed organizational changes (Myers,
2014). These conditions rarely occur in isolation and could
result in a cascading effect that increases the sense of turbulence
(Gross, 2006, 2020; Shapiro and Gross, 2013). According to
turbulence theory, positionality, stability, and the cascading
nature of crises influence an organization’s and an individual’s
experience with turbulence (Gross, 2006). First, positionality
refers to where a person sits, or their specific role or groups
(i.e., teachers, principals, etc.), within the turbulence (Norberg
and Gross, 2019). Second, cascading is defined as the ways
in which multiple situations compound to determine their
impact or severity (Norberg and Gross, 2019). Finally, stability
indicates the organization’s sensitivity to turbulence based on the
fragility or strength of its foundation (Norberg and Gross, 2019).
For example, when these three drivers interact in a school, a
principal will possibly view external pressures or communication
differently than a teacher would. Additionally, the internal
stability of the organization would increase or decrease the effect
of cascading crises that create severe and extreme turbulence.

While turbulence is experienced differently based on
position and micro and macro-level issues, research generally
demonstrates that turbulence has a negative effect on
performance in schools (Boyne and Meier, 2009; Beabout,
2012; Gross, 2020). In fact, turbulence’s negative effect on
performance is compounded by internal organizational
change. Particularly in severe or extreme turbulence cases,
significant internal organizational changes compound the
adverse effects of turbulence. Leaders can mitigate those
negative effects of turbulence in the external environment
by maintaining internal structural stability. Additionally,
schools “may be able to dampen the extent of volatility
through creating networks of environmental actors in other
organizations, especially those on which they are dependent for
resources” (Boyne and Meier, 2009, p. 820). These networks
can help schools navigate turbulence while maintaining
some internal stability. Additionally, internal stability and
the ability to survive and even thrive through turbulence is
dependent on the grassroots participation of teachers and staff
(Taysum and Arar, 2018).

TURBULENCE THEORY AND SCHOOL
LEADERSHIP IN THE MIDST OF CRISIS

Given the increasingly complex environments for
schools, turbulence is inevitable for school leaders (Fullan,
2009). The roles of the people experiencing the turbulence will
significantly influence their responses (Gross, 2006; Myers,
2014). The cascading effect of multiple elements of turbulence
requires significant leadership acumen and capacity. Some
researchers have suggested that the school leader must consider
when to intentionally elevate the level of turbulence within an
organization to create urgency and accelerate change (Shapiro
and Gross, 2013; Myers, 2014). This seems contrary to the notion
that internal stability should be maintained to survive turbulence;
however, the degree of turbulence matters. School leaders who
can use light, moderate, or even more severe turbulence to help
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others see a need for change or catalyze grassroots support can
be successful. Accepting some level of turbulence does not mean
that leadership should de-stabilize a school. In fact, the schools’
relative instability could enhance a leaders’ ability to be flexible
in ways that allow them to turn turbulence into opportunities
(Shapiro and Gross, 2013; Myers, 2014).

School leaders who can build a positive frame around
turbulence are likely to be more effective. A principal who
believes that risk-taking creates a certain level of turbulence is
more likely to build confidence among teachers, administrators,
and the school community (Myers, 2014). Turbulence leads
to perturbance. When school communities begin to experience
turbulence and come together to make decisions, they begin
to ask what comes next. This questioning of what is next is
perturbance. Leaders interested in improving schools should
foster perturbance while minimizing the harmful effects of severe
and extreme turbulence (Beabout, 2012).

Similarly, flux can be an opportunity to move an organization
forward (Gross, 1998, 2006), particularly if leaders effectively
network with key people outside of their schools to better
understand the turbulence’s intensity and source. Knowing
community leaders, state and local policymakers, and others who
might understand contextual factors has a significantly positive
effect on performance (Goerdel, 2006). Using networks to
get early warnings through environmental scanning about
shifts, particularly in munificence and complexity, could be
a complementary strategy to help schools navigate turbulence
(Boyne and Meier, 2009).

Mentoring, particularly mentoring in ethical leadership,
can help leaders bring turbulence into moderate ranges where
the effects can be more manageable. When mentors help leaders
use a range of ethical lenses (e.g., ethic of justice, ethic of
care, ethic of critique, or ethic of profession), leaders can more
effectively manage turbulence (Gross and Shapiro, 2004). This
type of mentoring and these ethical considerations identified
in Standard Two of the Professional Standards for Educational
Leaders (National Policy Board for Educational Administration,
2015) ground leaders in ways that stabilize schools even in
times of crisis.

Turbulence also affects students. Elevating student voices to
participate in response to turbulence builds efficacy and can
improve school conditions. Conditions can improve in at least
three ways. First, students can provide fresh ways of seeing
issues because of differences in their positionality (Shapiro and
Gross, 2013). Second, based on cases from the United States
and Australia, student voice can increase tension and focus on
pressing issues. Third, increasing agency and collective student
efficacy can reduce organizational turbulence and individual
turbulence during adolescence. Turbulence can “be a force for
positive change and needed energy to launch an emerging
adult into the wider world beyond home and school” (Mitra and
Gross, 2009, p. 538). The use of student voice, networks outside
of schools, and mentoring in ethical leadership can transform
turbulence into change.

Overall, Gross (2020, p. 47) recommends a five-step process
for leading through turbulence. First, leaders should reflect on the
causes of turbulence. Second, as a part of their reflection, they

should determine the role of the three drivers of turbulence –
positionality, cascading crises, and stability. Third, identify the
general level of turbulence. Fourth, decide whether to escalate
or de-escalate the turbulence. Fifth, organize and effectively
communicate constructive advice that responds to turbulence.
If leaders do this, they are more likely to develop an effective
systemic response to turbulence.

SELF-CARE FRAMEWORK

While the self-care industry continues to grow at an astronomical
pace, school leaders’ self-care is often reserved for private
conversation, not a subject to be conflated with job expectations
or professional effectiveness. The normed silence on topics
such as self-care and wellbeing in the workplace is particularly
problematic for school leaders. Today’s principals are one of our
nation’s most stressed and burned-out cohorts of professionals,
leaving the field at alarming rates (Yan, 2020). As highlighted
by Ray et al. (2020), school leaders, in place of self-care, often
embrace the role of the caretaker for others, choosing to “adopt
a disposition of self-sacrifice” which may provide short term
benefit to those they serve but is not a sustainable professional
disposition (p. 435).

While the field of education and educational leadership is
woefully behind in its empirical examination of the importance
of self-care and its practitioners, the areas of nursing and social
work have made steady progress. Butler et al. (2019) outline
two specific aims of self-care: (a) to “guard against, cope with,
or reduce stress and related adverse experiences” and (b) to
“maintain or enhance wellbeing and overall functioning” (pp.
107, 108). The authors then propose six self-care domains
largely founded upon Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs (see
Table 2). By presenting a broad range of domains, the authors
acknowledge that professional life is inhabited across multiple
contexts and embodied spaces (e.g., home, work, social, etc.).
Butler et al. (2019) highlight the interplay amongst each domain
while identifying the conceptual link that ties each frame together
as “mindful attention” and “intentional action” to self-care needs
and activities in both work and private settings.

SELF-CARE THEORY OUTSIDE OF
EDUCATION

The nursing and social work fields have led the empirical
and theoretical examination of self-care. Each, which houses
many jobs often labeled as “helping professions” (Skovholt
and Trotter-Mathison, 2014), have long recognized the need to
address the burnout-related effects of the accumulated stressors
associated with working in high-intensity contexts. As a result,
researchers in both fields have launched many studies focused
on self-care interventions to alleviate their clinical practitioners’
burnout and turnover.

In nursing, up to 37% of nurses were identified as having
experienced burnout (McHugh et al., 2011). Much like the
social work field, nurses are often exposed to workplace-specific
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TABLE 2 | Six domains of self-care (Butler et al., 2019).

Domain Description

Physical Tending to the needs of the physical body in order to achieve or
support optimal functioning and to avoid breakdowns or
deterioration within systems

Professional Managing or preventing work-related stress and stressors, reduce
the risk, or mitigate the effects of burnout and other workplace
hazards

Relational Efforts made to maintain and enhance our interpersonal connection
to others

Emotional Practices engaged in to safeguard against or address negative
emotional experience as well as those intended to create or
enhance positive emotional experience and wellbeing

Psychological Pursuing and satisfying intellectual needs and purposeful and
reflective efforts to understand and attend to the overall needs of
the organism

Spiritual Creating space to reflect on our own inner needs and our role or
place within the world and universe

stressors for long periods, which ultimately affects wellbeing and
reduces commitment to task performance (Akkoç et al., 2020). In
terms of self-care, the nursing field has identified how deliberate
attentiveness to a broad array of self-care domains such as body,
mind, emotions, and spirit are empirically sound ways to address
stress-induced issues associated with clinical nursing.

Social work is also grappling with the consequences associated
with the increasing burnout of their professionals. For example,
social workers are often negatively affected by workload,
rewards/wages, resources, time limitations, etc. that often
influence a social worker’s perceived job satisfaction (Wilson,
2016). Additionally, social workers are more likely than other
professions to be impacted by the complexities associated with
compassion fatigue, secondary trauma, and post-traumatic stress
disorder (Wagaman et al., 2015; Wilson, 2016).

SELF-CARE THEORY IN EDUCATION

The increasing turnover of school leaders is of growing concern
to school districts and educational leadership scholars. This
concern is with good reason, as principals, second only to
teachers, are a primary factor in students’ academic success
(Young et al., 2007). Goldring and Taie (2018) and the National
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) estimate that school
leaders’ turnover rates are nearing 18% nationally. In light of this
number, many scholars have been working to determine precisely
why principals leave (Fuller and Orr, 2008; DeAngelis and White,
2011; Snodgrass Rangel, 2018; Grissom and Bartanen, 2019),
and a growing number of scholars have begun to examine how
self-care specific interventions that may help prevent principal
turnover (Mahfouz, 2018a,b; Carpenter, 2020; Liu, 2020; Ray
et al., 2020). To date, no known study has directly incorporated
self-care theory into its examination of possible interventions
for school leaders. The Ray et al. (2020) comes closest, as its
purpose was to examine how principals were able to attend to
self-care practices amidst the array of job-embedded demands of
today’s school leader.

SELF-CARE THEORY AND SCHOOL
LEADERSHIP IN THE MIDST OF CRISIS

The Consortium for Policy Research in Education (CPRE)
recently conducted a study to examine school leaders’ responses
to the critical incidents induced by COVID-19 during mid to late
March of 2020 (CPRE website). As a part of that study, three
scholars (Anderson et al., 2020) examined how school leaders
addressed their wellbeing during a time of such immense stress
for communities, school leaders, teachers, and students. They
found that principals experienced high levels of stress due to the
litany of tasks associated with closing down schools, launching
online-only instruction, monitoring sickness, delivering food
and other school-provided services, and ensuring students could
access the Internet. Principals also had difficulty separating their
work from their home life, as working from home suddenly
transitioned to living at work (Anderson et al., 2020).

While the Anderson et al. (2020) study highlighted several
ways in which principals sought to attend to self-care (exercise,
spiritual foundations, and time with family), there was no
consensus as to the importance of self-care, nor the ability to
prioritize self-care amongst the range of duties associated with
leadership during the crisis. Subsequently, it is perhaps time that
the field of educational leadership incorporates the scholarly body
of work in social work and nursing to launch a more significant
number of qualitative and quantitative studies that would seek to
determine the role of self-care for school leaders.

A NEW CONCEPTUAL FOCUS FOR
SCHOOL LEADERSHIP

The events surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic have
magnified the need to frame and study the work of school
leaders as navigators of crisis. While school leaders have faced
extreme challenges leading up to the pandemic, natural disasters,
racial injustice, fights for funding, professional shortages,
among others, the broader conceptualizations of the field have
understood leadership in terms of guiding academic success
rather than recognizing a more prevalent role as caretakers of
much larger social and health crises. Through crisis leadership
and turbulence theory, we can continue to expand these broader
conceptualizations of educational leadership to include a primary
focus on the restoration of the profession and the communities
served through a movement toward self-care, and in turn,
flourishing, the realization of this restoration and care. Table 3
summarizes the goals and characteristics of these bodies of
literature to frame how leaders might tackle pressing challenges.

As stated in the introduction, school leaders have faced
numerous crises over the last several decades. While the
pandemic was undoubtedly the most universal crises faced by
school leaders, it will certainly not be the last time a nation
and its schools will be forced to respond to an external set of
factors requiring dexterity in the face of extreme circumstances.
With this in mind, we suggest leadership preparation programs
author and implement a three-pronged curricular strand
that provides conceptual frameworks necessary for leaders to
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TABLE 3 | Overview of framing from crisis leadership, turbulence theory, and self-care.

Crisis leadership theory Turbulence theory

Theories to guide leadership during uncertainty and stress

Degree of Circumstances Extreme Light, moderate, severe, extreme

Leadership Role Communicator Storyteller

Leadership Tasks Goal development, environmental analysis, strategy development and
evaluation, strategy implementation and control, sensemaking to diagnose
situation, decision making for a strategy, coordination of implementation,
meaning-making to motivate others to move beyond the situation, account
giving to achieve closure by taking responsibility, and learning from response
efforts

Planning, maintaining organizational stability, building
external networks, develop grassroots participation,
ethical mentoring, networking externally, elevate
student voice

Community and Organizational
Characteristics

Resilience Munificence, complexity, dynamism

Ethic of Care Attend to psychosocial needs Spirituality through storytelling

Influential Factors on Leaders Dispositional, relational, and situational factors Heterogeneous teams, positionality

Goal Return to normal and restoration Improvement through perturbance

Self-care: necessity and lever for improvement through crisis and turbulence

Domains Physical, professional, relational, emotional, psychological, and spiritual

Causes of stress through COVID Closing schools, launching online instruction, monitoring sickness, delivering
services, internet access for students, and work/life balance

Goal Cope with stress, maintain wellbeing

successfully navigate during stress-specific contexts associated
with crisis and turbulence while maintaining their overall health
and wellbeing. Further, we argue that educational leadership
programs’ standards should move beyond an intense focus
on instruction alone and reorient to also value the work of
school leaders as caretakers of impending turbulence from either
longstanding crises or unexpected, emergency events. Crisis
leadership theory describes how leaders can reduce risk, navigate
planning to return to normal, and reach community restoration.
Turbulence theory provides a framework for transforming these
circumstances into change and improvement for our schools
and communities. Self-care literature explicates what needs are
associated with wellbeing so that we can build a flourishing
profession, school, and community. Taken together, leaders
can use crisis leadership and turbulence theory to guide their
efforts to embed self-care, or more extensively, flourishing, as a
central purpose of schools. This new focus requires a movement
beyond simply learning successful leadership practices but a
careful examination of intentionality, or the ethics, values,
and spirituality, which guide the “how,” “why,” and “what” of
leadership in schools. The leader who can address uncertainty,
care for others and restore crises is motivated by her desire to
lead for flourishing.

In conclusion, we synthesize four main lessons from these
frameworks to apply to how we train and support educational
leaders as they navigate crises in schools.

LESSON 1. PRIORITIZE
COMMUNICATION

Leaders who maintain open, two-way, transparent, and ethical
communication can prevent and reduce threats. While situations
and context may change and become unpredictable, encouraging

transparent and collaborative approaches to communication
creates consistency before, during, and after a crisis. Further,
turbulence theory promotes the communicative vehicle of
storytelling as way to allow humans to find shared meaning.
Through sharing and soliciting the stories of crisis participants,
leaders surface the perceptual understandings of actors and
highlight narratives that provide stability amid crisis response.
Storytelling is also a form of communication that can promote
spirituality and a sense of shared ethics, which may promote trust,
stability, and shared values for the community.

LESSON 2. ESTABLISH VALUES

Leaders need to focus on the collaborative process of defining
shared values within their community. These values, guided by
ethical frames, can serve as the foundation for the construction
of a common vision to guide decision making. By centering
community resilience as a focus, stakeholders are empowered
to own and lead the restoration of their communities and
organizations. Leaders can fortify self-directed communities by
addressing the psychological needs and care of others. The use of
mentoring to support the use of ethical lenses helps to establish
these shared values, resilience, and care.

LESSON 3. INTEGRATE PLANNING

The nature of crises and turbulence requires leaders to question
what is next. The questioning of what is next orients leaders and
stakeholders toward the collaborative planning of action steps
that may in fact reduce risk and extend into progress toward
restoration and positive change. Leaders can analyze select action
steps using dispositional, relational, and situational frames as
they move through each stage of crisis. Importantly, leaders must
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focus on building collaborative and diverse groups during the
creation and adaption phase of planning, including highly diverse
networks of actors and grassroots participation from teachers,
staff, student voice, and community stakeholders.

LESSON 4. PROMOTE SELF-CARE

Due to the stressful and extreme circumstances inherit during
crisis and turbulence, leaders and the surrounding community
should attend to the physical, professional, relational, emotional,
and psychological aspects of self-care to avoid burnout and
mitigate the adverse effects induced by the chronic stressors
associated with threatening and unexpected events. Leaders

must normalize the practice of and discussions about wellbeing.
Further, leaders should develop interventions for themselves
and others that focus on a holistic imagining of wellbeing that
includes the various aspects of body, mind, emotional, and
spiritual health.
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This article looks at three primary Head Teachers’ experience of working in COVID-19
lockdown in Scotland. The theoretical framework of this paper builds on Nel Noddings’
ethics of care, with a particular focus on reciprocity, empathy, communication, and
community. The three Head Teachers were interviewed during the pandemic lockdown.
These interviews are part of a larger study that interviewed teachers and Head Teachers
during COVID-19 lockdown in Scotland, asking how this lockdown challenged and
influenced their identity as educators. The focus on care is important as during lockdown
in Scotland the focus of home learning was on pupils and families’ well-being and
care, rather than on performative acts of learning. This paper argues that the pandemic
provided an alternative space for the Head Teachers to re-negotiate their caring role and
identity in their understanding of being an educational leader.

Keywords: COVID-19 lockdown, Head Teachers, Scotland, ethics of care, Nel Noddings, reciprocity, empathy,
communication

INTRODUCTION

As human beings we want to care and to be cared for. Caring is important in itself. . . Why
care about caring? (emphasis in original, Noddings, 1986, p. 7)

COVID-19 lockdown has challenged some of the concepts which are fundamental in schooling and
its systems. Under normal circumstances, caring is implicitly part of the educational and schooling
experience for both children and staff (see Edge et al., 2016; Smylie et al., 2016). Research shows
that caring leadership is related to improved attainment (Louis et al., 2016; Scottish Government,
2021). Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, a review conducted by Scottish Government (2018)
considered multiple dimensions relating to the health and well-being of children, including caring
relations in education, and found positive practices embedded across all levels of the education
system. However, the physical distance created by the closure of school buildings and the social
restrictions placed on communities due to COVID-19 lockdown put the caring aspect of education
and schooling into sharp focus as there was a sudden concern about how schools could fulfil
their fundamental caring role for children, families, and communities (Sergiovanni, 1999) when
not all parties could be easily or consistently reached. Efforts were immediately made to set
up connections so that learning and consolidation of content could be continued. Yet the idea
of caring, so much more ephemeral and difficult to operationalise, needed more active, more
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direct thought than before, where learning was just one
manifestation of that care. We realised in shock that we had
been complacent about physical presence and the ability to show
caring to each other by being close to one another, by looking
into each other’s eyes, by smiling, and even by physical touch. In
Scotland, the national framework for child well-being; “Getting
It Right for Every Child” (GIRFEC) has successfully supported
families during a typical school year (Coles et al., 2016). However,
the closure of schools challenged such frameworks. How, then,
could schools and educators reach out in caring to children and
families when in lockdown?

This article is based on a larger study carried out by a
group of researchers at the University of Dundee. It aimed at
addressing the following research question: What are primary
school educators’ experiences of teaching from home/in hub during
the Covid-19 lockdown in Scotland? This article analyses three in-
depth interviews with Head Teachers of Scottish primary schools
in relation to Nel Noddings’ ethics of care.

The next section gives a brief context to set the scene for
this article. This is followed by an explanation of the method
rationale, a general overview of Noddings’ writing about care, and
the emerging themes from the data.

SCOTTISH CONTEXT

The student population in primary schools in Scotland varies
considerably. A few large city primary schools may have around
700 pupils, whilst in a rural setting, the pupil population may be
as low as single figures. Scotland has a high number of small or
very small schools, often representing the scattered mainland and
island population of the nation. In all settings, Head Teachers
(Principals) must develop a clearly defined strategic plan for
their individual school improvement. In addition to the school
improvement, curriculum development, and implementation of
an effective learning strategy, Head Teachers have responsibility
for pupil and staff well-being and performance, property finances,
elements of professional development programmes, and for the
development of family and community relationships. Unlike
other parts of the United Kingdom, Scottish Head Teachers
are not directly accountable to school governors, but rather,
to the Local Authority. In practice, the smaller the school, the
fewer layers of leadership (usually a Depute Head or a Principal
Teacher) between the Head Teacher and students. Conversely, in
the large school, the frequency with which pupils meet with the
Head Teacher may be greatly reduced. Ultimately, school leaders
at all levels will be tasked with developing community both
within the school and with partners from professional agencies,
businesses, and locally elected Council members. Reflecting a
democratic structure, the Scottish system of Local Authority
organisation means that schools are also guided by and are
accountable to education professionals who in turn respond to
the elected council members (Counsellors).

Schools in Scotland function within a national policy
framework developed since 2006. “GIRFEC” embeds the articles
of UNCRC to promote and support in practice the care
and well-being of all children and young people. GIRFEC

is central to all government policies which support children,
young people, and their families. The aim of GIRFEC is to
provide a coordinated, streamlined, and holistic approach to
supporting families wherein children and young people receive
“the right help, at the right time, from the right people”
(Scottish Government, 2008), to ensure they grow and develop
to reach their full potential. Referring to what are known as the
SHANARRI indicators (safe, healthy, achieving, nurtured, active,
respected, responsible, and included) (see Scottish Government,
2008), the principles and values underlying GIRFEC are the focus
on the child, the idea that well-being is contextually situated
the aim to be proactive rather than reactive, and the necessity
of a coordinated approach. In this regard, the benefits of direct
contact with children, families, and GIRFEC partners came under
immediate threat with the announced closure of all Scottish
schools in response to the Covid-19 pandemic. The Deputy First
Minister in Scotland announced that all local authority schools
and nurseries would close from the end of the school day on
Friday March 20, 2020. It was recognised that there was a need
for childcare provision during this time for both children of
key workers and vulnerable children. This care was organised
and provided at what became known as education hubs. These
hubs were set up at selected educational establishments and were
accessed by children and families linked to the area or school
cluster. They were run by school staff from the cluster of schools
in the area on a rota basis.

Local authorities (school districts) and schools in Scotland
had to decide how best to move forward with children learning
from home to ensure that teaching and learning continued during
this lockdown. This included online learning. The majority of
local authorities access digital learning platform such as Glow or
Seesaw which allows access to Microsoft Office, Teams, or Google
Classroom. Some individual schools received local authority
guidance as to expectations on how schools could facilitate home
learning, but this was not immediate for all, so that some schools
had the space where they autonomously make decisions and took
action to provide teaching, learning, and care as they deemed
to be effective for their pupils. This meant that there has been
a variety of experience for schools and learners when teaching
and learning during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown and
ensuring the care and well-being of their pupils.

METHODOLOGY

As past teachers and Head Teachers and currently trainers of
teachers and Head Teachers, indeed, as parents of children who
attend schools, we were acutely aware of the flurry of activity
going on in schools in March 2020 as it became increasingly clear
that school closure was imminent. Our own realities, personal
and professional, needed to be adjusted, yet our thoughts about
embarking on this research project were motivated by the wish
to pause and ask educators for their stories. We authors are part
of a larger group of researchers from the School of Education
and Social Work at the University of Dundee, all of whom were
keen to capture the impact of this unprecedented event on the
lives of children, their families, and educators. A decision was
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taken to carry out qualitative research with teachers and Head
Teachers working in Scottish primary schools, reluctantly making
the decision not to pursue the stories of educators in High Schools
or those of families and children. Such a choice was based on the
knowledge of the kind of data that we wanted to gather, which
gave detailed insights into the lived experiences of those agreeing
to be interviewed. We could not ethically gather more data than
we could realistically manage to analyse, although the availability
of it was tantalising.

Following ethical clearance from the University of Dundee,
teachers and Head Teachers in Primary schools in Scotland were
invited through different social platforms to participate in an in-
depth interview to capture their lived experiences in real time.
These online interviews were carried out through MS Teams,
starting from the second week of lockdown until the end of the
scholastic year in June 2020, and addressed the following research
question mentioned in Section “Introduction.”

We were “curious” about their lived experiences and about
their understanding of the impact of these experiences on
their identity as teachers. The research thus aimed to capture
their perceptions of their current experiences of work and the
contribution of this to their thinking about what is valued in
their work as a teacher or Head Teacher as they supported
children and families during the lockdown. Ten questions
guided the interviews, with the interviewers reporting that most
participants needed little prompting as they were very articulate
and fluent. Some participants reported that they welcomed such
conversations and thought that it gave them space to pause and
reflect on what they were engaging in in unique times, a chance
to take stock even on all that they had accomplished in a short
span of time and under intense pressure. More than 60 primary
school teachers and Head Teachers volunteered to participate in
the project and were interviewed, after which the painful process
of transcription was started. It is important to point out that due
to the urgency of the research, it was not possible to delay the start
of data collection until a proposal could be submitted to apply
for research funding, which would cover costs of making the
recorded data ready for analysis. This meant that transcription
relied on the availability of time of the individual researchers,
which varied depending on their circumstances.

The respondents volunteered themselves as participants and
all those who did, and who fit the parameters of working in
primary schools in Scotland, were accepted. The research group
was not after a representative sample of educators which was
distributed according to certain criteria. Although cognizant of
the large variety of contexts in which Scottish schools in different
geographical and socio-economic areas function, we were not
seeking a sociological understanding of their experiences, as
much as we sought the educators’ personal thoughts about these
experiences. We did not claim to be able to generalise our findings
to represent the experience of all primary school educators. As
Wendy Hollway (1989) suggests, “generalizability... [in this kind
of research] . . . has to be established according to theoretical
rather than statistical principles” (p.16). In the Rogerian sense
of what is most personal is most general, we believe that the
issues emerging from our process of analysis (explained below)
are generalisable conceptually and theoretically. We have had

several reports in our online seminars about this project that
viewers have resonated with the participants’ expressed thoughts
and feelings (Rogers, 2001, p. 26).

The process of analysis can be visualised in the form of two
spirals which seem to weave closer and closer together as they
progress. These are constituted by our reading of Nel Noddings
and our listening to and transcribing of the interviews of these
three Head Teachers. As interviewers discussed their interviews
with those leading the research project, it became evident that
three Head Teacher interviews were strongly founded on ideas
of care. The authors of this paper embarked on reading about
the ethics of care, while at the same time becoming more and
more immersed in the data. As Hollway and Jefferson (2000)
stress, “after a whole day working on the transcripts . . . (a process
we often referred to as ‘immersion’) we would be inhabited by
that person in the sense that our imagination was full of him
or her” (p.69). The authors met online several times to discuss
their thoughts about the literature read and the interviews, and
started to explore themes that emerged, following Hollway’s idea
that the significance of the interviews is not only “a property
of the extract, but of the work it is put to do” (Hollway, 1989,
p. 36). This was thus a theory-led thematic analysis (Hayes, 1997)
based on the works of Noddings (Noddings, 1986, 2005, 2012a,b),
where both theory and interviews were “speaking” to each other
while at the same time challenging each other. This influenced the
structure of this paper, with no distinction between findings and
discussion, but rather themes with merging data and theory, thus
“making complex” the lived experiences of the Head Teachers.

A last point about interviewing educators who volunteered:
we are aware of the possibility of these respondents presenting as
models of hard work and enthusiastic professionalism. We have
mentioned elsewhere that these need to be seen as experiences
of people willing to share their story and that there are others
whose stories may not tally. Yet, there have been many who have
“recognised” our interpretations and analyses, “that is, the sense
that we made out of them can be shared through the subjectivity
of others” (Hollway and Jefferson, 2000, p. 80) “Our work, as well
as being theoretically led, is solidly empirical in the sense that
supporting and challenging evidence is available” (Hollway and
Jefferson, 2000, p. 80).

Introducing the three Head Teachers: Mhàiri works in a large
school in one of Scotland’s cities. The school is very multi-cultural
and many of the families score high on the Scottish Index of
Multiple Deprivation (indicating a certain level of privilege).
Emily works in an average sized school in a town in Scotland.
The school population is not diverse, and most of the families
are of Scottish origin. Several families score lower on the SIMD
(this means that they experience some form of deprivation).
Agnes lives and works on one of the small islands in Scotland.
This brings to the article a discourse that is not often heard
about the experiences of educators working in such places. Her
community is very tightly knit, where all know each other.
Many families score high on the SIMD. There are similarities
between the three Head Teachers: all three fit in the age bracket
between later thirties and early forties (see Edge et al., 2016 on
Generation X School Leaders) and they have been Head Teachers
for around 5 years.
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INTRODUCING ETHICS OF CARE

For Noddings, life is always relational and her work is based on
this perspective. The starting point, as well as the process of ethics
of care, is the “caring relationship” (Noddings, 2012a, p. 4) where
the focus should be on spending time building a relation of care
and trust. This is not time wasted (see Noddings, 2012b, p. 777)
as Noddings emphasises that continually taking time to create
and maintain a caring relationship “is underneath all we do. . .
When that climate is established and maintained, everything else
goes better” (Noddings, 2012b, p. 777). A relational ethics of
care always assumes a carer and the cared-for. We cannot think
of these roles as static, for what establishes these roles is the
moment(s) of encounters. The one who is attentive to the other
becomes the carer for the cared-for. The carer is “attentive: she
or he listens, observes, and is receptive to the expressed needs
of the cared-for” (Noddings, 2012a, p.4). As Yiannis Gabriel
(2015) argues, ethics of care is “an ethics that emphasises the
inter-relatedness of human beings and highlights the importance
of attentiveness, empathy, responsiveness, and responsibility for
others” (p.317). It is the response that the carer and cared-for
give to each other that is important in this relationship of care.
The cared-for needs to respond to the care given, to acknowledge,
even if this is at a very basic level. The example that is commonly
given is the baby who stops crying as soon as the baby is held
by an adult. “Without this response there is no caring relation no
matter how hard the carer has worked at it” (emphasis in original,
Noddings, 2012a, p.4). The response provides the building blocks
for the construction of a continuing caring relationship. These
ideas are expanded on throughout this paper as they help us
read the data emerging from the Head Teachers’ interviews. Four
themes: reciprocity, empathy, communication, and community,
are developed in the next section.

THEMATIC ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

Reciprocity
We start this theme with excerpts from the interviews about
the days when these Head Teachers were faced with impending
school closure. They are rather lengthy but we strongly feel
that they set the scene for the focus of care as it emerged and
developed over the 4 months of school closure. These excerpts
also introduce the Head Teachers and their contexts.

Mhàiri: The kind of run up to lockdown . . . Northern
Ireland had announced that schools were closing. I think
that was the Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday, which
was a week before the Scottish Government announced
we were going to lock down. . . we were waiting for the
Local Authority to kind of give us guidance and I met my
management team every day that week about how we might
prepare and what we might do. And we’d all agree that we’re
just going wait on what the Local Authority is telling us
how we were going to communicate with people, what we
should do, how we should prepare. And then by the end of
the week, we hadn’t yet received any guidance, so I kind of

freaked out, you know, in the nicest possible way. And then
in the weekend came up with a plan. On the Monday every
member of staff kind of met. We gave them what they had
to do by the Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday.
We had 100 h of parents volunteering that worked at getting
packs ready. We got MS TEAMS all up and running within
that week. We produced our own guidance as a school on
how we were going to do learning from home and I’m really
glad we did that. . . So I’m really glad that I had that, you
know, kind of level of panic to say “no, we’re definitely
closing and we need to respond. We’re just gonna do our
own thing and if it’s not what the Local Authority want,
well then, we’ll react and respond and change.” Our whole
kind of ethos throughout this is that the children need to
feel connected to us whether or not they’re hearing us or
they’re seeing us and then starting this week and into the
next week all class teachers and PSA’s will be making phone
calls to children.
Emily: That week everybody knew that something was
going to happen and we put an appeal out to our school
community at that point and were absolutely overwhelmed
by what came in [food for food parcels] so we’ve got that
to keep us going and a nice little story as well, it was on
the news as well, we’ve got a wee girl, one of our pupils,
cycled last week 25 miles every day in the house on an
exercise bike, and then on the Friday she did a double one
so she did 50 miles on the Friday and she’s raised over a
thousand pounds which she’s given that so we can go to
the shops and buy more food. . . Before schools closed we
had a really clear system within school of how you pass
on well-being concerns and who does that and I’ve kind of
just tried to replicate that but adapted it to this situation,
so that it’s the same people. So everybody in our school
community has got the responsibility of picking up pastoral
well-being concerns but then those are really fed in through
a well-being form and they come and we have a well-being
meeting and then we decide what the action is, using staff
to do all those check ins or to check in on the families.
Agnes: Before we broke up I created a list of vulnerable
children. We looked literally all down from nursery and one
by one, looked at what’s happening in each family and do
they need someone to be checking in. I just split the list
that way and also those that we have the best rapport with.
So whether that might have more to do with our support
for the learning hub, whether they have more to do with
our well-being centre, whether they actually have more to
do with mainstream. We also had conversations with our
medical link, our social worker, health worker, and then
with the other school nurse as well—created a list. And we
have a system in place that the staff create a log of what
contact they have had and they send it to me each Friday
and so we put it on the system. But I’ve left it up to each
member of stuff to say who’s on the list. They know best
whether to have one contact a week or whether it needs to
be daily. What’s going to be the most appropriate way of
doing that, and what that child needs? So, for example, one
of the children on my list is extremely overweight. I have
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been running a version of the Jumpstart program and we
had some conversations with the National Health Service
and the families. They’ll be making sure that I’m sending
little reminders and motivations, etc., to try to get him out
and about during COVID-19. If he could lose some of the
weight and exercising, then that would be fantastic.

As already evident, the caring relation with reciprocity
was reflected throughout the interviews, particularly when the
Head Teachers mentioned their teachers, the pupils, and their
families. The Head Teachers’ role seems to have been one of
encouragement, support, and also sometimes an intermediary.
This was partly to support the construction of a relation of
care online, but the emphasis was more importantly placed on
the maintenance of this relation over a long period of time.
The positions of these actors relative to each other shifted
in this new set up of the caring relation. Whereas teachers
and Head Teachers had easy access to pupils because of their
physical presence before lockdown with parents/carers relatively
in the background, following the physical closure of schools,
children in primary schools could only be accessed through the
medium of their families. These families needed to actively set
up connections, especially those that were technical, and also
needed to dedicate time sustainably to support their children.
Before lockdown, procedures were in place, even very basically
through legislation, to ensure that children connected to schools.
However, the novelty and unexpectedness of this situation lacked
such infrastructure, so that much depended on the ability,
willingness, time-availability, resources, and technical know-
how of families so that children could be accessed. The Head
Teachers interviewed mention that many families responded
to this newly established relationship positively, not only by
enabling access and supporting it actively, but also celebrating
what they perceived as their own increased participation in their
child’s school life. One Head Teacher referred to the weekly online
assembly she organised and mentioned comments that families
sent her to this effect. She reported that parents and carers asked
to continue to be sent online links so that their increased presence
could be sustained after lockdown as they reported feeling more
part of the school. This is quite a contradiction, albeit a happy
one, that the set-up of the virtual school because of physical
distance enabled more parental belonging and engagement than
was thought possible before the closure of the school building.
Noddings argues, that when sharing occurs, it is easier to care
(1986, p. 72). This seems to be the case here.

One Head Teacher’s emphasis on maintaining this relation of
care was also reflected in her insistence to continuously create
new reasons for families and the school to connect. She tried to
have new ideas to share with families or projects to start every
two weeks and even created videos of herself and staff dancing
to routines or sharing human or humorous moments. The
professional and personal boundaries were blurred as families
saw teachers dancing in their living rooms (McLennan et al.,
2020). It was as though since pupils had receded, so to speak, to
their respective homes, the staff ’s reach to these pupils needed to
start from their homes too. It seemed the staff tried to nullify the
longer distance to the pupil by entering the pupils’ homes through

the screens. This needed careful negotiation of Local Authority
regulations, union directives, concerns about privacy of staff
and families, as well as consideration of the time. This latter
mention of time merits emphasis, as claims increased on parents’
and carers’ time to support their children’s online access and
engagement with allocated “school” tasks carried out at home.

The data highlighted that teachers and Head Teachers, also
parents and carers, grappled with the issue of time. Nonetheless,
the interviews evidence an effort on the part of these Head
Teachers to maintain a relationship with students, particularly
those that were considered vulnerable and needed further
support. All the Head Teachers mentioned that there was a
very small group of children who were “hard to reach.” The
sense of helplessness and concern in their tone of voice during
the interviews reported of a lack of response and reciprocity
from these families. While the reciprocal is central to the
caring relationship, Noddings makes it very clear that we cannot
demand it:

To accept the gift of responsiveness from the cared-for is
natural for the one-caring. It is consistent with caring. To
demand such responsiveness is both futile and inconsistent
with caring. The one-caring is motivated in the direction of
the cared-for and she must, therefore, respect his freedom.
She meets him as a subject—not as an object to be
manipulated nor as a data source. Indeed, this recognition
of the freedom-as-subject of the cared-for is a fundamental
result of her genuine receiving of the cared-for (Noddings,
1986, p. 72).

Were the Head Teachers hoping and expecting some form
of responsiveness from these pupils and their families? This
might be the case. We need to remind ourselves that educational
discourse is imbued with references that “all” children will make
it and be successful. The Scottish perspective on education
has largely rejected the Anglo-American historical tendency to
separate care from learning (Smith, 2013), but has embraced both
a Scandinavian and historically Scottish tradition (Kilbrandon,
1964). Although principally a response to youth justice, this
intentional desire to blur the lines between home, school,
professional, and personal (Smith, 2013) is now manifest in
the ethos of GIRFEC (Scottish Government, 2016), Scotland’s
framework for well-being for all young people. In tandem with
the GIRFEC intention is the responsibility and requirement
of all teachers to fulfil the professional standards laid down
by the General Teaching Council for Scotland (2012, p. 6),
“Providing and ensuring a safe and secure environment for
all learners within a caring and compassionate ethos and with
an understanding of well-being.” This sense of care and well-
being is extended to families and communities within the
same lists of professional standards. As part of this on-going
discourse (Scottish Government, 2016), teachers and schools feel
responsible to help bring this about for all pupils. One could see
these “hard to reach” pupils and families (we pause for a minute
and reflect on the deficit language that we ourselves are using
to refer to these families, as this too does not enable Noddings’
freedom) as posing a challenge of continually trying and striving
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to achieve a reciprocal caring relation. It is interesting that two of
the Head Teachers mentioned personal experiences that reflected
vulnerability in their lives. While we do not feel that we can
recount these experiences in this paper for the sake of anonymity
of the Head Teachers, they both seem to identify themselves
with these pupils and their families. This leads to the next theme
which expands on the attentive listening and empathy in the
following section.

Empathy and Listening
The motivation to care is driven by empathy, being able to
empathise through feeling and understanding a circumstance or
sympathising by feeling for someone (Noddings, 2012a, p. 54).
The focus of “feeling with” (Noddings, 2012a, p. 55) is central
here to Noddings’ argument, who wants to move away from an
understanding of empathy that only involves cognitive function.
The term empathy can be used to describe a “reading” of the other
through feelings and understanding (see Noddings, 2012a, p. 55).
Listening (see Noddings, 2012a) is an essential factor in empathy.
Caring is framed around both needs that are expressed, as well as
those needs that carers assume in the cared-for (Noddings, 2012b,
p. 772). While assumed needs and expressed needs complement
each other, Noddings places a lot of emphasis on the latter. She
argues that “we must listen, not just ‘tell,’ assuming that we know
what the other needs” (p. 773). This listening to the expressed
needs of the other, that is, the affective condition of the other
is what “moves us” (p. 773). The interviews reflect a constant
negotiation between assumed needs and expressed needs, and the
desire to find a balance to maintain a reciprocal relationship.

The long excerpt from the interviews earlier in this paper
highlights the reaction of the Head Teachers as they waited for
clear guidance from their Local Authorities about what learning
at home should look like. In the absence of this direction at the
time when they felt it necessary, Mhàiri took matters in her own
hands and proactively asked families what they needed to set-
up home learning, whether it was items like pencils and glue
or a resource like a tablet. She took account of expressed needs
and with a team of family helpers, learning packs were made to
meet these needs alongside generic items, such as a letter from
the class teacher and a jotter, perhaps the assumed needs, to
provide reassurance to children and families. In her interview,
she describes the message she has conveyed to families and will
continue to throughout this time, “If you’re struggling, email us
and we’ll get in contact with you” where she invites families to
express needs so that the school can show care and support them,
recognising the many different home circumstances arising at this
time. Mhàiri describes a film she was planning to make to send to
families to reassure them where the message will be: “We didn’t
expect to be in this situation. We’re all doing the best we can and
that’s how you move forward and you get in contact with us if you
need help.”

Noddings describes that when “the one-caring is engrossed
in the cared-for [, she] undergoes a motivational displacement
towards the projects of the cared-for. . . [This means] that one-
caring receives the other, for the interval of caring, completely
and non-selectively. She is present to the other and places her
motive power in his service” (Noddings, 1986, p. 176). The notion

of motivational displacement appears too in caring leadership
literature as a key characteristic of caring relations (see Louis
et al., 2016). Mhàiri here places herself and her staff in the
service of the pupils and their families. An interesting observation
emerging from Mhàiri’s interview is about the role of the teacher’s
union. The latter tried to restrict the actions of teachers to
prevent them feeling over-burdened by demands placed during
the lockdown. Yet members of staff seem to have been torn by
their wish to reach out and their wish to observe the guidance
issued by their union. According to this Head Teacher, she was
looking out for her staff, and was dismayed that their efforts were
stopped by union directives.

The pastoral ones and the child protection ones, I make,
along with my deputes. The check in ones that we tried to
make the next couple of weeks were to be made by the class
teachers and pupil support assistants. Now what wasn’t
helpful was, we agreed 2 weeks ago as a staff team that we
were going to contact our children, and it just going to be
a “hi, how are you?,” and then the union issued guidance
last week which basically said that teachers shouldn’t be
making routine phone calls, that it should be a management
thing, that they should have proper training. That has set
us back and it was really unhelpful. When enquiries were
further made the union said that they wouldn’t stop staff
calling. But they put it out there, the Local Authority said
again that teaching staff can call if they want. But that set
me back slightly, so the union wasn’t helpful because what
they have stopped is kindness and they stopped connection
with children, they stopped the rhythm of attachment
that we built up in our school. So it was really unhelpful
actually (Mhàiri).

Emily reported that they supported families who approached
the school for help and also followed them up regularly, also
showing care as a response to the families’ expressed need.

We’ve put out a lot of literature on the kindness hashtag
on Twitter to say “do you need help”. . . you know, we’ve
made pastoral phone calls, we’ve tried to reach out to the
community as much as possible and some families have
come to us. Also when we’ve had maybe a bit of a hint or a
gut feeling that a family is struggling, we’ve made the phone
call and had that conversation.

A caring school leader is someone who builds a
supportive environment (Näsman, 2018, p. 521); demonstrates
approachability (Edge et al., 2016, p. 2) and authenticity (Louis
et al., 2016, p. 310); it is evident that these three school leaders
were keen to support by encouraging families to contact them.
Emily had also identified vulnerable children who were invited
to attend the school hub to support them in “their nurture and
well-being” and planned care for those who could not.

If they’re not coming into the hub we have a system where
we know they’re getting their lunch, a hot lunch or cold
lunch, food parcels. We’re doing a phone call, a weekly
phone call or text.
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It is interesting to note that Mhàiri identified that families and
her pupils needed some reassurance and describes making a video
for them before closing the school, as emotional:

So that video message which was quite emotional cause
I kind of closed the doors for the last time and put a
wee notice on, and I had my wee mascot and all that
kind of thing as well. It was really needed to calm and
reassure families too.

According to Noddings, emotions are an ingredient of the
relational need in caring for others, a natural drive within.
Related to this, Edge et al. (2016) suggest that “support and
understanding” are key aspects of caring leadership; similarly,
Louis et al. (2016, p. 310) cite “attentiveness” and “authentic
knowledge of others” within their research on caring leadership.
Mhàiri expressed the need to respond to families emotionally
as they were showing emotion to her. She adds, “My role in
interacting with families now needs to be a very calm and
reassuring role” and at one point reports that she actively decided
to respond to some harsh criticism by addressing the anxiety
behind the angry spoken words. Agnes empathised with the
pressures on a member of staff and helped the teacher prioritise
her own family when the latter felt overburdened by work, thus
showing care by ensuring school expectations of workload were
reasonable for them:

The teacher was feeling pressurised to be on Seesaw [online
platform for student engagement] all day. I basically put a
stop to it. I said, you guys basically post once in the morning
and, you know, you go and deal with what you have to
deal with and then, you know, perhaps you spend half an
hour looking at what people have posted to you the night
before. . .You’re not to spend your whole day on this.

Yvonne Näsman (2018, p. 521) recognises a caring leader
as someone who supports and encourages, knowing what is
needed for others to manage. These are all examples of listening.
The three head teachers in their unique way were listening to
what the families, the children, as well as teachers were “going
through” (Noddings, 2012b, pp. 773–4) and experiencing. The
Head Teachers further realised that some families are more
vocal than others who can be silent, for various reasons, and
made efforts to reach out in other ways, such as through Parent
Councils, and also informally, using the community grapevine.

Noddings (2013, p. 112) makes a clear distinction between
caring about and the act of caring for. Rejecting the notion of
“universal caring,” she allows only that one can “‘care about’
everyone. . .[by] maintaining an internal state of readiness to try
to care for whoever crosses our path. But it is different from the
caring-for to which we refer when we use the word ‘caring”’ (1986,
p. 18). The school leaders interviewed undoubtedly care for and
this is clear from the actions of care. Mhàiri actively encouraged
expressed needs to be voiced, reflecting that “pastoral care is
becoming difficult because the human contact isn’t there.” This
will be discussed further in the next section.

Clear links are also made between how a person loves and
cares for another to their own experiences of being cared for

Noddings (2006, p. 524). She describes caring as a moral way of
life (Noddings, 2012a, p. 54). An assumption can be made here
about these Head Teachers; that they know what it means to
care and be cared for, and that it has become part of their own
humanness and not separate from their leadership role. “Caring
is a worthy human endeavour” is one of the reasons presented by
Smylie et al. (2016, p. 3) to the query why we should care about
caring. In their responses and manner, it is easy to conclude that
these leaders care for and not only about. Mhàiri describes an
outing with an upper school child during lockdown and we note
here that she expresses “I’m not a fan of farms or zoos” yet values
the need it meets for the child: “This is more valuable than us
forcing him to be in his classroom writing with his classmates.”
This is an interesting example to consider around assumed need,
expressed need and how a Head Teacher meets these. Kindness
plays a part here too. Mhàiri does not merely offer a trip out but
actively pursues an approach to emotionally engage the pupil with
the outing. Knowing that this pupil has not left their home in four
weeks, she visits their home staying outside, noting that “what
was really important was that he saw us.” She gives him a letter,
makes a personal telephone call to him prior to the trip, pays
attention to detail, and buys his favourite snack for the outing:

There’s a risk that he’s not going to come but I know he likes
the nuts and pretzels so I’m phoning and saying, “I’m going
to meet you at the school at 10.40. I’ve got the nuts and
pretzels, they’re the ones that you like. We can eat them in
the taxi.”

Kindness is underpinned by compassion, benefits others, and
builds trust (Kerr et al., 2014, p. 20). When discussing transition
Mhàiri is also aware of looking at how to bring “warmth” to this
process despite it being online. We remind readers of Noddings
(2012b, p.777) description of the caring climate in the beginning
of this paper as being underneath all that we do as teachers and
that when this is in place “everything else goes better,” and we
suggest that the caring actions discussed in the interviews support
this stance. Noddings (2005, p. 17) notes that there is no formula
to caring and “caring is a way to being in relation, not a set of
behaviours.” The school leaders have responded differently to
whatever need is expressed or assumed. Agnes’s smaller school
community meant that she could organise staff who are already
connected with children to support them and within this, staff
had autonomy of deciding what this support looked like.

Noddings further describes caring leaders as those who
involve others to take part and support ideas others might like
to take on (Noddings, 2006, p. 344). It was clear in the interview
with Emily that this was her own caring approach to leadership.
She spoke warmly about her staff and gave examples of how she
valued them by giving opportunities to lead.

Massive opportunities have come through so for example in
terms of leadership in the school, there are lots of members
of staff taking on leadership roles from teaching assistants
to class teachers.

She describes a teacher who took on the role of ensuring
children and families were supported with use of technology for
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home learning and how it was something she wanted to do and
has co-ordinated and fed back. A teaching assistant is described
as “achieving things she never thought she’d be able to do.”
Emily involves others and she refers to her school as “an amazing
school with amazing staff,” her actions reflecting that of a caring
school leader who creates a culture where love is shown to the
school staff team and where staff know they are valued and have
potential (Näsman, 2018). Those interviewing Emily noted her
wish to support her staff to grow and found this reflected in
Noddings’ writing: “that the concept of love, used in the context
of caring, is connected to the carer’s wish for the cared-for to
grow” (Noddings, 1986, p. 78). Emily expresses joy at the success
that staff have had in supporting the children during this time
through taking on leadership roles, saying that she is “amazed at
some of the learning conversations that are coming through”:

I think there are also massive opportunities that have come
through, so for example in terms of leadership, X is a school
where there are lots of people that are taking leadership
opportunities from learning assistants to teaching staff. . .
It’s different people that are coming through.

Connection and Communication
Communication is essential for the expressed need to be heard
and read. The extent to which the expressed need can be met may
be affected by the level of connection which exists between cared-
for and carer. In addition to the carer responding to expressed
needs, an acknowledgement of the act of care from the cared-
for is required to complete the care relation (see Bergmark and
Alerby, 2006, p. 12; Noddings, 2012b, p. 773). In order for
both these conditions to be met then, two-way connection and
communication are essential (Gilligan, 1993, p. 62).

This is usually relatively easy in schools, through regular face-
to-face interaction whereby teachers connect and communicate
with the pupils they are caring for directly and can “tune in” to
pupil’s verbal and non-verbal cues, as well as readily receiving
their feedback to the care offered (Bergmark and Alerby, 2006,
p. 12). The ethos of care which is embedded in the Scottish
curriculum pre-COVID-19 is buttressed when considering
Scottish policy such as GIRFEC (Scottish Government,
2008) which highlights the importance of connection and
communication further, not only with the pupil but with their
wider ecosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The importance of
context is recognised by Maggie FitzGerald (2020) who states
that care “is distorted if abstracted from particular contexts and
specific relations” (p. 252), a notion also recognised by Agnes:

Pastoral care is becoming difficult because the human
contact isn’t there and a lot of what you do when you
are dealing with situations of separations or poverty or
domestic violence you offer a level of empathy which
doesn’t happen in a phone call, it’s harder. . . That’s been the
hardest thing throughout COVID-19, maintaining those
little relationships with children.

Noddings (2013) acknowledges ideal conditions for relational
care are not always possible:

When something goes wrong (or might go wrong) in
our relational encounters, we want to restore or maintain
natural caring. To do this, we draw on what I have called our
“ethical ideal,” our memories of caring and being cared for.
We ask how we might act if this other were not so difficult,
if the situation were less complicated, if the burdens were
not so great, if we were at our caring best. (p. xvi)

During the lockdown, Head Teachers seem to have drawn
on these ethical ideals in order to maintain or re-establish the
connections and communications which would occur in the
school setting. Given the unprecedented situation, this appears
to have involved creative thinking and approaches, which relates
to Smylie et al. (2016) prerequisites to care: “aims, positive virtues
and mindsets and competencies” (p. 8) which can be considered
in addition to those previously discussed by Noddings. A specific
mindset discussed was “playfulness,” described as capturing
“dispositions of creativity, inventive thinking, flexibility, and
adaptability,” all of which were evident in the Head Teachers’
approaches to maintaining, or at times re-establishing connection
and communication. In an effort to reconnect with a child, Mhàiri
wrote a letter which requested the child’s “help” the following
day and accompanied this letter with a gift when she hand-
delivered this. This allowed an opportunity both for face-to-
face connection, which would otherwise not have been possible
during the lockdown, and also accounted for time for the act of
care to be processed by the child.

Mum said that he hadn’t been out of the house for four
weeks, refused to get out of the house. So I said, let me see
if I can get my place at the farm. So I got my place and I
phoned the mom. And I’m thinking about it and I thought,
right, if she says to him: “You know, you’ve got place at
the farm,” he’s not going to go, right? So I thought, well, I
could maybe just like you know phone him. Anyway what
I ended up doing was going down to his house, obviously
social distancing in his driveway, wrote him a letter, and put
a chocolate bunny inside it and I said that I needed kind and
helpful people to help with the animals at the farm and I
thought about him and would he be able to help me. He ran
away with the letter and then he came back and he’s hiding
behind his mum and he’s kind of nodding his head. So what
I did was, I said OK, what I’m going to do is I’m going to
leave my car here. I’m going to leave my car safe with you
and I’m going to pick up tomorrow and we’re going to the
farm, right? So, I went in the morning and we go to the
farm. It’s the first time he’d been out in over 4 weeks.

The head teacher returned the following day, creating space
for the act of care to be acknowledged and thus the care
relation was completed. This creative approach was essential in
re-establishing connection and communication which ordinarily
would have occurred naturally in the school setting. Similarly,
Emily discussed creative ways to re-establish or maintain
connection and communication with pupils and families through
home visits under the guise of delivering lunches:
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Our staff go out and deliver a lunches and they are on a rota,
and actually it’s really important because that’s some of the
checks we have got with those families, it doesn’t feel as if
you are necessarily checking up on them but in fact we are.
It’s a pastoral visit as much as anything.

Agnes also outlined challenges in terms of finding alternatives
to face-to-face communication, while highlighting flexibility
in overcoming these difficulties: “Technology we got round
by providing the school laptops to anyone that didn’t have
reasonable access.” In this way, there was a recognition of
the changing face of care in this setting, where face-to-face
interactions within school settings were impossible, alternative
opportunities for connection and communication were created
by the head teachers both with and without technology. In
addition to caring for the pupils, Mhàiri discussed being able
to respond to families’ expressed needs through the use of
technology: when discussing the families having an “emotional
response” to an online parent council meeting, she acknowledged
“the reaction from the families, it was an emotional reaction, so I
now need to respond to them emotionally as well.”

Another idea which has emerged includes the efforts
to maintain and strengthen connection and communication
involving the cared for seeing and hearing from the carer. This
may relate to Immanuel Levinas’ idea of the importance of seeing
the face of “the Other,” whereby the face of the other connects and
contracts us to behaving to a certain standard towards the other
(Blond, 2016). For example: even out with direct interactions,
Mhàiri recognised the importance of visual representations of
the carers and ensured pictures of school staff members were
stuck into learning packs which were sent home during lockdown
period. She further referenced the use of technology, specifically
Microsoft Teams “so we can actually have video chats,” while
Emily facilitated doorstep garden visits from the Additional
Support for Learning teacher to some children.

Despite some of the potential barriers to care which were
captured during the interview process, evidence of creative
measures to ensure connection and communication, and
ultimately care, were apparent from head teachers to pupils,
families, and staff members. In terms of meeting the prerequisites
of care, it has been suggested by Smylie et al. (2016):

Caring is more than the sentiment, but the way in which
this is enacted, the motivations behind it and the relational
context within which care takes place. (p. 7)

The promotion of connection and communication, regardless
of the medium used, was a recurring theme in the interviews:

Mhàiri: “Our whole kind of ethos through this is the
children need to feel connected to us whether or not they
are hearing us or they are seeing us.”

Agnes: “On the SeeSaw app they can message the teacher
and they can also post pictures of what they have been
doing.”

Emily: “even if it is once a week for a circle time, or they
bring their juice and a biscuit and they come together or
the teacher goes in and reads a story.”

Community
Thomas Sergiovanni (1999) outlines the defining features of
community within schools; joining and connecting people
around a purpose, with little emphasis on external pressures
and more on shared local values. Community suggests humanity
in common; a meeting of hearts and not just minds.
Sergiovanni sees an organic community which grows away
from individuality and embraces the collective sensitivities of
community development. This representation of community
seems very different from the reciprocal and individual care
envisaged by Noddings (2013), where there is a necessary
acknowledgement of care given and received. This distinction
becomes more apparent as school leaders increasingly move from
direct one-to-one care to the strategic role. Such a role seems to
challenge Noddings’ insistence on the intimate nature of emotion
in a caring role (Noddings, 2012a).

Nodding, in an essay On Community (1996), questions
the need to develop communities. While she argues that
communities support a “human longing to belong” (p. 250),
they nonetheless cannot escape what she terms the “dark sides,”
the two poles of liberalism and communitarianism as possible
foundations for communities. Liberal approaches, such as that
developed by John Rawls, focus on atomistic universal justice,
with justice ethics often represented through masculine practices
that treat humans as “classifiable and comparable objects instead
of unique beings” (see Noddings, 1986; Schutz, 1998, p. 373).
Liberal approaches are concerned with “formal rules and rights”
that emphasise negative duties, that “has eroded not only a sense
of responsibility for one another but even our understanding
of human sociality” (Noddings, 1996, p. 252). Yet, similarly
communitarianism is equally dangerous, writes Noddings, where
“communitarian models threaten to create societies where the
individual is lost in a mass subjectivity” (Schutz, 1998, p. 374).
The question is what is that “glue” (Noddings, 1996, p. 254)
that holds people together without falling to the dark side?
Noddings’ suggestion is that the core of community could
be founded on care: “non-violence and care... may provide a
center for community” (Noddings, 1996, p. 267), as “caring—a
commitment to receptive attention and a willingness to respond
helpfully to legitimate needs —is not likely to allow great causes
to displace it” (p. 267).

Indeed, Nodding suggests that care can draw people together
when a threat arises. We are seeing the pandemic and school
closure as this threat and part of the school’s response is the
formation of communities based on care (indeed, Mhàiri calls
it “kindness”). Louis et al. (2016) write about care “filtering
down” as the caring leadership brings about caring staff. During
the interviews conducted, the reduction in the opportunities for
direct care did not appear to diminish the obligation to care,
and in most cases, neither the desire, as stated by Emily: “I am
committed to care for those people who don’t have.”

It is thus not surprising that an increase in community
engagement was highlighted in the interviews, alongside a new
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awareness of shared understanding around the caring functions
of both school and home. In all cases, the sense of community
was enhanced by additional virtual meetings with parent bodies
such as the Parent Council, as well as with individuals. Mhàiri
recounts how she encouraged a parent in a vulnerable situation
who could not communicate during the day time to telephone
her at any time: “I had a phone call with a parent one night at
11 o’clock. . ..the only time she could speak to me.” Although
increased connection with families may have been intended as
an effective means of communication, in practice, Head Teachers
became more aware of the challenges facing families during
lockdown than they have previously been. Some parents and
carers openly shared their struggles and were uninhibited as
they expressed their vulnerabilities. In return, Head Teachers
frequently went beyond their normal remit and followed up on
personal or even financial concerns, making pastoral phone calls
and even showing a willingness to reveal their own fragilities: “my
husband has compromised immunity. . .some pupils I worked
with displayed signs of COVID. . .my husband is staying away
because he is shielding” (Emily). The generous actions of both
the Head Teacher and her husband allowed the intimate work
with children to continue in the learning hub. Head Teachers
were open in their discussion of family and personal health
concerns and caring responsibilities. At times, the seriousness of
the COVID-19 situation was offset by planned, light hearted ice-
breaker activities such as a staff assembly dance video: “at the
end of every assembly, the teachers do a dance. . .like Agadoo or
Superman. . ..the children need to feel connected, whether they
are seeing us or hearing us” (Mhàiri). The school communities
seemed to rally to support Head Teachers in their identification
with and recognition within the locality (Noddings, 2004).

When considering immediate care, Emily discussed how
during lockdown, she worked directly with a community group
supplying hot meals to vulnerable families. “We have a hot meal
twice a week. It is cooked at a local club. We pick them up
and help deliver them to families.” This understated, hands-
on care recognised the loss of the statutory provision of a free
school meal for every child in primary 1 to primary 3 (and to
other children by means testing) and working with community
volunteers, attempted to fill this gap, at least with two regular
hot meals per week. Head Teachers were also called upon to
offer informal counselling to families, even making themselves
accessible via text or e-mail, well beyond the school day “The
families e-mail me or message me and I know exactly how
many are going to turn up at the Hub each day” (Agnes). In
all cases, the need to reassure families became a notable feature
of care, whether defined as natural or ethical. A more intimate
leadership style was seen to emerge from the pandemic, one in
which an emerging use of new technology and refreshingly honest
attitude to shared vulnerability became the norm: “Every family
has their own situation and all we can do is [support]” (Agnes).
Another Head commented about the misunderstandings that can
emerge from the current stress and for poorly used technology
for communication: “If that had been me speaking to the parent
in the playground instead of through email, it would have been
dealt with immediately” (Mhàiri). One passing comment was
particularly revealing: “You do notice these inequalities, in terms

of who has computers, and who has broadband, and who is
needing food parcels. You can see that really clearly now in the
current crisis” (Emily).

Head Teachers seemed to be demonstrating vicarious care by
setting the tone for the organisation, by distributing responsibility
for care to others and on occasion, by directly engaging in one-to-
one support which goes beyond what is usually understood as the
Head Teachers’ role. It appears that there is a constant negotiation
between the necessity of strategic leadership and the immediate
demands for individual reciprocated care. By developing a
strategic focus towards the whole school community, school
leaders showed a default ethos of care both within school and
outward facing towards the wider community. As leaders, they
utilised their human resources to overtake this caring aim, whilst
being selective about the appropriateness or otherwise of direct
engagement with individuals. Common to all interviews was
the sense of a natural recourse to care. It appeared to bring
to Head Teachers, a welcome return to the intimate values
of classroom practice and a momentary break from their role
as highly accountable Head Teachers within a Local Authority
structure, possibly leading to “happiness” (Noddings, 2004,
p. 222) which emerges from caring participation. It should not
be surprising that these dual demands create a tension within
Head Teachers; the natural “empathy” (Slote, 2007, p. 211) that
involves both understanding and feeling, versus the functional
demands of leading a complex organisation “When you are
dealing with situations, like separation, or poverty, or domestic
abuse, you are able to offer a level of empathy that doesn’t happen
often” (Mhàiri).

Referring to Kierkegaard, Noddings (2013, p. 14) considers
care to be a disturbance of one’s own “ethical reality”, that is, to
move a person from what they know is ethically right, to what
they actually feel to be right. The carer is moved to reduce the
element of discomfort or hurt felt by the cared for. As mentioned
earlier, it is at this cross-section of caring and acceptance of
care that a relationship is formed, what Noddings (2013, p. 30)
refers to as, “engrossment.” One particular challenge to this
relationship may, however, be the impact of community itself.
Whilst developing a community ethos, Head Teachers frequently
oversee a strategy to enhance community. The necessity of
strategy (including distribution of leadership to others) may
result in them having to limit the number of direct relationships
within the community itself. In a large school, development
of these relationships may require reliance upon other staff, as
explained by Emily, one of the Head Teachers, so that the overall
aim is met. This is often achieved by purposely limiting their
enjoyment of “feeling with” personal community relationships
what Noddings (2013, p. 30) sees as being critical to care itself.
In this recent time of COVID-19, the strategic void that was
previously experienced was possibly filled in these times of crisis
and emergency. Thus, our school leaders were often seen with
their sleeves rolled up; physically distributing food, dropping
in to visit families or ensuring that individuals had the right
resources to continue study at home. Running concurrently with
these legitimate natural caring actions were aspects of ethical
care where the home visits could be used to assess the welfare
of children and thus fulfil the more statutory nature of care

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 10 March 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 617869163

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


feduc-06-617869 March 31, 2021 Time: 12:25 # 11

Ferguson et al. Primary Head Teachers in COVID-19

through Child Protection practices (Scottish Government, 2014)
“It doesn’t feel like we are checking up on them but in fact we are;
we are doing a pastoral visit” (Emily).

The idea of service to the local community was mentioned
several times by the Head Teachers who knew their communities
well and showed great familiarity with the demographics of
the catchment area. They were able to provide additional
information that elaborated on national data; examples of hidden
poverty, financial difficulties due to disintegrating relationships,
knowledge of patterns of difficulties in homes and of health
patterns that could impact children. There was a strong sense
that the school was an integral part of the community, reaching
to almost every section of the population. Although unstated,
the Head Teachers interviewed proudly identified with their
school communities whilst also talking of the support the
schools received from the local population “My families have
a lot of faith in my leadership and a lot of confidence in
what I am doing, but this goes up and down—and it will
go up and down.” Time, experience, and in some cases,
educational resources were freely given as acts of service,
clearly demonstrating integration of the school and community.
This notion of service chimes with Marcel’s “disposability”
(Noddings, 2013, p. 19), with its characteristics of spending
oneself as an investment in others. One Head Teacher discussed
concerns about running out of energy and of fearfulness for
colleagues who were already on the edge of burnout: “they
either meet that challenge or they deflate and become insular,
and I have seen this with a couple of my pals, my Head
Teacher colleagues.” There can be no doubt that Noddings’
adoption of the caring term, “engrossment” (Noddings, 2013,
p. 30) comes at a high cost to individuals in leadership
positions, but it is unavoidable to professionals who understand
that such care is a prerequisite to successful teaching and
subsequently, foundational to effective leadership. In a very
real sense, the school has become the village to which the
local community gravitates for support and relationship: “We’ve
got a good grasp of who is vulnerable; children and families
in general” (Agnes). Head Teachers, by actions and policy,
grant permission to the local community to be both recipients
and providers of care. At the same time, change leaders also
make themselves vulnerable and susceptible to hurt (Ackerman
and Maslin−Ostrowski, 2004), a risk of intimate care within
strategically focused leadership.

The question of the legitimacy of care in community
remains a prominent one. According to Noddings’ definition
of care, the reciprocal element is missing when strategic
caring actions take place without feedback to acknowledge the
caregiver. Furthermore, the self-sacrificial nature (Zhang and
Ye, 2016) of strategic leadership often removes the opportunity
to experience the motivational sensation of helping a fellow
human being directly—especially when this help is generously
acknowledged with a responsive smile or a leap of joy. The
Head Teachers interviewed each expressed a personal, genuine
care for staff, pupils, families, and to a varying extent, the
wider community. The importance of authenticity is highlighted
in caring leadership literature (Louis et al., 2016, p. 310).
The relational stimulation was often achieved though others,

vicariously (Aspfors and Bondas, 2013) and indirectly yet
the desire to experience the first-hand nature of relationship
remained as a permanent feature. This in part would explain
the hands-on approaches taken by these heads, doing work
that appeared to contrast with their level of responsibility and
even career grade. In essence, these Head Teachers understood
that the holistic care of young people (Lovat and Toomey,
2009) does not diminish as promotion is gained; it is more
likely that promotion is gained because these leaders never
forgot the feeling of response that emerges from genuinely
relational care.

CONCLUSION

The COVID-19 school closure provided a context for Head
Teachers to attend to the needs of the different members of
their school, whether they were part of the educational members,
families, and children. This attention involved a number of
“actions, concerns, utterances, and feelings that grow out of
sensitivity and concern for the needs” (Gabriel, 2015, p. 323).
This implies that care is not a virtue or attitude but a practice, “a
species of activity that includes everything that we do to maintain,
continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as
possible” (Tronto, 1993, p.103; Gabriel, 2015, p. 323).

Care is fundamentally part of these three Head Teachers’
identity. While there is extensive literature on Head Teachers and
their caring role, the uniqueness of this article is that it reports
the caring responses of Head Teachers in this unprecedented
situation of school closure. Most literature assumes schooling,
whereas in this context, schooling has been challenged. Indeed,
the term home-schooling, used within a Scottish context,
indicates a shift towards homes while trying to salvage some
semblance of schools. Head Teachers were evidently challenged
when the school building was removed from the equation, their
concern chiefly based on their understanding that their teachers
and families needed to be cared for in diverse ways. While
making and executing plans to reach out to everybody, those with
individual needs were nonetheless attended to, showing in these
Head Teachers attention to the detail, listening to the situation,
and taking action.

Notwithstanding the fluctuating speed of change during
lockdown, and the lack of guidance from authorities, the
Head Teachers demonstrated indomitable attentiveness,
responsiveness, and responsibility for others, thus showing that
relationships are fundamentally part of values within education
which goes beyond schooling and are far more engrained than
the neo-liberal performative discourse that often characterises
our school practices. The decisions and actions of Head Teachers
show that they shared the values underlying the aforementioned
GIRFEC. It is in such moments that policies such as GIRFEC
and the UNCRC are challenged in relation to where their
foundational values lie, with relationships emerging as being
fundamental to these policies.

We end this paper on a note which marks the process
of the analysis of these interviews. While only able to have
conversations discussing the theory and planning this writing
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online, due to the continued restrictions of the on-going
pandemic, we, the authors, feel that these Head Teachers have
united us in our admiration of their efforts and in our ardent
wish to do justice to their accounts. While not attempting to
generalise these experiences, we believe that some Head Teachers
working in Scotland and beyond will identify with some of the
issues discussed. The challenges seemed to offer these Head
Teachers possibilities to find alternatives and go beyond what
is considered as normal and within well-established systems
and proformas. The uncertainty and otherness of the situation
deconstructed their ways of doing and being, as this moment
gave them a possibility to be-othered and therefore, become
other to themselves in particular ways. They thus seemed to be
offered another way of seeing, listening and being with others.
We thus end the paper with a quote from one of the teachers
interviewed in the research who described her Head Teacher in
glowing terms:

The class teachers have been keeping a record of all the
children that are engaging daily and by the Thursday if there
are certain children that have not been engaging, our Head
Teacher would then either phone the child, if she’s not heard
from him that week or she would go to their door and then
she’ll then feedback to us and say such and such is okay.
I saw them or I spoke to mum or I spoke to the child and
they’ve just not engaged this week cause of blah blah. So our

Head Teacher is making sure that we are engaging or every
child is at least being contacted and has given contact back.
Just for, you know, to make sure the children are safe. For
some of our children, you know, school was the only safe
place. She [Head Teacher] is absolutely amazing.
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In early 2020, the rapid spread of the COVID-19 pandemic was an unprecedented shock

to the global education system, resulting in most educational institutions closing their

doors and turning to various forms of remote learning to ensure continuous education

for their communities. Since the world has not experienced this scale of school closure

before, the goal of this study was to explore what, if anything, non-state schools (NNSs)

were doing to support remote learning that may help them to prepare for future events

that curtail education. In May 2020, Edify, an international non-governmental organization

(INGO) operating in eleven nations in Latin America (LATAM), Sub-Saharan Africa and

India conducted a telephone survey with a stratified random sample of 388 school

leaders. Since the extent learning had continued across contexts was relatively unknown,

the survey aimed to inform the organization’s current and future responses to the COVID-

19 pandemic and potential future educational interruptions. In addition to identifying the

various uses of technology and possible innovations as to how non-state schools can

respond when a crisis impacts their operating status, this paper describes three areas

of concern expressed by the school leaders: (1) the health and safety of children and

adults in their schools; (2) the various challenges of maintaining financial sustainability;

and (3) the learning loss of students from the lack of preparedness for such a massive

interruption in their school’s normal operations.

Keywords: low-fee private schools, non-state schools, school leadership, blended learning, COVID 19 impacting

schools

INTRODUCTION

The rapid spread of the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in an unprecedented shock to the global
education system. This resulted in most educational institutions closing their doors and turning
to various forms of remote learning. Since the world has not experienced this scale of school
closure before, the goal of this study was to explore what schools in the Latin America (LATAM)
region, Sub-Saharan Africa and India were doing to support remote learning in order to help
one international Non-Governmental Organization (INGO) better assist their partner schools in
preparing for possible future educational interruptions. The schools targeted in this study are what
we refer to as Non-State Schools (NSSs).
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BACKGROUND

In order to understand the response by NNSs during school
closures, we have organized the background literature into
six sections. We begin by reviewing the types and numbers
of NNSs found in low and middle-income nations. This
is followed by a discussion of the role NSSs play in the
Millennium and Sustainable Development Goals. Next, we
discuss school leadership in low and middle-income countries
(LICs and MICS)1, since understanding the context of leadership
preparation is a key aspect of how schools are prepared to
respond in emergencies. Then we discuss the roles of non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), and in particular, highlight
the international NGO (INGO) that partners with the schools
that were the focus of this study. The conclude with a brief
overview of the contexts of the countries included in this study.

The Context of Non-State Schools (NSSs)
NSSs have a long history in low and middle-income countries.
The phenomena of “Westerners” and “Western based”
organizations building schools in “third-world nations” has
been occurring for centuries. Various faith-based groups (e.g.,
Jesuits, Friends, Methodists) and colonial governments (e.g.,
France, the U.K., the Netherlands) founded private schools in
what the World Bank today refers to as Low and Middle-Income
countries (LICs andMICs) beginning in the seventeenth century,
with some still in existence today (Jones, 2008; Beadie and Tolley,
2013). Many of these schools targeted connecting locals to a
particular faith, while others were schools serving expatriates
with relatively high tuition that was often not available to locals
and, in some cases, host country nationals were not allowed
to enroll.

Today there is great diversity in the types of NSSs found
in these emerging nations. In addition to single, independent
private schools, there are a growing number of for-profit
companies investing in chains of private schools (e.g., Bridge
International Academies, Omega Schools) as well as various
secular and faith-based INGOs partnering with them in a
variety of ways (e.g., Worldreader, Edify, Room to Read,
Opportunity International).

There are over 1.5 million schools in LICs and MICs that
receive little or no government support and their numbers are
growing exponentially (Day Ashley et al., 2014; The Economist,
2015). In many countries, anywhere from 20% to 85% of all
schools are NSSs (CapPlus, 2017). According to the UNESCO
Institute for Statistics, 42% of pre-primary, 18% of primary,
and 26% of secondary students globally are enrolled in non-
state schools. This sector includes a mixture of non-profit,
for-profit, and faith-based organizations providing schooling
and other education services (The Economist, 2015; UNESCO,
2018). While many are run by religious groups or non-profit
organizations, the fastest growing group are small, low-fee private

1The World Bank divides the world’s economies into four income groups: low,

lower middle, upper middle, and high-income countries. They are abbreviated as:

LICs, MICs, and HICs.

schools run by local entrepreneurs (Cordeiro and Spencer, 2015);
some of these schools are secular while many are faith-based
(Woden, 2014). These schools are alternatively referred to as:
Affordable Private Schools (APSs), Low-Cost Private Schools
(LCPSs), Low-Fee Private Schools (LFPSs), Budget Schools
(primarily in India), Low Fee Faith-Inspired Schools (LFFISs)
andNon-State Schools (NSSs). In this paper we use the termNSSs
since the majority do not receive government support and for
those that do, the support covers only a few aspects of operating
a school (i.e., providing free textbooks). Additionally, in recent
years the term NSSs is more frequently used in the literature.

In their seminal research about private schooling in LICs and
MICs, Tooley and Dixon (2007) discovered that many countries
had large numbers of non-state schools. They found that in many
cases ministries of education did not recognize these schools and
government offices often denied their existence. The emergence
of large numbers of private schools at the turn of this century,
whether faith-based or secular, is not surprising given that many
public-school systems in low and middle-income nations did
not have the resources to serve thousands of children who had
previously not attended school who are now attending in order to
meet the targets of theMillenniumDevelopment Goals (Cordeiro
and Cunningham, 2012).

The Millennium and Sustainable

Development Goals (MDGs and SDGs)
When the MDGs were enacted in 2000, Goal 2—achieving
universal primary education—was targeted “to ensure that, by
2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to
complete a full course in primary schooling” (UN Sustainable
Development Goals, 2015).

Overall, substantial progress has been made with the numbers
of primary schools increasing as well as an improved literacy rate
and a narrowing of the gap in the literacy rate between men and
women. However, in some nations few targets were achieved and
“In countries affected by conflict, the proportion of out-of-school
children increased from 30% in 1999 to 36% in 2012” (UNESCO,
2015, p. 7).

In spite of some progress overall the MDGs were not met.
Governments in low-income and middle-income nations faced
huge challenges when they agreed to the MDGs. There were
far too few public-school facilities available to accommodate
the numbers of children who needed to be enrolled and
most education ministries and district offices were severely
understaffed. Additionally, few teacher training colleges had the
resources and staff to prepare the numbers of teachers needed.

In 2016, the MDGs transitioned to the SDGs, and now nearly
all nations in the world are included. There are a total of 17
goals with dozens of targets for each goal. The objective is
that these new goals will be achieved by 2030. Goal 4 is to
include “inclusive and equitable quality education” (UN, 2015).
According to several Global Monitoring Reports, some progress
was made on the education targets between 2015 and 2020;
however, in late 2019 and during the first half of 2020, with the
advent of school closures due to COVID-19, progress came to a
grinding halt and some countries experienced regression.
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School Leadership in LICs and MICs
Numerous scholars recognize that school principals2 are not
prepared well-enough for the tasks they have to accomplish
(Mestry and Grobler, 2003; Donlevy, 2009). Yet many scholars
argue that school leaders play a crucial role in school
improvement, teacher morale and retention, and student
learning (Ingersoll, 2001; Leithwood et al., 2004; Marzano and
McNulty, 2005; Grissom and Harrington, 2010; Swaffield et al.,
2013; Cetin et al., 2016). Fullan and Hargreaves (1991) maintain
that leaders create cultures of learning and that those cultures
positively affect student learning. Leithwood and Jantzi (2008)
suggest that leaders empower the more effective teachers and
that it is through them that their student learning is experienced.
More recent research has shown that professional development
for school leaders is key to their development and can result in
improved student learning outcomes (Miller et al., 2016; Grissom
et al., 2021).

While much has been written about the important role
of school leaders in North America, Europe and Australia
(e.g., Leithwood, Sergiovanni, Darling-Hammond, Cordeiro, and
Cunningham); there is now a small but growing body of
empirical research about the work of school leaders in LICs and
MICs. A recent bibliometric analysis of the school leadership
literature by Hallinger and Kulophas (2020) found that the
geographic imbalance of researchers who are Anglo-American-
European focused is migrating toward other regions of the
world. For example, a growing number of scholars outside US,
European, Australian and New Zealand contexts are including
MICs in their scholarship. At the same time, scholarship from the
first two decades of this century (Lumby et al., 2008; Schleicher,
2012) has moved from being descriptive to including more
empirical studies from a variety of contexts worldwide.

The preparation and professional development of school
leaders has been strongest in Anglo-European-American
contexts; however, nations such as Mexico and Peru have placed
the importance of preparing and supporting school leadership on
their policy agendas (Flessa et al., 2018; Mestry, 2020). According
to Swaffield et al. (2013) the overall limited attention paid to
leadership preparation and development is evident in LICs
and MICs. In most of these nations, there are many untrained
school leaders who do not have the necessary skills, knowledge,
or attitudes to manage their schools effectively and efficiently
(Otunga et al., 2008; Cordeiro and Brion, 2018). Finally, with
a few notable exceptions (e.g., Oduro and MacBeath, 2003;
Bush and Oduro, 2006; MacBeath et al., 2010; Moorosi and
Bush, 2020) there is even less research on school leaders in
Sub-Saharan Africa.

Similarly, there is a paucity of scholarship about leaders
of private Faith-Inspired Schools (FISs), since most studies
explore leadership in government (public) schools. There are
a few important exceptions. In the 2014 special issue of
Faith and International Affairs. Guest editor and World Bank
adviser Quentin Wodon assembled seven research-based articles

2We use the terms Principal, Head Teacher, and Director interchangeably since

those are typical terms used in the countries in this study. Sometimes the person in

this position is also the school owner or proprietor.

focusing on FISs in Sub-Saharan Africa. Wodon maintains
that “. . . there is a renewed and growing recognition that FISs
have an important role to play in the efforts undertaken by
Ghana [and other developing nations] to achieve the Millennium
Development Goals” (p. 2). More recently several authors
discuss the role of faith based low-fee private schools in Kenya
and Haiti (Sivasubramaniam and Rider, 2017) and Ghana,
Burkina Faso and Liberia (Cordeiro and Brion, 2018) in which
they describe how many of the founders established their
schools in order to make a difference for the future of their
communities and nations. They refer to the task of leading
schools as a type of “calling” that motivates them to undertake
this work.

The majority of studies in education in LICs and MICs
describe the work of teachers, and at times, principals
of public schools; little appears in the research literature
about school leaders in NNSs. Private schools are unique;
especially private schools set up as social enterprises. Since
the benefits of non-profit tax laws that countries like the
US have are not typically found in low and middle-income
nations, private schools are forced to incorporate as for-
profit businesses. As a result, their structures are usually
different from structures found in US independent schools.
For example, unlike non-profit schools in North America
or Europe, many of the countries in which these schools
reside do not require them to have a board of directors
nor in most cases do they receive any type of government
funding. And, in most countries they are required to pay
property taxes.

Some LICs and MICs in Central/South America, such as
Peru (one of the countries included in this study), have begun
providing training for school leaders. However, Peru is one of
the exceptions and although there are nations with particular
initiatives in certain regions (e.g., Argentina, Mexico, Brazil)
it is not obligatory that school leaders in state or non-state
schools meet particular standards in order to become school
leaders (Flessa et al., 2017). However, LICs and MICs do have
minimum requirements for teachers and the vast majority of
school leaders have served as classroom teachers. In Africa in
particular, there are many untrained principals who do not have
the necessary skills, knowledge, or attitudes to manage their
schools effectively and efficiently (Otunga et al., 2008). Africa
is a complex continent because of its geography and socio-
political issues. School leadership preparation and professional
development as well as educational reform are often caught
between the colonial legacy and the goals of donors, which is
one of the reasons why leadership preparation is practically
non-existent with South Africa being one exception on the
continent (Eacott and Asuga, 2014). Africa is also unique because
almost every country is a low-income country. Therefore, for an
INGO working with thousands of schools in nations that have
little opportunity for school leaders to develop professionally,
such as the case with the NGO involved in this study, it is
paramount for them to understand what is happening on the
ground in schools. Clearly, during times of crisis such as during a
pandemic, it becomes even more important to understand how
INGOs can immediately work with school leaders in order to
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support their partner schools especially since few governments
in LICs andMICs provide any systematic support or professional
development to private school leaders.

International Non-Governmental

Organizations (INGOs) Working in

Education
The term NGO is interchangeable with other terms used around
the world including third-sector, non-profit, voluntary, and
civil society organizations. The word non-profit organization
is typically used in the US while most other nations use the
term NGO. An INGO is, in its broadest sense, any business or
organization doing humanitarian work in at least two countries
and is not a part of any government entity. Although they
were in existence prior to the mid-1940s, it was the United
Nations that introduced the concept of NGOs. The United
Nations’ Economic and Social Council defines an international
NGO as “any international organization which is not established
by a governmental entity or intergovernmental agreement”
(UNESCO, 2016a).

NGOs tend to fall into two categories. Advocacy NGOs
promote or defend specific causes and work to influence public
policy either locally, nationally or internationally. A second type
of NGO are those that are operational. These types design and
implement development projects.

International NGOs range from secular organizations, such
as Save the Children to religiously affiliated ones such as World
Vision International. They may fund local NGOs, institutions
and projects, and/or implement their own projects. INGOs can
be found in many sectors (i.e., health, education, human rights,
environmentalism). There are many INGOs working in the
education sector with some partnering directly with schools (e.g.,
Opportunity International, IDP Rising) while others compliment
or more indirectly support student learning (e.g., Aflatoun
International, Room to Read). There is considerable overlap in
these roles. The INGO that is the focus of this paper works
directly with their partner schools with local staff frequently
visiting schools to provide training and leadership coaching.

Edify: An International Non-Governmental

Organization (INGO)
Edify is a faith-based INGO that falls into the category of
being operational. In addition to providing micro-loans to
schools, they offer trainings for school leaders and teachers.
Headquartered in the US, Edify has numerous country offices
recognized as local NGOs by the nations in which they work.
It is divisionally organized, with the local country office making
final decisions on what programs will be implemented in the
various areas (e.g., micro-loans, faith formation, education)
in which Edify works. Local Edify Education Specialists offer
all schools intensive leadership development trainings covering
the basics of managing a school and leading instruction
to improve student learning. Additionally, Edify’s Education
Technology Officers serve as consultants and coaches as school
use instructional technology.

The Central Services Office operates out of the US and
supports the work of the country offices and provides strategic
direction. Edify has a governing board composed of members
from different sectors and areas of the world as well as
local advisory boards and networks. This INGO partners with
school “entrepreneurs who need access to training, capital and
technology to grow their schools” (Edify, 2020), and works only
with those schools that are self-identified as faith-based. Edify
partners with over 6,000 schools in eleven countries (Burkina
Faso, Dominican Republic, Ethiopia, Ghana, Guatemala, India,
Liberia, Peru, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, and Uganda), and local
country staff is key in supporting programs which local schools
decide to utilize. The majority of the different trainings that Edify
offers target school leaders through its theory of change: “if you
build the capacity of school leaders, they in turn will hire and
train effective teachers, thus creating strong and effective working
environments needed for adults and children to teach and learn”
(Edify, 2020). Edify’s goal is to empower school leaders so they
can drive their own learning.

This concept of empowerment shifts a deficit-orientation
toward a more strength-oriented perception. Edify’s mission and
structure requires staff to continuously seek input by listening
intently to the challenges faced by their multiple partners
(e.g., schools, training partners, microfinance institutions).
Edify staff often refer to listening to the needs identified by
partner schools as: “walking alongside the schools and the
school leaders.”

The Context of LICs and MICs in This Study
The eleven countries included in this study are from three regions
of the world: Latin America (Peru, the Dominican Republic,
Guatemala); Sub-Saharan Africa (Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Ghana,
Liberia, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Uganda) and India (the Northeast
Region). Peru and India are the only nations in this group that
theWorld Banks assigns as high-middle or low-middle countries,
respectively. The remaining nations are categorized as low-
income (Serrajuddin and Hamadeh, 2020). A detailed discussion
of the contexts of each of these nations is not possible here;
however, understanding why some nations and or regions within
nations are not yet deploying digital technologies is key to better
understanding and promoting future policies and practices.
According to a recent study by United National Children’s Fund
International Telecommunication Union (2020), more than two-
thirds of children and youth across the world do not have an
internet connection at home. The differences in internet access
between low/middle income nations and high-income ones are
stark and this is further exacerbated by the urban-rural divide.
Overall, interconnectivity for school-age children in sub-Saharan
Africa is the lowest in the world with West and Central Africa
being even lower than East and Southern Africa. Four of the
nations in this study (Burkina Faso, Ghana, Liberia, Sierra Leone)
are located inWest Africa, while three nations (Uganda, Ethiopia,
Rwanda) are in East Africa; therefore, as we created the research
questions for this study, we hypothesized that in LICs we would
find fewer schools using digital technology as part of their remote
learning strategy.
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Theoretical Framework for the Study
In promoting the preparation of school leaders, Normore and
Lahera (2018) maintain that we must examine various practices
that support the development of leaders committed to social
justice, equity, diversity and access. One aspect of social justice
is how school leaders respond to the inequities in digital access
and digital equity. Digital equity includes equitable access and
the “effective use of technology for teaching and learning, access
to content that is of high quality and culturally relevant” (Judge
et al., 2004, p. 383). Recent literature in a high-income country
such as the US has highlighted the gap in digital access during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Teachers working in high-poverty
schools were more likely to report that their students lacked
internet access at home (Stelitano et al., 2020).With themultitude
of challenges faced by school leaders in LICs and MICs, the
NGO involved in this study was interested in exploring how the
pandemic has impacted students learning remotely, and how they
could better support their partner school leaders in addressing
issues of equity.

THE RESEARCH STUDY

Given the large numbers of non-state schools in the LATAM,
Sub-Saharan and Indian contexts, we were interested in
investigating how schools based on tuition rather than
government support have responded to children’s learning
needs during the pandemic. We were also interested in how
school leaders described the key challenges they have faced.
Thus, we analyzed data used for an original report commissioned
by Edify. The full report and the subsequent country specific
reports had three purposes. First, was to assist Edify staff in
understanding what was happening with the students enrolled
in these NSSs during school closures due to the COVID-19
pandemic and how to best support these schools. Secondly, the
purpose of the country specific reports was to help school leaders
better understand what was occurring in schools in their own
countries with context specific recommendations. Finally, the
NGO wanted to better understand the financial challenges of the
schools during the pandemic. As a result of the survey’s findings
Edify was able to appeal to donors and a COVID-19 Relief Fund
was created.

For the present study, we utilized Edify’s original data set and
investigated the following research questions: (1) How, if at all,
did non-state schools respond to student learning needs during
school closures due to COVID-19?; (2) What were the major
concerns of school leaders during school closures?; and (3) What
educational innovations, if any, were non-state schools utilizing
to address student learning needs during school closure?

METHODS

In order to address these three research questions, we reviewed
data collected by Edify through a twelve-question survey with
a sample of 388 schools across 11 nations in Africa, Latin
America, and India, in late May, 2020. This sample included
Edify “Client” schools whichmeans they are actively connected to

this NGO, and “Core” schools– a subset of Client schools which
Edify supports more intensively for a period of 3 years. Because
this NGO works more intensively with Core schools, they were
particularly interested in finding out if Core schools were doing
anything differently from Client schools during the pandemic.
However, for the current study, we solely present the data on
Client schools in order to compare schools with similar levels of
support across all nations.

To prepare for survey administration, two team members
from each country were recruited and trained to serve as data
collectors. All data collectors were local NGO staff who speak
the many local languages and dialects in which the survey was
administered. In May 2020, all data collectors participated in an
online training session, led by two of the researchers, on the what,
how, andwhy of the data collection protocol. Slightmodifications
to the survey instrument weremade based on feedback during the
training session to ensure question clarity and ease of survey use.

Data Collection
Following the training, each country data collection team was
provided with a virtual set of resources including: 1. Access to
the survey created on Google Forms; 2. A list of 100 “Client”
schools in the country that received Edify support in the past
year and have at least 100 enrolled students, with the school’s
accompanying contact and geo-localization information; 3. An
additional list of 10 “Core” schools each for the Dominican
Republic, Ghana, Guatemala, Peru, and Rwanda. These countries
had, for at least 1 year, been implementing the “Core School”
Edify model; and 4. A data collector script to guide them through
introducing the study, requesting permission to proceed, and
sample follow-up questions to probe for additional information
as needed. The school lists presented to each country’s data
collection team were created utilizing a stratified, random
sampling technique drawing from the organizational database for
each country.

Over the course of 1 week in late May 2020, the data collectors
followed a series of steps. They began by reviewing the list of
100 schools and noted whether they were located in an urban,
peri-urban, or rural context. This step was intended to ensure
the representativeness of schools that may have had more ready
access to resources and technology with those that do not.
Secondly, data collectors administered the survey by beginning
at the top of the list, until 30 schools (ten urban, ten peri-urban,
and ten rural) were represented. Due to the brief timeline for
data collection, data collectors were told to proceed to the next
school in the list, in order, if they were not able to contact
either the school proprietor or principal and receive permission
for an interview. Data collectors were then asked to record the
name and respondent’s position on a Google Form. Although
the survey questions were written in English, data collectors
conducted the survey with school leaders in Spanish, French,
and local languages based on the comfort level of those being
interviewed and then noted the participant responses in English.
As such, the quotes included have been presented in standard
English for ease of the reader and for consistency. Next, if
applicable, data collectors administered the survey to their ten
“Core” schools. This was followed by translating the original
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data into English and inputting data either in real-time or after
the conversations—depending upon internet availability—to the
Google Form.

The survey contained demographic information and four
questions with predefined dropdown options. In the quantitative
section, participants were asked if the school was providing
education to students during school closures. If they were
not doing so, the data collector was instructed to skip to
the final question; if the answer was affirmative, the data
collector continued to the next question. The three subsequent
quantitative questions sought to determine who was providing
education for students during school closures, the status of
payment to teachers, and what the school was doing to support
children and families remotely. The options provided were
validated by country staff during the data collector training;
an “other” category was added to ensure that all activities or
interventions would be captured. Data collectors were asked to
record any feedback on what schools were doing to support
learning or any additional details that they found helpful from
the conversation in a subsequent open-ended response question,
particularly if respondents selected the “other” option. The final
question was qualitative and participants were asked to reflect on
what they were most concerned about in terms of returning to
school post-closures.

Data Analysis
Using Excel, the quantitative data provided by Edify was cleansed
and analyzed by the authors in order to check for errors.
During this multi-stage review by a team of three, certain data
inconsistencies were recognized that required the team to discuss
and create inclusion and exclusion criteria for data as well as to
re-code certain data collected.

One data inconsistency that emerged during cleaning and
initial analysis was in regard to the question of who was providing
education during school closures. The options provided were
“school proprietor,” “head teacher/principal/director,” “some of
the school’s teachers,” and “all of the school’s teachers” and those
surveyed were allowed to choose all that applied. By doing so,
some participants selected “some of the school’s teachers” and “all
of the school’s teachers” which the data analysis team re-coded
to “all of the school’s teachers” to correct for duplicate options
that did not appear logical. In addition, a new code category was
created called “Operating without teachers” which was coded if
the participant noted that only the “school proprietor” and/or
the “head teacher/principal/director” were providing education
during school closures. This code was created as a way of
analyzing the prevalence of schools in each country that were
unable to employ any teachers during closures.

The qualitative data was inputted into Dedoose qualitative
coding software and analyzed for major emerging themes.
Drawing upon initial analyses, numerous presentations were
delivered from May 28-June 16, 2020 to the NGO’s Country
Directors, the Education Team, an Education Task Force, donors,
and the Senior Leadership Team. Feedback and suggestions
for short, medium, and long-term actions were solicited.
The findings include an overview of the data, themes that
emerged, regional and country-specific details, and related

recommendations for non-state schools and educational leaders
to use in developing financial sustainability, create strategies
for ensuring continuous and quality learning during schooling
interruptions, and identifying health and safety considerations
for schools returning to in-person instruction post-pandemic.

In the original data set there were ten countries and 357
schools, with 308 Client schools and 49 Core schools. For the
current study, data is only presented on Client schools, hereafter
referred to as “schools,” by country and by region–Latin America,
Africa, and Northeast India. Thus, for the purposes of this paper,
the data from 308 schools in ten countries are presented.

Limitations
It is important to note that this study has numerous limitations.
First, the study only captured the status of what schools were
doing to support learning during 1 week inMay, 2020. Given that
some countries had closed schools in March while others did so
in April, the time for schools to respond to school closures varied
considerably from nation to nation; thus, some school leaders
may not have fully grasped that it could be months before schools
reopened so they had not yet implemented remote learning
activities. The survey was administered by 22 data collectors,
and although they received some training in how to conduct
the survey, there was little time to practice during that training.
There was also the added issue of language translation since
within some countries multiple languages are spoken and the
data collectors were required to translate to English. Another
limitation was the small sample size from each country. The
data presented here only includes 30 NSSs per nation. Finally,
all schools in this study are faith-based, and they may not be
representative of all NNSs in a particular nation.

FINDINGS

The findings are divided in three sections. We begin with how
schools addressed how to support students as they continued
learning during the closure of all schools. This is followed by
identifying three major areas of concerns identified by school
leaders as they awaited the reopening of schools. The final
section describes some of the innovative ways principals, school
owners and teachers provided an education in spite of the many
challenges they faced.

Schools Offering Educational Support

During School Closures
Across the ten-country sample, 75% of schools (n= 232) reported
providing educational support during school closures. Regionally
there were considerable differences, with 100% of schools (n =

91) in Latin America offering education programming, while
only 80% (n = 24) of schools in the Northeast of India offered
educational support to students and families, and 63% (n =

117) in Africa. Wide differentials can be seen among the African
nations ranging from 100% of Ethiopian schools providing
education to only 29% of Ghanaian schools (Table 1).

When examining schools by geographic area, Ethiopia,
Guatemala, Peru, and the Dominican Republic did not reflect
any differences between those in urban, peri-urban, or rural areas
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TABLE 1 | Schools offering educational support during school closures (n = 308).

Percent (n)

Burkina Faso 55% (n = 17)

Ethiopia 100% (n = 32)

Liberia 78% (n = 25)

Uganda 77% (n = 23)

Rwanda 35% (n = 11)

Ghana 29% (n = 9)

Guatemala 100% (n = 29)

Peru 100% (n = 30)

Dominican Republic 100% (n = 32)

North East India 80% (n = 24)

Total 75% (n = 232)

TABLE 2 | Schools offering educational support during school closures by

geographic area.

Urban

percent

(n = 103)

Peri-Urban

percent

(n = 107)

Rural

percent

(n = 98)

Burkina Faso 55% (n = 6) 55% (n = 6) 56% (n = 5)

Ethiopia 100% (n = 12) 100% (n = 10) 100% (n = 10)

Liberia 80% (n = 8) 92% (n = 11) 60% (n = 6)

Uganda 75% (n = 6) 67% (n = 6) 85% (n = 11)

Rwanda 40% (n = 4) 45% (n = 5) 20% (n = 2)

Ghana 30% (n = 3) 30% (n = 3) 27% (n = 3)

Guatemala 100% (n = 10) 100% (n = 10) 100% (n = 9)

Peru 100% (n = 10) 100% (n = 10) 100% (n = 10)

Dominican Republic 100% (n = 12) 100% (n = 15) 100% (n = 5)

North East India 90% (n = 9) 78% (n = 7) 73% (n = 8)

with 100% of schools in each category offering education during
school closures. Ghana and Burkina Faso reflected the same
for urban and peri-urban, but with a slight difference in rural
schools. Liberia, Northeast India, and Rwanda reflected lower
percentages for the operation of rural schools, whereas Uganda
reflected a higher percentage of operation in rural areas (Table 2).

Teacher Work and Pay Status
Two survey questions asked about teacher work status followed
by pay status. Among those schools that continued to operate
during closures, teachers’ work and pay statuses reflect a wide
diversity across the ten nations.

Across all 10 countries, 44% of schools (n = 101) said
that all teachers were still teaching, 46% (n = 106) said that
some teachers were still teaching, and only 10% (n = 24) were
providing education during school closures but without teachers,
meaning that only the proprietor and/or principal were working
(Table 3).

But the fact teachers are working does not necessarily mean
they are receiving full or partial salary, nor does it mean they
are being paid on time; this data is reviewed in the following
section. The Dominican Republic and Guatemala represent

TABLE 3 | Teacher work status (n = 232).

Operating

without teachers

(proprietor/principal

only)

% (n)

Some teachers

still teaching

% (n)

All teachers still

teaching

% (n)

Burkina Faso 18% (n = 3) 76% (n = 13) 6% (n = 1)

Ethiopia 34% (n = 11) 28% (n = 9) 38% (n = 12)

Liberia 4% (n = 1) 36% (n = 9) 60% (n = 15)

Uganda 0% (n = 0) 96% (n = 22) 0% (n = 0)

Rwanda 18% (n = 2) 55% (n = 6) 27% (n = 3)

Ghana 0% (n = 0) 78% (n = 7) 22% (n = 2)

Guatemala 14% (n = 4) 3% (n = 1) 83% (n = 24)

Peru 3% (n = 1) 80% (n = 24) 17% (n = 5)

Dominican

Republic

3% (n = 1) 6% (n = 2) 91% (n = 29)

North East

India

4% (n = 1) 54% (n = 13) 42% (n = 10)

Total 10% (n = 24) 46% (n = 106) 44% (n = 101)

the countries with the highest number of schools that were
continuing to employ all teachers at 91% (n = 29) and 83%
(n = 24), respectively. Uganda is the only country with no
schools indicating that all their teachers were still teaching but
reflects the highest percentage of schools with some teachers
still teaching (96%, n = 22). In Ethiopia, 34% of schools were
operating without teachers (n = 11), followed by Burkina Faso
(18%, n = 3), and Rwanda (18%, n = 2) (Table 3). Overall, the
status of operating without teachers was much more common in
African countries (15%) when compared to Latin American (7%)
and Northeast Indian schools (4%); however, Ghana and Uganda
were the only African countries that did not have any schools
report that they were operating without some teacher support.

Teacher Payment Status
Schools that were in active operation were asked to indicate
which of the following best represented the payment status of
their teachers: teachers being fully paid, some teachers being paid,
teachers working for deferred payment, and/or teachers being
unpaid. As it was possible that schools had multiple scenarios of
payment, they were able to choose all that applied, and therefore,
the totals in each country do not add up to 100%.

Across all schools surveyed that were offering education, only
29% (n= 68) of school leaders said their schools were fully paying
teachers, with teachers working for deferred payment as being the
second most likely scenario at 28% (n= 66), followed by teachers
being unpaid at 16% (n= 37), and teachers working for deferred
payment at 12% (n= 27) (Table 4).

The Dominican Republic and Guatemala had the highest
percentages of schools fully paying their teachers at 75% (n= 24)
and 69% (n = 20), respectively, followed by Ethiopia at 44% (n
= 14), and Liberia at 20% (n = 5). Northeast India, Ghana, and
Uganda had no schools indicating they were fully paying their
teachers with teachers working for deferred payment or being
unpaid the most common scenarios. Rwandan schools were by
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TABLE 4 | Teacher payment status (n = 232).

Teachers fully

paid

Some teachers

paid

Receiving

deferred

payment

Teachers

unpaid

Burkina Faso 6% (n = 1) 24% (n = 4) 6% (n = 1) 12% (n = 2)

Ethiopia 44% (n = 14) 9% (n = 3) 6% (n = 2) 3% (n = 1)

Liberia 20% (n = 5) 32% (n = 8) 32% (n = 8) 16% (n = 4)

Uganda 0% (n = 0) 0% (n = 0) 48% (n = 11) 61% (n = 14)

Rwanda 9% (n = 1) 0% (n = 0) 82% (n = 9) 18% (n = 2)

Ghana 0% (n = 0) 0% (n = 0) 67% (n = 6) 0% (n = 0)

Guatemala 69% (n = 20) 7% (n = 2) 10% (n = 3) 0% (n = 0)

Peru 10% (n = 3) 30% (n = 9) 53% (n = 16) 17% (n = 5)

Dominican

Republic

75% (n = 24) 0% (n = 0) 3% (n = 1) 0% (n = 0)

North East

India

0% (n = 0) 4% (n = 1) 38% (n = 9) 38% (n = 9)

Total 29% (n = 68) 12% (n = 27) 28% (n = 66) 16% (n = 37)

TABLE 5 | Teacher payment status by geographic area.

Africa

% (n = 96)

Latin America

% (n = 83)

North East

India

% (n = 19)

Total

% (n = 40)

Teachers fully

paid

18% (n = 21) 52% (n = 47) 0% (n = 0) 29% (n = 12)

Some

teachers paid

13% (n = 15) 12% (n = 11) 4% (n = 1) 12% (n = 9)

Receiving

deferred

payment

32% (n = 37) 22% (n = 20) 38% (n = 9) 28% (n = 16)

Teachers

unpaid

20% (n = 23) 5% (n = 5) 38% (n = 9) 16% (n = 3)

far the most common to have their teachers working for deferred
payment (82%, n= 9), followed by Ghana (67%, n= 6), and Peru
(53%, n= 16).

Teacher payment status differed greatly across geographic
regions, with Latin American schools representing the highest
percentage paying their teachers in full (52%, n = 47), followed
by Africa at 18% (n= 21) (Table 5).

No schools in Northeast India indicated their teachers were
being fully paid, with the most common scenario being that
teachers were working for free (38%, n = 9) or were working
for deferred compensation (38%, n = 9). Working for deferred
payment was slightly less likely in African countries (32%, n =

37) and least likely in Latin American schools (22%, n= 20). The
situation where only some teachers are paid and others are not
was most common in Africa (13%, n = 15), followed by Latin
America (12%, n = 11), and Northeast India (4%, n = 1). Africa
and Latin America did also have some schools that had teachers
working without pay, 20% (n= 23) and 5% (n= 5), respectively,
but to a much lesser degree than Northeast India. As this data
reflects, there was a wide array of payment patterns for teachers
when analyzed by country and region—data which could inform
appropriate school financing related interventions.

Types of Educational Support Provided
Participants who indicated that their school was operating during
closures were asked to describe the types of educational support
they were offering. During the survey, they were asked to
choose all that apply from six educational support options:
Calling families and talking to parents and children every 1–2
weeks; providing instruction and assignments on paper; teaching
through messaging apps such as WhatsApp; teaching over video
or audio conferencing; using a learning management system
(LMS) such as Google Classroom; and/or following up on student
engagement with educational TV and radio. Participants were
also allowed to select “other” as relevant and provide an open
response to other educational supports they were offering.

Prevalence of All Types of Support
Across all 232 schools in the sample offering educational
services during school closures, 35% indicated that they provided
some sort of support through technology and 53% through
paper methods (Figure 1). Technologies utilized included use
of messaging apps, video or audio conferencing, and/or LMS.
This looked considerably different across regions, with Latin
American schools primarily relying on technology (62%) over
paper (37%), while Africa and NE India trended toward the
other direction (61% paper vs. 15% technology and 79% paper
vs. 32% technology, respectively) (Table 6). In particular, 100%
of Liberian schools indicated they provided instructions and
assignments on paper, followed by 91% in Ethiopia, and 79% in
NE India (Table 7).

With respect to technology use, phonemessaging apps, such as
WhatsApp and Telegram, were the most commonly referenced
tool, employed by 63% of all schools operating during school
closures (Latin America 92%, NE India 79%, Africa 38%),
followed by teaching over video/audio conferencing at 25%
(Latin America 58%, NE India 17%, Africa 2%), with follow-
up on students’ engagement with educational TV/Radio at 23%
(Africa 26%, Latin America 25%, NE India 0%) (Tables 6, 7).

Follow-up after TV/Radio programming was a particularly
prevalent dynamic in Uganda at 83% (n = 19) of schools, 55%
(n = 6) in Rwanda, and 47% (n = 14) in Peru. Teaching
over video/audio conferencing and using a LMS was primarily
employed in Latin America (58% and 36%, respectively).
Video/audio conferencing was employed to a smaller degree in
17% (n = 4) of schools in NE India and 4% or less of schools in
Ghana and Uganda. In Latin America, nearly all of the Peruvian
schools were teaching over video/audio conferencing (97%, n =

29), followed by Guatemala (55%, n = 16), and to a lesser extent
in the Dominican Republic (25%, n= 8). Guatemala reflected an
overwhelming use of LMSs in the sample (52%, n= 15), followed
by Peru (40%, n= 12), and Rwanda (18%, n= 2) (Table 7).

The option of calling families and talking to parents or
children at least every week or two was a commonly selected
option amongst all schools and regions at 49% of the overall
sample, and present in 50%, 49%, and 38% of schools in Latin
America, Africa, and NE India, respectively. In particular 96% of
schools in Uganda selected this option and 73% in Peru (Table 7).
However, more information is needed to understand what they
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FIGURE 1 | Use of paper and technology (Edify Education Task Force, 2020).

TABLE 6 | Types of educational support by geographic area.

Africa Latin

America

North East

India

Total

Calling families and

talking to parents

and children

50% 49% 38% 49%

Instruction and

assignments on

paper

61% 37% 79% 53%

Teaching through

messaging apps

38% 92% 79% 63%

Teaching over

video/audio

conferencing

2% 58% 17% 25%

Using a learning

management

system

5% 36% 0% 17%

Following up on

student engagement

with educational

TV/radio

26% 25% 0% 23%

were doing during those phone calls to determine that the calls
would be considered strictly educational support.

SCHOOL LEADERS CONCERNS

The final open-ended question in the survey asked participants to
address concerns they held about reopening schools. Responses

were coded into three major categories: financial sustainability,
health and safety, and student learning loss.

Financial Sustainability
A major concern expressed by school leaders was the fiscal
sustainability of their schools. There was a high level of
concern that parents were having difficulty in paying school fees
which would lead to school proprietors having difficulty paying
teachers, purchasing needed materials, paying rent, and repaying
outstanding loans.

Recovering School Fees: “How Will We Be

Able to Pay Teachers?”
When the survey was conducted, most schools expressed
concerns about not being able to “recover fees” that were
already owed before the schools closed, as well as fees owed
during the months of closure. Many schools expressed fears that
parents who were “informal workers” would not be able to pay
for the remainder of the previous term, never mind for the
upcoming term. As one Ghanaian leader noted, “some parents
have shared that they would rather keep their children receiving
remote instruction in exchange for lower tuition cost.” Numerous
references weremade to financial sustainability. One Guatemalan
proprietor commented, “Our school has been struggling under
normal conditions before this crisis, and it may not continue
because we do not have basic materials and funding.” The
following comment was typical of many others, “We need
financial sustainability. Currently, schools are closed. No classes.
No fees. No income. If this situation continues any longer, many
of the schools, including us, will not be able to survive.” The
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TABLE 7 | Educational supports provided.

Calling families

and talking to

parents and

children

Instruction and

assignments on

paper

Teaching through

messaging apps

Teaching over

video/audio

conferencing

Using a learning

management

system

Following up on

student

engagement with

TV/radio

Burkina Faso 53% 53% 0% 0% 0% 24%

Ethiopia 31% 91% 50% 3% 9% 0%

Liberia 52% 100% 4% 0% 0% 4%

Uganda 96% 17% 48% 4% 4% 83%

Rwanda 27% 0% 82% 0% 18% 55%

Ghana 22% 44% 78% 0% 0% 0%

Guatemala 52% 52% 93% 55% 52% 31%

Peru 73% 37% 83% 97% 40% 47%

Dominican Republic 20% 20% 100% 20% 15% 0%

Northeast India 38% 79% 79% 17% 0% 0%

Total 49% 53% 63% 25% 17% 23%

concerns of school leaders in NSSs regarding school fees may
further be exacerbated by the uncertain timelines for school
re-openings in many of the countries surveyed.

Declining Enrollments: “We Need to Get All

Students to Come Back”
The majority of school leaders expressed concerns that they
would have a considerable decline in enrollment once schools
re-open as families might go to “. . . to a public school or a less
expensive private one.” While some schools had been offering
discounts (upwards of 30%), this had resulted in variable success.
Some school leaders reported that parents could not afford the
school fee even with a 40% discount. Others expressed that
“parents expect discounts on school fees in order to continue
for the next school year,” but lamented that in many cases, “this
would make it impossible for the school to continue growing.”

One Peruvian proprietor commented, “Some parents prefer
to lose the school year rather than having to pay for a non-
face-to-face service. If social distancing continues, the school
will probably face a great loss of students.” A few schools
reported already having been informed that students were
leaving, “We have five students who have left the school.”
Other proprietors expected lower enrollment when schools
reopened, as many believed children would simply “drop out”
of school. Several commented, “We are in a rural region,
if this continues, the children will go to the fields to help
their parents and not return to school.” Another commented,
“Many children may stop schooling forever as parents may
fear to send them back to school again using disease and
economic status as an excuse.” These examples illustrate the
potential short and long-term implications of COVID-19 on
NSS enrollments and educational continuity for large groups
of learners.

Paying Teachers: “…Raising Chickens…”
School leaders were worried that their enrollments would drop;
thus, revenue would decrease, and in turn, result in an inability

to pay teachers. In many cases, teachers were only partially
paid while schools were closed or not paid at all; thus, they
were at the time of the survey owed back wages. As one school
leader noted “I am also concerned about how I will pay my
teachers when I am only getting 50% fees since February 2020.”
Another stated, “I have paid teachers’ salaries until March 2020,
but not in April and May. I will have to pay them when
we reopen.”

Proprietors expressed concerns for these salary arrears For
example, a Liberian school owner noted, “Since we have not
received any school fees since March, I have no income and no
funding for teachers’ salaries. Also, I have outstanding loans I
need to pay. Hence, since lockdown, my husband and I started
raising chickens—about 400, which are now about 1kg in weight.
When I am able to sell them, I should be able to pay my staff
at least part of their salary.” This example shows the creative
strategies proprietors were employing to be able to financially
support their teachers.

Losing Teachers: “We May Lose Most of

Our Good Teachers”
Proprietors noted that salary arrears might lead to losing teachers
as it is “difficult on their side to go without pay for a long period.
We may lose most of our good teachers either to other schools
or sectors, which may be a challenge when schools reopen.”
Another school leader commented, “With a population of 30
teachers, we could not afford to pay all their salaries as normal.
We think this may affect the teachers’ morale when we plan
to re-open in September. Also, the majority of our staff comes
from foreign countries, and they went home before lockdown;
therefore, it may be hard for them to return with the border
closures for foreigners and a quarantine of 14 days for returning
residents.” The concerns regarding non-receipt of school fees,
inability to pay teachers, and the potential of losing good teachers
reflect interconnected concerns, many of which were shared by
school leaders.
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Loans: “How Can I Free Myself From the

Bank?”
In addition to concerns for paying staff, school leaders expressed
deep concern about not being able to repay their current
loans—both personal and school related. Some commented
that their “payment is far overdue,” questioning how they
might “raise funds to pay the loan” or “settle with the bank.”
Concerns over loans also carried over into personal finances
as one Ugandan school leader commented, “My personal debt
or liability is rising as I have borrowed for my teachers’
March salary. If the school does not reopen soon and we
do not get school fees from students, how will I pay off my
personal loans?”

Some proprietors contemplated applying for new loans in
order to pay teachers, but applying for these loans was a
challenge. One school leader in Northeast India commented,
“Our application for a loan to pay our teachers at our partner
bank was turned down. We are worried about how our teachers
will stay motivated when we cannot pay them until school
reopens in September.” A few reported that their government
had said loans would be made available to private schools, yet “It
has not yet happened.” Several school leaders reported that they
“. . . have been able to continue paying teachers thanks to a state
loan” they applied for. However, according to their economic
projections, this support would not be enough to start a new
school year. As these examples reflect, the pressure to pay back
loans, the uncertainty as to how theymight do so, andwhat it may
mean for their schools’ survival weighed heavily on the school
leaders surveyed.

HEALTH AND SAFETY CONCERNS

A second major concern expressed by school leaders was their
fears about health and safety of staff and students when schools
began to reopen. Many discussed the fact that there was “no
vaccine yet for the disease,” expressing that in general “the re-
opening of the economy could produce an increasing number
of [new people] infected with the novel coronavirus.” This
raised diverse concerns regarding how school leaders and the
school community “may handle the aftermath of coming back to
school.” A large number of school leaders believed that “most of
the parents will fear releasing their children to school amidst this
pandemic.” As one Dominican school leader commented, “I pray
to God that this will end soon, but parents are also afraid to send
their kids back to school. Some prefer to keep them at home and
continue with remote learning.”

Many participants in this study expressed deep concern “about
protecting the staff and students from the virus while at school”
and “that our staff and students could spread the virus,” to each
other. A few even expressed concern about their own health
with a Guatemalan school proprietor saying, “I am diabetic
and have not gone to school because I am at a greater risk of
getting COVID-19. I have a great team and they are helping
me manage the school.” These concerns were voiced across the
nations surveyed, with some leaders describing the precautions
they are taking or will have to take to protect themselves, staff,

and students, indicating the challenges these pose for school
continuity and learning.

Safety Measures for Reopening Schools
School leaders discussed all the new safety measures they would
need to put in place before schools can open, including securing
“PPE for school children and staff.” They were not at all sure
“how to acquire masks for all students as classes resume.”
Many also discussed the importance of social distancing and
the many challenges they would face. A Rwandan proprietor
stated, “I am concerned about the spaces I have in the school.
The new regulations from the Ministry of Education could
affect the normal flow of the school.” A few proprietors were
worried that the school’s physical building would probably not
meet new government regulations regarding health and safety
with “government restrictions being too strong” and wonder
“what the conditions will be in terms of infrastructure, student-
teacher ratio, and teacher turnover.” A few mentioned that “The
government promised to give some materials for this, but we
are not sure we will have these materials” in time for schools to
prepare accordingly.

There was also considerable concern about not having “health
protocols” in place and the need to teach students (and staff)
about “the necessary safety conditions.” School leaders made
the following comments about their limitations, noting that
they did not have: “enough hand washing stations for all
students,” “classroom social distancing arrangement[s],” and
that their “classrooms are too small and we need expansion.”
Public transport was also mentioned as a potential concern, as
a proprietor noted, “What concerns us the most during this
pandemic is that a child might get infected in the school bus.”

Several school leaders shared health and safety-related ideas
they were considering for when schools reopen. Many of these
ideas were related to class scheduling to space out students,
such as “...utilizing every Saturday for class and study,” creating
“...morning and evening sessions,” or “...running a shift system to
reduce the number of students in the classroom.” As one Liberian
school leader commented, whichever option chosen will likely
require teachers “...to work extra time and to do many extra
things.” Given the financial constraints many proprietors were
under, it is unlikely that they would be able to pay teachers for
this additional workload raising additional concerns regarding
staff burnout.

Uncertainty
Overall, school leaders expressed much uncertainty as to when
schools would resume since some governments had not yet
made any announcements at the time the survey was conducted.
One Liberian school leader’s comment was typical, “We are
concerned about the beginning of the school year. We are not
sure we can start in August.” A small minority believed that
“The school will run as normal.” However, the vast majority of
school leaders are “worried whether we can actually have normal
classes where children would be able to interact freely in the
class and school campus even if the situation improves.” A few
school leaders were “. . . concerned about how we are going to
assess students’ emotional and academic performance after this
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pandemic ends.” As a Liberian school leader stated that because
“students have a long period out of school, we can anticipate
behavioral challenges when schools reopen.” And there was also
concern that there would be a “. . . lack of motivation for students,
due to repetition in their respective classes.” As one Ghanaian
leader noted, to address this concern, they are considering how
they might “change the way we teach because we know that they
have been locked in for so long, and we do not want them to
feel the same way when they come back to school.” Given that
for many of the countries included in the study, the school year
has begun, further research is needed to see how these concerns
played out.

LOSS OF STUDENT LEARNING AND

DROPPING OUT

The third major area of concern for school leaders in all nations
surveyed was that children would be falling behind in their
learning and possibly dropping out of school altogether. These
concerns, in a few cases, led to novel approaches to the learning
challenges faced by schools which are included below.

Maintaining the Quality of Education: “Will

Students Have a Quality Education?”
School leaders from all countries commented that they were
concerned with maintaining the quality of education and
students’ academic achievement both during the pandemic and
when schools re-open for in-person classes. As one Dominican
school leader commented, “My greatest concern is how to keep
the children engaged in their studies so that there are no learning
gaps or they did not lose interest in their study because of the long
school closures.” For many, this concern arose from the unequal
access to education students have experienced. As a Peruvian
school leader commented, “About 10% of students have not
followed along with the learning process, they have not dropped
out but are disconnected.” This situation raised concerns for how
to “level up students who are not engaged right now or are not
connecting using technology.”

While government programs were offered in some countries,
including educational TV/Radio programming, school leaders
commented that they did not reach all communities and did not
serve everyone’s needs. In one context, “only 60% of our students
have a TV to watch the programs from the government, and
the rest cannot. This is the reason why we have provided paper-
based study guides.” One Ugandan school leader commented,
“Even though we tried to follow up on the educational TV
programs from the government, it did not meet our standards.”
In Northeast India, for example, the government only provided
educational programming in Mayuri, a language that is not
spoken by a large number of the students that some schools serve.

School leaders shared concerns that younger students had
been more difficult to support at a distance. A Guatemalan
proprietor noted, “A large percentage of the students in this
school are between 3 and 8 years old. It is very difficult to teach
such young children and parents know this.” School leaders
commented that it requires considerable parental support at

home in order for online education to bemost effective. However,
this raised additional challenges as one leader mentioned,
“Though we give out assignments through WhatsApp, I know
there are many parents who are not able to help their
children with their assignments at home.” A Guatemalan
school proprietor noted a similar concern, commenting, “Our
population is based in the city dump, most parents are illiterate
and cannot manage even reading some of the guides to their kids,
even though they want to.”

Given that not all governments had implemented clear
guidelines in terms of promotion during the pandemic, some
school leaders expressed concerns that “students may lose the
whole year” or be unable to advance given the lack of preparation
and administration of key exams. This anxiety regarding exam
results was echoed by many other school leaders, as students
did not “see many subjects, and we do not know if the school
year will stand.” Some leaders believed that some families may
even be banking on the idea of social promotion for all students
commenting that “this is because they do not have money to
pay tuition.” Overall, school promotion and exams were seen as
areas where there was considerable uncertainty over what steps
governments and schools should take.

Limited Access to Technology: “Parents Do

Not Have Smartphones”
A key issue raised by school leaders is related to student
learning loss. Many of their students did not have access to the
technology or internet needed in order to successfully employ
certain distance learning strategies. As one Ghanaian proprietor
commented, “Parents of children in the area we are located do
not have complete access to technology. It is difficult to reach our
goals this way. But we know that it is imperative to work in digital
platforms for the new normal.” As this comment illustrated,
equity in access was raised as a key issue.

As one Rwandan school leader noted, “We could reach out to
only 60–70% of our students through our current interventions
[through]WhatsApp assignments”’ lamenting that “I am not sure
how to reach out to students in remote villages and those not
using WhatsApp.” This was echoed by a Rwandan school leader
who said that their WhatsApp assignments only reached “30% of
our students [leaving a] larger number left out.” As one Liberian
school leader commented, “. . . in this time of a pandemic when
people struggle for food, to purchase a smartphone is another
burden.” Moreover, a family having access to technology does
not always imply that students can use it; as one Rwandan leader
mentioned, the “. . .mobile is always with their parents,” and they
may have been at work or need it for other activities.

For those students who did not have access to regular
technology or Wi-Fi, school leaders commented on a variety
of strategies they utilized to provide continuous learning
opportunities. These included “Parents picking up textbooks and
assignments from school and returning them when completed”
and exercises being sent to children who “... are required to
do it in their exercise books and then send pictures to their
teachers.” Proprietors and teachers had also taken steps such as
preparing “...take home study material for their students on a
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weekly basis,” “typing class notes and converting into PDFs” to
send to parents, or even “sending home homework and materials
by moto-taxis.” By relying heavily on WhatsApp, school leaders
can make learning accessible to “...parents that do not have Wi-
Fi, but can afford $1 internet for 3 days.” Lack of internet access
by teachers was also identified as a challenge. In one instance
noted, a proprietor actually provided internet data to his teachers
to support them in connecting with students via WhatsApp. As
these examples indicate, the NSSs survey respondents, engaged in
a variety of diverse strategies to ensure educational continuity for
their students at a distance—each with different levels of success.

Technology Training Needs for Teachers

and Families: “Teachers Need to Learn

How to Use Technology”
In parity with the need for access, teachers and families need to
know how to use technology in order to promote meaningful
learning. School leaders described numerous challenges they
and/or teachers have faced with regard to using technology. One
comment was illustrative of issues described by several other
school leaders, “Reinforcing knowledge in the use of virtual
platforms for teaching kids has been a real challenge. Our
teachers were not ready for teaching this way. . . we need better
instruction in this area.” For example, “Our teachers’ abilities
to manage virtual classes is a real challenge for us, we need to
reinforce their skills in this area. We are sure that learning how to
use media will bring us to another level as professionals.”

Overall, numerous school leaders recognized the need to offer
blended learning, but a comment by one proprietor captures
the sentiment of others, “Our teachers will need training in this
period when schools are closed... We believe that online learning
is the way to go, but the cost it incurs will be a challenge to
some parents.” The barriers to this implementation may also go
beyond cost; as one school leader commented that “My school
is in a rural area and we lack technology knowledge, skill, and
awareness.” School leaders posed ideas that they may consider
implementing in the future including, “making video classes and
paying the teachers per class or per video if a situation arises
where I am not able to pay them regularly.” Another noted that
they planned to “refurbish their computer lab to scale up online
learning.” As school closures extended in many countries with
the prolongation of the pandemic, further research is needed to
understand the implementation and efficacy of these efforts.

NOVEL APPROACHES

There were numerous examples of novel approaches being used
by particular schools. Here we highlight three that may be helpful
to other non-state schools or for NGOs working with them.

One school in Ethiopia sent a flash drive containing teacher-
made videos and other materials to each student’s home. The
student was then able to do his/her lesson and homework. The
flash drive and any paperwork were returned to the school for
the teacher to review; thus, no internet access was needed. In
Ghana, one school owner reached out to families and students via
WhatsApp. The school negotiated with parents to contribute 50

Cedis (∼USD $8.7) a month to pay the teacher’s salary, so s/he
could use WhatsApp to assist students in continuing to learn.
Finally, one school owner in Northeast India explained that he
was working with his team on a 1:4 concept wherein one teacher
reaches out to four students in a particular locality. S/he taught
the small group of students in-person 1–2 h daily. This school was
charging a minimum fee to parents for this service.

DISCUSSION

We begin by discussing the major concerns of school leaders.
This is followed by a discussion of the status of teachers, and
then we describe the types of support teachers and school leaders
provided to students and families. This section concludes with a
brief discussion about other concerns that emerged in the study.

School Leaders’ Concerns
Threemajor areas of concern were voiced by school leaders which
included: the health and safety challenges of reopening schools,
the school’s financial sustainability, and student learning loss.
School leaders were worried about not having safety measures to
reopen schools as well as uncertainly as to when schools would
reopen. Throughout the time of data collection andwell into 2020
the LICs andMICs in this study did not provide financial support
to NSSs to assist in their reopening nor were detailed reopening
guidelines provided.

As for-profit social enterprises, NSSs receive little or no
funding from the government yet, as noted earlier, they enroll
large percentages of children. Clearly, if these schools are to
succeed in their social mission, the government must recognize
their unique needs by creating educational policies valuing the
roles they play in helping to achieve educational equity. Most
countries require private schools to be registered, but beyond
this, they are too often neglected when it comes to professional
development opportunities and the enforcement of regulation
standards. As Barnett (2018) when he discussed the continuum
of systems addressing school leadership and development, the
majority of nations that are LICs and MICs have loosely-
regulated systems. This lack of support and regulation is even
more prominent in NSSs.

The Status of Teachers
Across all 232 schools offering educational services during
school closures, there was considerable variation from country
to country, as well as within each nation, as to whether teachers
were being fully or partially paid, or not at all; and if they
continued to work or not. It is highly unreasonable, and a poor
business practice, to expect staff to continue teaching with the
promise they may get paid in the future. Financial stability
is key to non-state schools; without it, teacher turnover will
continue to be a major problem in LICs and MICs as schools
reopen. Prior to the pandemic these nations already had major
teaching shortages (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2016). Thus,
it is crucial for NSSs to create financial sustainability plans
that include operating budget reserves for emergencies such as
pandemics, natural disasters, or other school disruptions. INGO’s
can be instrumental in supporting these efforts by providing
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training oriented to school leaders’ creating or strengthening
sustainable income generating practices.

Educational Supports Provided by

Teachers
Across those schools offering educational services providing
support, using paper-based materials was the most prevalent
method followed by the use of technology such as messaging
applications. Lack of access to technology devices and unreliable
internet connectivity were noted as major challenges for teachers
in providing equitable and quality instruction to students. This
included not only children and families not having devices and/or
internet connectivity but also teachers. As some school leaders
noted, there was insufficient access to technology devices in
the students’ and teachers’ homes, with many of the teachers
reaching less than half of their students and families. In
addition, the families that have access to technology devices and
internet connectivity are often connected only through parents’
smartphones with limited data plans paid for as needed. This
means that device access in the home does not always result
in children using the devices or accessing the internet for their
education. This raises issues related to learning loss and school
drop-out. As schools in many of the countries surveyed have
continued to be closed for months, the impact on individual
children and their families may be devastating. The World Bank
predicts that for each child who is not able to continue to learn
during school closures, the value loss in earnings is globally
$16,000 per child over the course of his/her lifetime (World Bank,
2020).

Connectivity and internet access were also raised as a
limitation for school staff, with some school leaders taking it into
their own hands to purchase data for staff. These findings reflect
various points where NGOs and governments assistance can be
instrumental in supporting schools in purchasing and updating
the technological infrastructure both in schools and in homes. It
would be useful to explore, by country and region within a nation,
what percentage of homes have internet access, smartphones,
and other devices. It is also relevant to consider that scaling
up access and technology use among schools should be done
while taking into account the diverse starting points and current
technology use in a country. For example, schools in Peru, the
Dominican Republic, and Guatemala reflected a greater use of
technology overall with a strong presence of messaging apps,
Video/Audio Conferencing, and LMS interventions in schools.
On the other hand, African countries reflected a larger presence
of paper use and follow-up after TV/Radio programming. As
governments and NGOs plan for how best to support schools
in each country, understanding the connectivity and technology
use within schools and households will help set ambitious yet
attainable goals for future growth.

When asked about how the schools were providing
educational support, many respondents reported they, or
teachers, were “Calling families to talk with parents and students
every 1–2 weeks.” However, from the data we cannot discern
the exact purpose of those calls. School leaders and teachers
may have been checking in to see how the child was doing in

general vs. checking on specific academic issues. In addition,
some school leaders did indicate they had called to pray with
families. Therefore, these calls may or may not have represented
direct support for learning. However, we know from the research
literature (Epstein, 2018) that two-way communication between
the school and the home is vital to a student’s academic success.
Therefore, even if the purpose is not to facilitate educational
learning opportunities, school staff reaching out regarding the
well-being of the children and/or families should be encouraged.

OTHER CONCERNS

In addition to what was found in the survey, it is also important
to note what we did not find. There was no reference to the use
of any type of books—textbooks or reading books. Many of the
schools in this study lack resources such as books for students to
take home. Accessing books is crucial to student learning. “While
textbooks are only one-factor influencing student learning
outcomes, their unavailability deprives students of an additional
learning resource and of the opportunity to improve their reading
habits (Fredriksen et al., 2015, p. ix).” There could be many
reasons why school leaders did not reference books; however, in
the African nations included in this study, readers are scarce or
non-existent in schools. Nor was any mention made of e-books.
If families do not have smartphones, they are unable to download
free children’s books and read to their children. Even though
the NGOs staff had encouraged school leaders to inform parents
about the availability of free reading books for download, such
as those offered by Worldreader (Wise, 2020), prior to school
closure, they were not referenced by respondents in this study.
Also, use of these technologies requires that parents can read, and
can read in English, French, or Spanish or the other languages in
which those books are written.

Additionally, there is an absence of reading books in most of
the respondents’ schools. Textbooks of any type are rarely found
in many elementary school classrooms and are even, at times,
scarce in some junior-high school/middle school grades, with
students often sharing textbooks (Brion and Cordeiro, 2020).
If these schools had either libraries or reading centers in the
lower grades, then schools could encourage families to borrow
reading books. Unfortunately, far too many schools in Sub-
Saharan Africa do not have school libraries, or reading centers
in classrooms.

Finally, only brief mention was made by respondents to the
socio-emotional support that teachers, administrators, children,
and families will need as schools reopen. Stress, tension, isolation,
and anxiety will create additional challenges which school leaders
need to be prepared to manage.

IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This study has numerous implications for the school leaders,
their NGO partners and for the governments of LICs and MICs.
Here we include five recommendations.

As schools begin to prepare for re-opening and the provision
of in-person classes, NGOs can support schools in learning about
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and enacting essential back-to-school health and safety protocols,
particularly in those countries that have not yet developed them.
Some international organizations and national governments have
created guidelines to support schools in developing plans and
protocols to reduce the risk of exposure to COVID-19 upon
returning to school. However, the amount of information can
be overwhelming and time-consuming to digest and, therefore,
counterproductive to effectively supporting school leaders during
this transition. Thus, distilling this information as one education
INGO has done for their partner schools, might prove helpful
(Opportunity International, 2020).

School leaders discussed the numerous challenges they face
in ensuring their schools’ financial sustainability during the
pandemic and upon return to in-person classes. Many of
these challenges are connected to an inability to secure school
payment from parents who are paying late, not paying at all, or
expecting considerable discounts. Many schools are experiencing
declining enrollments, while others predict that parents will not
send children back when schools reopen due to financial and
health-related concerns. These payment issues have generated
considerable barriers in ability to pay teachers. Lack of school
fee payments have also resulted in school leaders defaulting on
loan payments with some even fearing loss of their establishments
as they are unable to pay rent. As a result, our second
recommendation is that NSSs need to consider developing
various budget scenarios and contingency plans, coupled with
support from NGOs offering financial sustainability coaching
and training.

A third recommendation involves the use of blended learning.
The global health crisis has made clear that schools need to be
better prepared to provide education during disruptions that
prevent students from being physically present in the classroom.
The majority of the schools in this study were unprepared for
school closures, especially for an extended period of time. Various
hybrid learningmodels offer schools the opportunity to relymore
heavily on the use of digital and online learning tools when
students are not able to learn face to face. The schools in this
study that had already implemented a blended learning strategy
prior to the onset of the pandemic were better equipped to offer
quality education during the disruption caused by COVID-19.

Interest in blended learning has surged in 2020 as schools
have recognized that improving blended learning needs to be
a present rather than distant goal. Now that a larger number
of school leaders became familiar with using digital technology
during most of 2020, it is an opportune time for making progress
on the important role digital technology must play in teacher
and student learning. Thus, in order for schools to be prepared
for future disruptions to education, they must develop plans for
how to effectively deliver education remotely. Since the extent
of the hardware available locally as well as internet connectivity
will vary by country, and regions within countries, school leaders
need to understand their local contexts in developing plans. If
the UNICEF 2020 report estimates for various regions of the
world are accurate, the development of a plan for remote learning
in a LIC such as Burkina Faso will differ substantially from a
higher income nation such as Peru. For example, in Burkina
Faso teachers using an analog, asynchronous approach of using

print-based materials coupled with phone contact may be the
most appropriate way to reach learners remotely, while in a
country such as Peru, preparing for a digital synchronous model
of remote learning by using a LMS would be more appropriate.
NGOs working with schools can support them in assisting in the
development of their remote learning plans.

A fourth recommendation involves teacher training.We know
that teachers are key to any successful technology integration.
Before schools purchase devices for students, school leaders must
ensure that all teachers have easy access to the devices in order
to facilitate their learning. They need training in how to use the
device, and to experiment with it as they adapt and create lessons.
Many of the teachers in this study did not have smart phones
or home internet connectivity. To be prepared for future school
closures, schools need to ensure teachers have access to phones
and/or othermobile devices with internet access. NGOs can assist
school leaders in how best to train teachers, identify what digital
technologies are most appropriate for their environment and the
best ways to ensure internet connectivity.

Finally, the type of digital tools used should depend on the
context and the answers to the questions that World Bank
technology specialist Trucano (2014) asks. He calls for addressing
five challenges: affordability (Can schools or parents afford
them?); accessibility (Will they be locked in a computer room?);
connectivity (Do you need to access the internet?); electricity (Is
there reliable power?); and, usability (Is this device designed for
this environment?). NGOs that work in the education technology
space can assist schools and governments as they explore the
most appropriate digital tools for their contexts.

EdTech solutions often provide helpful educational material
but are often missing the ways for schools to curate and organize
materials into pathways for different subjects (learning plans)
that fit national requirements. Learning Management Systems
(LMS) and tools that can enable schools to adapt, curate and
eventually create education content are key. There are free or
low-cost LMSs that NGOs and governments can promote. For
example, just prior to the pandemic, Uganda and UNICEF rolled
out Kolibri, a free and open-sourced educational technology
platform (Ntabadde, 2019). Expanding such a platform within
Uganda will be key to being better prepared in the future. Thus,
NGOs can assist schools by helping them discover LMSs such
as Kolibri and then providing training support for teachers in
its use.

It is during times of crisis that creative solutions often emerge;
however, schools and their partner NGOs will need to develop
disciplined processes for carefully reviewing these potential
solutions. These NSSs are small businesses and are heavily, if not
completely, dependent on tuition and fees in order to remain
viable. Their sustainability depends on children and families
being offered a quality educational experience both when schools
are open, and when closed due to educational interruptions.

CONCLUSION

According to UNESCO (2020), 706 million pupils lack internet
access, which makes remote learning even more of a challenge
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during a crisis. At the same time UNESCO reports that the world
needs more than 69 million new teachers (UNESCO, 2016b).
INGOs and NGOs partnering with schools need to consider
strengthening their support to schools not only to support them
in retaining their workforce, but also to support teachers in
improving their skills using digital pedagogy. The issue is most
acute in LICs in Sub-Saharan Africa, where 42% of primary
and secondary teachers are untrained (UNESCO Institute for
Statistics, 2016). Keeping teachers by ensuring that schools have
financial sustainability plans in place is key. Clearly, if NSSs
around the world want to be prepared for future school closures,
then having a pipeline of professional teachers who understand
how to implement blended learning is vital to their survival and
success. This study has illustrated that teachers are instrumental
to any pedagogical strategies, whether they are paper-based or
delivered digitally and thus supporting their development is key.

Unless governments work diligently and urgently to support
all schools, whether they are state-operated or NSSs, nations
will be unable to achieve the SDG goal of educational equity.
Additionally, without bringing internet access and devices to
households and community centers, education inequities will
not only continue but widen. Improving internet access for
students, whether they attend government or non-state schools,
is paramount. Not addressing the infrastructure and systemic
issues that prevent students from accessing the internet will
continue to exacerbate learning loss. No matter how hard school

leaders try, they are part of a larger ecosystem and working alone
they cannot effectively address educational inequities.
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Leveraging the Crisis for Equity and
Access in the Long Term: A Brief
Research Report
Patricia Marisol Virella1,2* and Casey Cobb2

1Sarah Lawrence College, Bronxville, NY, United States, 2University of Connecticut, Mansfield, CT, United States

For years, crises have occurred in and out of schools. School leaders have had to make
meaning of these crises and lead during them. Common rhetoric in today’s media
describes the educational inequities children have faced as a result of the current
crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic. In an effort to understand how school leaders respond
to the COVID-19 pandemic, we spoke directly to principals, listening for ways in which they
confronted issues of inequity. Our research was guided by the question: How do principals
advance equity for students and families while leading during the COVID-19 crisis? This
study focuses on the opportunity’s principals have created during the COVID-19
pandemic to address issues of equity in their schools. We present three main findings
resulting from our data analysis. Overall, our findings indicate principals acted upon two
primary opportunities for achieving equity in their school community. The findings from our
study illustrate two specific opportunities principals were presented with as a result of the
crisis to engage in equity responses.

Keywords: crisis leadership, equity-oriented leadership, principals, COVID-19, educational leadership

INTRODUCTION

“Never waste a good crisis to transform a system,” he said. “We see this as an opportunity to finally
push and move and be very strategic in a very aggressive way what we know is the equity agenda for
our kids”–Chancellor Richard Carranza, Chancellor of New York City Public Schools (Algar and
Feis, 2020)

In May 2020, the Chancellor of New York City Schools called upon schools to seize the pandemic
crises as an opportunity to enhance an equity focused policy agenda. His declaration sent ripples
through school districts across the country (Algar and Feis, 2020). Many saw his comments as callous
during a time which New York City became the COVID-19 epicenter. Although his choice of words
smacked of insensitivity, his message about striving for equity during a crisis was both sensible and
responsible. Beginning in March 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic would challenge how schools lead,
taught, and adjusted to the needs of students and their families. This prompted our inquiry into
whether and how principals were enacting equity-oriented leadership in their schools. We draw on
Rodríguez et al. (2016) notion of equity “as a reflection of unique needs, demands, and approaches
for diverse populations that require unique and greater resources” (p. 232). Equity is offered to
students on the margins, allowing them to attain their peers’ academic success in the hegemony.

Common rhetoric in today’s popular media describes the educational inequities children have
faced as a result of the pandemic. Because learning shifted from in-person to remote, most media
accounts focus on the disparities in access to technology devices and Internet connectivity in
students’ homes (e.g., Aguliera andNightengale-Lee, 2020; Balingit, 2020). Other reports speak to the

Edited by:
Monica Byrne-Jimenez,

Michigan State University,
United States

Reviewed by:
Christa Boske,

Kent State University, United States
Azadeh Farrah Osanloo,

New Mexico State University,
United States

*Correspondence:
Patricia Marisol Virella

patricia.jahaly@uconn.edu

Specialty section:
This article was submitted to

Leadership in Education,
a section of the journal
Frontiers in Education

Received: 16 October 2020
Accepted: 12 February 2021

Published: 12 April 2021

Citation:
Virella PM and Cobb C (2021)

Leveraging the Crisis for Equity and
Access in the Long Term: A Brief

Research Report.
Front. Educ. 6:618051.

doi: 10.3389/feduc.2021.618051

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org April 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 6180511

BRIEF RESEARCH REPORT
published: 12 April 2021

doi: 10.3389/feduc.2021.618051

184

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/feduc.2021.618051&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-04-12
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2021.618051/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2021.618051/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2021.618051/full
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:patricia.jahaly@uconn.edu
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2021.618051
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2021.618051


lack of knowledge among teachers on how to effectively pivot to
online learning—for instance, some teachers struggled to
implement remote learning platforms such as Google
Classroom (Goldstein, 2020; Heitner 2020). The focus on
inadequacies in technology and teacher preparedness to deliver
online instruction is critically illuminating. However, often left
out of the picture is the work of principals who are on the front
lines of leading during this crisis in their own communities
(Goswick et al., 2018; Hemmer and Elliff, 2019). Principals
continue to face a daunting array of challenges to effectively
serve their students and families, particularly the most vulnerable
among them. Principals are forced to respond to an immediate
and entirely new set of needs. In many cases, the crisis has
brought out the best in school leaders, who have reacted in
creative and equitable ways. The crisis has prompted school
leaders across the nation to reexamine their perceptions on
inequity, to help their faculty confront their own assumptions,
and to act in bold new ways to redress the grave disparities
revealed by the pandemic. In other words, like the NYC
Chancellor implored, they have seized opportunities to re-
envision the way things are done in their schools, particularly
with respect to home-school relations.

Background
Taking action in times of crises is difficult work. Organizations
and individuals within them experience chaos and uncertainty
during crises. Most principals lack the specific training to swiftly
and efficiently meet crisis-borne demands (e.g., Mutch and
Marlowe, 2013; Mutch, 2015). Nevertheless, they are the ones
in charge and must rely on their intuition, prior preparation, and
capacity to lead immediate organizational change to meet the
enormity of demands.

Changing the way things are done can happen out of necessity,
such as when children lose out on daily meals provided in school
and the school figures out a way to provide those meals. Meeting
such challenges may require technical changes, which Heifetz
et al. (2017) describe as those that can be addressed by expert
knowledge. Other challenges require considerably more effort,
skill, and attention on capacity development. In contrast to
technical changes, adaptive changes necessitate new learning
and novel ways of conceptualizing a problem.

Previous literature suggests principals adopt multiple roles
when responding to a crisis (Mutch, 2015; Hemmer and Ellif,
2019; Gainey, 2020). Amidst a major crisis that disrupts even the
most basic normal routines, the work of principals is usually two-
fold. On the one hand, their primary responsibility is to ensure
children have continued access to instruction. At the same time,
they also must directly assist in the recovery efforts of their
communities. These new roles shed light on the complexity of the
principalship and the many ways principals can and do lead
during a crisis. However, crises can also present principals with
opportunities to reveal and redress inequities in support of their
most marginalized student populations.

The COVID-19 pandemic has shed light on the consistent
inequities that plague historically marginalized communities and
how they have been disproportionately impacted by this crisis
(Aguliera and Nightengale-Lee, 2020; Casey, 2020; Owoseje,

2020). For example, a report by the NAACP (2020) claims the
global pandemic exacerbated inequities in marginalized
communities due to limited access to medical services, racism,
and the digital divides curbing schools’ and communities’ access
to remote learning. As a result, Aguliera and Nightengale-Lee
(2020) explain that regardless of the intentions at the federal and
local level, administrators can still neglect the everyday realities of
some of their stakeholders. In this study, we explored whether
and how principals centered equity as they lead during a crisis.
Investigating how principals respond to issues of (in)equity
during crises expands our knowledge of crisis leadership in
schools. Further, it may reveal social justice leadership
practices that promote inclusive, equitable education for all
students.

METHODS

In an effort to understand how school leaders respond to a crisis,
we spoke directly to a sample of principals, listening for ways in
which they confronted issues of inequity. Our research was
guided by the question: How do principals advance equity for
students and families while leading during the COVID-19 crisis?
We investigated this research question through a case study using
an interpretivist design (Creswell et al. 2006).

The data for this study derive from a multi-state analysis of
principals’ responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. This study
focuses on the opportunities principals have created during the
COVID-19 pandemic to address issues of equity in their schools.
We employ an interpretive design (Creswell et al., 2006) to
capture principals’ responses and rationales in their local
contexts. Because our intent was to illuminate equity-oriented
practices, we collected and analyzed data through an equity lens.
In particular, we were guided by Oyugi’s (2015) concept of equity,
which involve “practices that ensure equality and fairness for
individuals who are underserved and underrepresented in current
schooling arrangements” (p. 4). We also draw from scholars such
as Galloway and Ishimaru (2015) and Scanlan (2013), who
describe equity-oriented practices as work that “shift
individuals” “cognitive frames” from “deficit” or “diversity”
interpretations of disparities to “new ways of thinking that are
more equity minded.”

Participants
Given the unprecedented stressors and time-constraints on
principals during the pandemic, we set out to gather a
convenience sample through our professional networks,
supplemented by snowball sampling (Cohen et al., 2009). We
began by recruiting principals we had worked with or taught in
the past and also who had, based on our perception, evidenced an
equity orientation in their previous work. The snowball technique
was also used here to potentially identify other participants who
agreed to participate. The sample is one of convenience but with
an eye toward identifying equity-leaning leaders. This was
thought to be the most effective way to recruit participants
given the overwhelming tasks principals faced reopening
schools in August 2020. We recognized and were sensitive to

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org April 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 6180512

Virella and Cobb Leveraging the Crisis

185

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


the heavy time constraints faced by principals and their capacity
to participate in a study.

Our sample included nine principals located in seven schools
in California, Connecticut, and New York, with five principals
serving elementary schools, two serving middle schools, and two
leading high schools. The principals have been in their positions
at their school for an average of 12 years (range <1–15 years); five
of the nine principals identified as female. Two schools had a mix
of high poverty and high affluence, while the remaining five
schools all served students from low socioeconomic backgrounds.
Six out of the seven schools primarily served Students of Color.

Data Collection
We conducted half-hour long individual interviews with
principals in September 2020 using a semi-structured
interview guide (Patton, 1990) to gain insight as to how
principals responded to the COVID-19 pandemic from its
onset in spring 2020 to opening of school in the fall and
inquire about any issues of equity (or inequity) that surfaced
during this time. The interviews were guided by questions and
probes that allowed principals to describe the ways they enacted
equity, felt supported by colleagues, and how they determined
which equity issue to address. Conversation centered on how each
school leader identified and then marshalled action toward
achieving more equitable access and outcomes for students
and families amid the pandemic. The interviews were audio-
recorded and transcribed verbatim.

Data Analysis
To better understand our data, we read the interview transcripts
several times. The interview data were examined individually, and
a cross-comparison analysis was completed in order to explore
patterns across participants. First, we used the constant
comparative method (Strauss and Corbin, 1990) to identify the
central themes and relevance for principals’ descriptions of equity
opportunities. Then, we applied four coding criteria to the
constant comparative method (Boeije, 2002) for each
interview: description of opportunity, aim, equity issue, and
result of opportunity. Third, after interview data were analyzed
using a constant comparative analysis method (Glaser, 1965;
Boeije, 2002), we checked and rechecked for emerging themes
(Miles and Huberman, 1994). We grouped responses to the
prompt and compared the equity opportunities principals
described in their interviews. The themes that arose from this
preliminary analysis were then re-examined, looking for patterns
across principals from different schools. This process of constant
comparison “stimulates thought that leads to both descriptive and
explanatory categories” (Lincoln and Egon, 1985, p. 341). In order
to ensure the trustworthiness of interpretations, member-
checking techniques were carried out as emerging themes
developed and were shared with participants (Miles and
Huberman, 1994).

Findings
We present three main findings resulting from our data analysis.
Overall, our findings indicate principals acted upon two primary
opportunities for achieving equity in their school community.

First, most all principals conscientiously attempted to address
deficit mindsets within their teaching staff regarding students and
families. Second, the vast majority of principals shifted to
aggressive advocacy mode—demanding that their school
communities receive more resources. Principals uncovered
these opportunities throughout the COVID-19 pandemic
during meetings with their teachers about how to deliver
remote learning. The third and unexpected finding among our
principals was that they were less focused on technology access
and the digital divide in their schools. Below we summarize each
theme in more detail.

Confronting Deficit Mindsets Among Staff
Six principals in our study explained challenging their staff’s
deficit mindset of students, particularly Students of Color and
those assumed to be of poverty. These six principals detected such
mindsets through meetings with staff to troubleshoot how to
make contact with students and families at home. The crisis had
forced faculty to have these conversations as a result of the crisis;
prior to the pandemic these issues rarely came up and there was
little concerted effort to unpack staff assumptions about their
most vulnerable students and families. For example, one principal
reported that her teachers, “realized that they didn’t know those
students well at all.” Additionally, another principal stated, “It’s
sad because one of the things I’ve said to my staff a few times is,
there was like a false narrative.” Three other principals shared
similar anecdotes about how teachers and district staff made
statements that unveiled implicit bias and racist, classist
ideologies. After hearing this, principals felt compelled to use
the time during the pandemic as an opportunity to develop an
equity-oriented mindset about parents and students in their
communities.

Most of the principals expressed that such deficit thinking was
generally aimed at historically marginalized populations, English
language learners, and students identified for special education
services. Some principals reported beginning their equity work
with their staffs by incorporating listening circles with their
teachers and modeling restorative practices circles. One
principal noted, I also just did one of those sessions
[restorative practices] with families. With families, on Google
Meets because at that point, that was the platform that family
knew best because that’s the one they were using with the
children. So, they could just sign into their children’s account
and get on vs. trying to use a different platform with their own
email or username and what have you.

Eight out of the nine principals suggested their efforts to
focus on equity produced positive outcomes. For example, one
principal explained how their school developed a common
understanding of the concept of parental engagement. Staff
discussions surrounding what parent engagement might look
like for different families led to more nuanced
conceptualizations. Traditional definitions of parent
engagement, such as parents attending school events, gave
way to other less obvious forms, such as parents urging their
children to do schoolwork at home. Another principal reported
the transformation of teachers’ understanding of their students
in temporary housing:
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When we unpacked the students in temporary housing, which
was one of the groups who was hit the hardest in terms of
interaction, they realized that they [the teachers] didn’t know that
the majority of the students in temporary housing were not
living in shelters.

Other principals suggested their focus on changing the deficit
mindset around students and families resulted in more check-ins
with parents in order to support their students. Our analyses
suggest that principals tackled core issues of systemic racism and
deficit thinking of special populations during the pandemic in
order to get their students the academic and social supports they
needed from teachers and support personnel.

Advocacy for Extra Resources
Principals enacted equity-oriented leadership through
advocacy efforts. In particular, most principals in this study
revealed their advocacy-orientation was in response to the lack
of food security they found among their stakeholders.
Principals reporting advocating on behalf of their families
and students to their district or local governments to gain
additional resources for food provisions. One principal
explained, “We had issues with helping families get food
access,” a concern echoed by five other principals in this
study. Other principals worked with communities to
support the needs of their students and families. One
elementary principal noted, We don’t have a lot of
supplemental funding. We were doing a lot of this
[collecting resources] off of the backs of donations and
community groups and things like that. We literally built a
food distribution center in our middle school gym just to get
food to people because there wasn’t the resource base that you
would have in a large metropolitan city where you go to a
food bank.

Some principals advocated for resources that would aid
families to meet fundamental needs such as food and
healthcare. For some of these principals, this meant fortifying
operational systems in their schools to develop better
communication between students and families. One leader
explained, I think the other opportunity that came out of it
was in that need for structure, it gave me a lot of license to
systematize a lot of things that needed to be done. It put
everything that would’ve probably taken a year to do, I could
get away in a month.

Another principal worked with local partners to create an
onsite clinic so students could have access to regular healthcare
during the pandemic: “I’m trying as hard as I can to get a
community-based health clinic in this building. The free and
reduced lunch [students], I don’t think they have really great
access to healthcare.” This principal explained how having a
healthcare crisis, and serving a community without any local
healthcare options, surfaced as a major priority. In all, five of
the seven principals described how they jockeyed for resources
that were not typically covered in their budgets but were
necessary for their families. These findings illustrate how
principals responded to the particular issues of inequity that
arose in their communities. They also demonstrate how
principals felt responsibility over more than just

students—their purview extended to the families and in
some cases the entire community.

Leadership Beyond the Digital Divide
We anticipated principals in this study to express concern over a
lack of equity regarding technology and availability of devices;
however, no principals indicated their students lacked devices.
For instance, one principal explained, “It wasn’t really the access
to technology. There were certainly hotspots and getting the Wi-
Fi.” Another principal echoed this sentiment, explaining, “we got
a computer for every single kiddo that said they needed them.We
were able to actually use some of the CARES funding.” These
comments suggest that despite the public narrative (Casey, 2020;
Hodges et al., 2020), technology was not the biggest issue
impacting schools, at least from the perspective of our
informants. Instead, principals found issues of systemic racism
and classism to take priority instead of access to technology with
respect to inequities among their most vulnerable populations.

Part of the reason the principals had moved beyond
remedying technological inequities is that many of them had
addressed it when the pandemic first hit. In some instances, the
district or city was helping take care of these needs for students
and families. For our sample of principals, they came to
understand even more insidious disparities and injustices;
one might view these as systemic inequities, in contrast to
the programmatic (or technological) gaps presented at the
outset of the pandemic.

DISCUSSION

This study’s purpose was to explore how principals advanced equity
for students and families as a result of and in the midst of a crisis. We
found that most principals engaged in two primary ways during the
COVID-19 crisis. Principals in this study demonstrated their
willingness to use the crisis to engage in difficult conversations
about race with their teachers and, in some instances, families.
Many of the principals described they had not initially thought
about addressing inequalities such as deficit-mindsets prior to the
transition to the remote learning, but later realized this was a priority.
In our view, the results are directly connected to the political climate
and unrest witnessed during the school year. The deaths of George
Floyd, Ahmad Aubrey, and Breonna Taylor became nightly
conversations across the country thus filtering into the schools.
The recent events are an extension to the oppressive and racist
actions employed by the Trump administration in educational
settings (Kohli et al., 2017). The heightened discourse about
racism offers unprecedented opportunities to discuss how social
justice and equity issues affect schools. As a result, principals may
have had to discuss issues of deficit thinking and inequalities due to
the inevitability of political rhetoric.

We also found that the majority of principals interviewed were
not worried about acquiring technology or remote learning. We
believe that this is a result of many districts seeking one-to-one
technology programs and the emphasis on STEM in some school
curricula. Moreover, we believe that this shift in priorities occurred
because teachers use a variety of digital platforms already in their
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daily work. As a result, principals were mostly “freed up” from
worrying about technology and remote learning; or, at the very least,
placed these as lower priorities under their purview.

We were surprised by the principals’ lack of concern regarding
technology and believe principals went from focusing on
programmatic inequities, such as supplying computers and
instructional materials to marginalized communities, to
focusing on systemic inequities, such as racism (deficit-
mindset thinking) and social caste (food security) (Wilkerson,
2020). The political climate may have spurred conversations
about race and access to food due to the disproportionate
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on People of Color and
due to the Black Lives Matter protests. We find that principals
seized the opportunity to have difficult conversations on race and
poverty and acted to combat systemic issues plaguing their school
communities. Principals focused much of their effort on
challenging and altering staff beliefs regarding families from
vulnerable populations. Their end goal was to enact deeper
and more meaningful change within their school communities.
To do so, school leaders adopted both an advocacy and activist
role on behalf of their most marginalized student and family
populations (Rallis et al., 2008).

Limitations
Our study findings face at least two significant limitations. The
first significant limitation is the data is yielded from self-reporting
among principals, as they interpret and experience the crisis, their
actions, and the impact of their actions. The research warrant is
thus limited to perspectives from among our principal informants
and lacks other corroborating evidence. Secondly, because our
interviews more or less directly asked principals how they
considered equity during the crisis, their responses may have
been influenced to produce socially desirable answers.

CONCLUSION

The findings from our study illustrate two specific opportunities
principals were presented with as a result of the crisis to engage in
equity responses. These results extend the knowledge base of
school crisis leadership tethered to equity leadership in the midst
of a crisis. Previous scholarship has begun to explore how school

leaders respond to crises as an opportunity to provide more
equitable education for all students. (Author Review)
Additionally, the results offer compelling evidence for
principal preparation programs considering new curricula
when developing aspiring principals. Principal preparation
programs should be keenly aware of ways to incorporate
modules or case studies about preparing for a crisis. For
instance, the Journal of Cases in Educational Leadership
published a case analysis that interrogates how principals
respond to natural disasters (Potter, Pavlakis and Roberts,
2020). These materials should go beyond simply theoretical
applications of leadership, instead focusing on leveling the
field to stimulate equitable and inclusive schools. Moreover,
principal preparation programs can add an overarching theme
of an “equity lens” to be applied throughout their course work so
that it becomes a habit of practice for principals to always
consider equitable options and responses during a crisis. As a
field, we need to continue to develop opportunities in professional
development and principal preparation that develops the
understanding of principals in equity-oriented, crisis response
leadership.
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When the COVID-19 pandemic hit the United States, everyday life was fundamentally

transformed. Schools and small businesses were forced to shut down. Individuals

were encouraged to wear masks in public settings, “shelter-in-place” orders were

implemented across several cities and states, and social distancing became a routine

practice. Some lost their jobs and livelihood, while others lost the day-to-day physical

connection with colleagues and friends, as their “work-life” had shifted to home. To be

certain, the variety of losses that people individually and collectively experienced during

the COVID-19 pandemic is quite vast—ranging from small, seemingly inconsequential

losses (like the freedom to get a haircut) to more considerable and painful losses

(like the loss of life). It is important to note that these losses overlapped with other

crises that were fomenting across the nation at the same time—for example, the

rise of the white supremacist movement, Black Lives Matter, anti-Asian racism, and

draconian immigration enforcement, amongst others. These other pandemics also

produced losses, such as the loss of civil rights, crackdowns on civic participation,

and fundamental violations of basic human rights and civil liberties. In this paper,

we discuss the “losses” we are currently experiencing as a nation and the need for

school leaders to pay attention to the range of losses people are experiencing in their

daily lives. We draw particular attention to those losses compounded by intersecting

historical oppressions that disproportionately impact historically marginalized students,

families, and communities. We also (re)imagine the transformation of schools to sites of

collective healing that work to humanize the collective experience by anchoring actions in

resistance, love, collective well-being, hope, and solidarity with and alongside teachers,

students, families, and communities.
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CENTERING LOSS AND GRIEF:
POSITIONING SCHOOLS AS SITES OF
COLLECTIVE HEALING IN THE ERA OF
COVID-19

COVID-19 has infected over 109 billion people across the globe,
tragically ending the lives of 2.41 million people worldwide
(World Health Organization, 2021)1. In the United States alone,
over 486,450 people have already died from the disease, and
over 81,000 people are contracting the disease each day despite
a nationwide vaccination effort (Center for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2021). Given these overwhelming statistics, there is
little doubt that people worldwide are suffering from intense
anxiety, stress, and angst. Those who have lost friends, relatives,
and loved ones to this disease must also deal with the additional
pain and emotional trauma that often accompanies loss and grief
(Masiero et al., 2020).

In the United States, the pandemic radically restructured and
transformed both our personal and professional lives. As state
regulations and mandatory closures extended into months, many
businesses—especially small and family-owned businesses—were
forced to shut down. Many individuals lost their jobs, while
others had to adjust to new working conditions as work routines
increasingly shifted to the home, placing enhanced demands and
stressors on individuals as “home” and “work” spheres became
increasingly blurred. The loss of jobs and financial security,
coupled with the loss in our day-to-day routines, has only
compounded the overwhelming sense of despair brought forth
by this pandemic.

The losses have not been equally shared or distributed (Center
for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). Specific communities
and groups—such as single parents, the elderly, those who
are economically oppressed, and People of Color—have been
disproportionately affected by the pandemic. In general, these
communities are more likely to have pre-existing social and
health conditions that place them at the risk for infection, causing
an increased number of infection and death rates as a direct
result of these social inequalities (Center for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2020).

Indeed, people from minoritized communities are over-
represented in “essential” work settings, such as health care, farm
work, meat processing, grocery stores, and restaurants—precisely
the type of labor that increases their chances of exposure to the
virus (Rabouin, 2020). As such, many of these jobs are part-time
or piecemeal and do not provide health insurance, thus limiting
or curtailing their access to quality healthcare. These and other
social and economic barriers, such as lack of transportation, lack
of childcare, evictions, homelessness, and distrust in government
agencies, only exacerbated these inequalities which have resulted
in “more COVID-19 cases, hospitalizations, and deaths in areas
where racial and ethnic minority groups live, learn, work, play,

1The COVID-19 statistics referenced in this document reflect data collected by

the US Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the World Health

Organization (WHO) as of February 18, 2021.

and worship” (Center for Disease Control and Prevention,
2020).

In some cases, the sense of loss was more perceptual and
felt rather than the actual and concrete. For example, when
state governors began implementing mandatory shutdowns and
mask requirements in response to sharp increases in COVID-
19 infection rates, some individuals felt that their freedom and
civil liberties were being taken away (NBC News, 2020; Rojas,
2020). In extreme cases, militias, right-wing factions, and self-
anointed “enforcers of order” surfaced in an obvious effort to
demand change and protect the rights they felt were being
curtailed by government officials (NBC News, 2020). On many
occasions, these protests found widespread support among anti-
government organizations, hate groups, “deep State” conspiracy
theorists, and right-wing extremist groups (Southern Poverty
Law Center, 2020). While many of these organizations were
loosely-coupled, they often worked in tandem as they shared
many of the same concerns and trepidations (Levy and Strobel,
2020; NBC News, 2020).

The rise of the Black Lives Matter protests across the country
demanding racial justice and an end to police and State-
sanctioned violence often provided the requisite fodder for
right-wing extremist groups to situate themselves as the “true”
enforcers of law and order in times of racial and political unrest
(NBC News, 2020). Supporting this claim was the widespread
belief among these groups that the broader Black Lives Matter
movement was a domestic “terrorist” organization controlled
by the Democratic Party (Fox News, 2020). In this regard,
the majority of these extremist groups perceived themselves
as defenders of order and safety in a political environment
where they felt their rights were threatened by Black “terrorists”
within the so-called “deep State” (McEvoy, 2020; NBC News,
2020). Suffice it to say that these right-wing groups were also
experiencing a sense of loss: a presumed loss of power and
authority, the supposed loss of order and calm, an assumed loss
of independence and autonomy, and the perceived loss of social
and political privilege.

The presidential election of 2020 only compounded this sense
of loss. Donald J. Trump not only refused to denounce extremist
groups, such as the Proud Boys and the Light Foot Militia, but
he also conflated the broader Black Lives Matter movement with
Antifa— a left-wing political movement grounded in militant
opposition to fascism and racialized nationalism (Levy, 2021).
Such racially-divisive rhetoric from President Trump continued
to fuel rifts in the broader social and political order as he used
his bully pulpit to suppress and silence minoritized communities
as he had done since the launch of his presidential bid in
2016. In this regard, the sense of loss, devastation, uncertainty,
unpredictability, and injury was equally shared by those on the
political Left.

As the country dealt with a wide range of losses on
multiple levels, schools also had to deal with their own “losses”
due to the COVID-19 virus (Gurr and Drysdale, 2020). As
schools closed across the country to prevent the spread of
the disease, student lives were radically upended as schooling
rapidly shifted to the home and delivered via online platforms.
As bedrooms, living rooms, and kitchen tables were hastily
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transformed into formalized learning environments; families
also had to adjust to new routines, learn new concepts, and
take on new roles. Teachers had to learn new instructional
methods, while simultaneously learning how to quickly assess
and accommodate the wide range of technical, instructional,
and pedagogical challenges that online instruction introduced.
School administrators also had to learn how to navigate the
logistics of rapidly meeting student and family needs while
simultaneously providing the requisite supports for the faculty
and staff—all while figuring out how to reopen schools in a
safe and orderly fashion (Narvaez Brelsford et al., 2020). Suffice
it to say that schools across the nation—and across the world
(Harris, 2020)—experienced a collective sense of loss, as the
pandemic forced everyone to adjust to new working conditions
and instructional realities.

In order to better understand the individual and collective
sense of loss we are all experiencing as a result of the COVID-
19 pandemic, we will briefly summarize the key literature on
loss in the areas of psychology and social work and how
these concepts have been understood and applied within the
academic and scholarly domains in which they flourished. It is
important to note that we will keep our literature review at the
broad/conceptual level which will allow us to capture how these
concepts are related and how they might be taken up within the
educational arena.

Using this summary of the literature as a springboard, we
will then discuss the broader social and political context in
which the COVID pandemic unfolded within the United States:
from the election of Donald J. Trump through the Black Lives
Matter demonstrations that occurred in response to police abuse
and systemic white supremacy. We focus on how the unfolding
health pandemic only exacerbated the sense of trauma and
loss for historically marginalized students and families, forcing
schools to become sites in which suffering, pain, and loss were
manifested. Given the overwhelming sense of loss and grief by
various school stakeholders, we end our discussion with a call
to reframe schools as sites of possibility and radical healing,
where schools are not solely defined by their productivity, but
by their ability to boldly and courageously move toward a more
radical politics of hope via the implementation of a radical
healing justice framework grounded in critical, Socratic, and
audacious hope.

UNDERSTANDING TRAUMA, LOSS, AND
GRIEF

According to Granek (2010), contemporary understandings of
loss and grief can be traced to the early work of Sigmund
Freud (1963), who understood grief as a psychological process
through which death/loss is resolved. Freud posited that there
were normal as well as pathological ways to resolve loss. A healthy
way requires a mourner to “detach” one’s libidinal connections to
the deceased person and “reinvest” this psychic energy in another
person or object (Goldsworthy, 2005). Those who failed to do the
necessary grief-work could potentially develop a wide range of
psychiatric illnesses, including melancholia/depression, difficulty

in sleeping, withdrawal, and suicidal ideation (Bradbury, 2001;
Clewell, 2004).

While Freud’s theory provided a rudimentary understanding
of trauma, grief, and melancholy, it was the foundational work
of Lindemann (1944), who operationalized grief as a medical
disease that ought to be diagnosed and treated by medical
professionals. Not only did Lindemann view grief as a treatable
“disease” with discrete causes and symptoms, but he also firmly
believed that it ought to be scientifically and rigorously studied—
which was a limitation in Freud’s original work. Lindemann’s
groundbreaking research on grief served as a watershed moment
because it moved grief from the realm of soft sciences (i.e.,
psychoanalysis) into the realm of more rigorous medical sciences
(i.e., psychiatry). Granek (2010) asserted that Lindemann’s
research singlehandedly concretized our understanding of grief
as a disease, solidifying the popular understanding of grief as a
“pathology” in need of medical attention.

The dominant belief that there are healthy and pathological
ways to overcome grief was further developed by Kübler-Ross
(1970), who posited that individuals progressed through five
distinct “stages” of emotions when dealing with grief: (1) denial,
(2) anger, (3) bargaining, (4) depression, and (5) acceptance.
Although Kübler-Ross’ stage model has been heavily criticized
as overly rigid and linear (Corr, 1993; Maciejewski et al., 2007),
the theory still holds much currency in modern times. In fact,
Scott Berinato recently published an interview in the Harvard
Business Review (Berinato, 2020) that quoted Kübler-Ross’ model
extensively when discussing the grief we are experiencing as a
society due to COVID-19:

[Q] What can individuals do to manage all this grief?

[A] Understanding the stages of grief is a start. . . It’s not a map

but it provides some scaffolding for this unknown world. There’s

denial, which we say a lot of early on: This virus won’t affect us.

There’s anger: You’re making me stay home and taking away my

activities. There’s bargaining: Okay, if I social distance for 2 weeks

everything will be better, right? There’s sadness: I don’t know when

this will end. And finally, there’s acceptance: This is happening;

I have to figure out how to proceed. Acceptance, as you might

imagine, is where the power lies. We find control in acceptance.

I can wash my hands. I can keep a safe distance. I can learn how to

work virtually. (emphasis in original, paragraph 7).

As the above quote suggests, individuals not only progress
through “stages” of grief but, ideally, arrive at an endpoint where
grief is successfully managed and resolved. Although pathology
is not explicitly stated in the model, it is certainly implied:
individuals who fail to successfully begin (or complete) a stage,
are in need of professional help and assistance in order to
progress to the next level.

According to Granek (2010), there is also another school of
thought that recognizes “grief as trauma” (p. 65). Researchers
who employ this perspective focus on the circumstances in which
the loss happens and how these impact the grieving process of
individual survivors (Jacobs, 1999). Many survivors, for example,
experience symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
depression, anxiety disorder, and other physical manifestations
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and/or behaviors as a direct result of the traumatic event. In this
regard, some researchers (Prigerson and Jacobs, 2001) posited
that traumatic grief is a distinct clinical entity, with its own
symptoms and behavioral characteristics (Boelen et al., 2003).

Taken holistically, the major theories surrounding loss and
grief remain firmly rooted in the pathology model (Doka, 2001)
and emphasize death/dying as the primary sources of grief as
opposed to broader, or more holistic forms of loss (Goldsworthy,
2005). Notwithstanding, there is a growing movement within
the field that makes strong inroads in broadening this discourse.
These new concepts employ constructivist theories to better
understand "the unique meaning that each person attributes,
both in their internal and external worlds, to the grief and loss
that they are experiencing” (Goldsworthy, 2005, p. 172). In other
words, these new theories and ideas not only reject universal
understandings of loss, but also challenge the dominant ideology
that “unresolved” grief is either unhealthy or pathological (Doka,
2001; Neimeyer et al., 2014). Many of these new theories posit
that trauma is as much an individual phenomenon as it is a
social one. In other words, “[a]lthough grief has highly personal
qualities, it should be considered within the wider systems and
contexts of the individual” (Goldsworthy, 2005, p. 175).

In short, since meaning-making does not happen in isolation,
individuals shape—and are shaped by— the environment,
people, and relationships that surround them. In this regard,
grief, loss, and trauma are not individual constructs but concepts
that are imbued with social meaning. On the flipside, since
their losses transform individuals, then healing and recovery
should also be viewed as social phenomena, where families,
friends, colleagues, and others impact (and are impacted by)
the individual, and where healing is not viewed as curative, but
socially restorative and redemptive (Ginwright, 2015).

We believe this new understanding of the trauma/healing
dialectic has significant implications for organizations, such as
schools, particularly, as they deal with the aftermath of COVID-
19, which impacted society as a whole. The trauma that has
been inflicted is not solely individual but is collectively felt
and experienced. Moreover, the trauma that is experienced
encapsulates loss and grief. Simultaneously, loss and grief
encompass trauma. There is little doubt that the current
pandemic and its aftermath will leave a lasting impression on
schools, families, and communities that will last for many years
to come. How schools understand and respond to these collective
losses and traumas is critical, particularly as they move toward
healing under this “new normal.”

CONTEXTUALIZING THE LOSSES

Globally, the spread of the Coronavirus has led to considerable
losses on many fronts. As already mentioned, some losses are
material (the most poignant example being the loss of life,
or death) while others are more abstract (e.g., the loss of
presumed power and freedom). In the United States, to more
fully consider the national impact and loss of COVID-19, it is
also helpful to analyze how the national and global effects of the
pandemicare intimately interconnected. For example, nationally,

millions of Americans and immigrants preserve meaningful,
familial, amicable, collegial, and even romantic relationships
across geopolitical borders. These relationships influence how
individuals, families, and communities have experienced—and
continue to experience—the spread of the virus and loss. To
illustrate this point, during March and April 2020, when Ecuador
and New York City underwent some of the highest worldwide
rates of COVID-19 transmissions and deaths per capita, an
Ecuadorian immigrant family in New York City might have
experienced compounded loss and grief. International loss and
grief are merely one example of how the pandemic has affected
families all across the United States and the world. In what
follows, we describe some of the losses people and institutions in
the United States have experienced, including but not limited to
political instability, white outrage as a response to the perceived
collapse of freedom and rights, the cold-blooded murders of
Black people at the hands of police, the rise of anti-Asian racism,
and the maltreatment of undocumented immigrants at the hands
of the State.

U.S. Executive Leadership and the 2020
Presidential Race
One of the losses during the spread of COVID-19 was the loss
of executive branch data-driven decision-making and leadership
exhibited by the 45th U.S. Commander-in-Chief. As noted in
the literature, “Donald [J.] Trump is not simply a presidential
figure, but the embodiment of white supremacy, capitalism,
racism, neoliberalism, patriarchy, xenophobia, Islam[o]phobia,
homophobia, and more” (Castrellón et al., 2017, p. 936).
Amid the global pandemic, Donald J. Trump was more
preoccupied with running an electoral reelection campaign than
protecting the general welfare. While the CDC reported the
first transmissions of COVID-19 in February 2020, President
Donald J. Trump and his administration failed to enact early and
restrict national measures to prevent the virus from spreading.
His careless resolution resulted in increased transmission rates
andmore intensive care unit beds occupied at hospitals across the
country, ultimately leading to the loss of more lives, ranging from
civilians to healthcare professionals and service workers alike.

Instead of focusing on enacting measures that would limit
the spread of the virus and save lives, Donald J. Trump
focused on escalating friction among the populace of the
United States. Despite the strong recommendation of the public
health and medical experts to wear masks or face coverings,
Donald J. Trump publicly denounced their effectiveness. His
oppositional stance on enacting a national face mask or covering
protective order hinged on the presumed loss of personal
freedom, which particularly agitated the members of his white
conservative constituency. Repeatedly, Donald J. Trump went
on record proclaiming his disagreement with wearing masks
and denouncing their efficiency in reducing viral transmission,
declaring, “I don’t think I’m going to be doing it [wearing a
mask or face covering]” (Cillizza, 2020). Another example was
on September 29, 2020, during the presidential debate, when
Donald J. Trump asserted, “I don’t wear masks like him [Joseph
R. Biden, then-Democratic presidential candidate]. Every time
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you see him, he’s got a mask” (Cathey, 2020). His politically
conservative and shallow discourse against wearing face masks or
coverings became an impetus for white conservatives to publicly
protest their suspected violation and loss of personal freedom
and liberties. Many white conservatives saw the government
enforcement of preventative measures against COVID-19 (e.g.,
wearing face masks or coverings, endorsing stay-at-home orders,
limiting dining-in options in restaurants, curfews, amongst
others) as politicized as opposed to local and national health and
safety measures.

white Rage
In response to the virtual absence of national leadership
in reducing the spread of the COVID-19 virus, many state
governments enacted stay-at-home and face-covering mandates.
These orders strictly instructed the closing or restricted access
to highly trafficked public and commercial spaces (e.g., PK-
12 schools, universities and colleges, beaches and parks,
bars and restaurants, and gyms) to reduce the likelihood of
viral transmission. However, as mentioned, white conservative
groups were opposed to these public health measures as
they presumably infringed on their rights and liberties.
Simultaneously, individuals across the country were fighting
not to lose the ability to breathe—whether due to COVID-19
infection or literal suffocation at the knees of police officers—
there was a surge in the public complaints expressed by white
conservatives against their “loss” of individual freedom. Across
the country, white conservatives organized protests to declare
their grievances with signs that read, “Give me liberty or give me
death” and “Live free or die” (Bushman, 2020). It is also worth
pointing out that white conservative protesters were further
exacerbated and agitated by the rising public condemning of
anti-Asian racism and anti-Blackness that erupted from circles
fighting against the emerging and ongoing oppression against
racially minoritized communities in the United States.

The public outrage expressed by white conservatives is only
a manifestation of white supremacy and the opposite of what
Anderson (2017) coined “white rage.” In her analysis of the
Black-led demonstrations that transpired after police officers
murdered Michael Brown in 2014, Anderson noticed that news
outlets and national attention focused on presumed “Black rage,”
rather than what was causing the commotion: the protection of
Whiteness. The concept of “Black rage” is a white supremacist
standpoint that dismisses the pervasiveness of white supremacy
in the society. Put bluntly, white supremacy and anti-Blackness
are the impetus for the numerous killings, shootings, and
lynchings of Black lives, and what led to Black-led manifestations
for Black lives. However, white rage is not about the overt
expression of white supremacy but rather the covert ways in
which the system continues to protect Whiteness (Anderson,
2017). Anderson (2017) wrote, “white rage is not about visible
violence, but rather it works its way through the courts, the
legislatures, and a range of government bureaucracies. It wreaks
havoc subtly, almost imperceptibly” (p. 2). Amid the COVID-19
pandemic, white rage is evident in how the nation addressed the
spread of the virus by allowing systemic inequities (e.g., access
to health insurance, economic oppression, job security, amongst

others) to persist and disproportionately take Black lives (Poteat
et al., 2020).

Black Lives Matter
The loss of Black lives amid the COVID-19 global pandemic
is one of America’s most excruciating realities. The nation was
responsible for taking and losing Black lives through what
should have been preventable phenomena or circumstances:
police brutality and medical inequality. On May 25, 2020, the
murder of George Floyd at the knee of the police officer, Derek
Chauvin ignited demonstrations across the country. In particular,
Black Lives Matter became a pivotal organization to lead in the
protest of the ongoing white supremacy, police brutality, and
the murdering of Black lives in the United States. Anti-Black
racism and the killing of Black lives is an epidemic in America
that outlives the establishment of the country in itself (Anderson,
2017). CBS News (2020) reported that between January to August
2020 alone, the police murdered 164 Black people across the
country. That is, 164 Black people. That is at least 164 family
members, including mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, children,
cousins, friends, loved ones, and acquaintances impacted by the
State’s relentless taking of Black lives.

Coronavirus has also affected and taken Black lives at
alarmingly disproportionate rates (Poteat et al., 2020). Studies
show that while Black people make up ∼13% of the U.S.
population, they make up about 30% of COVID-19 cases (Poteat
et al., 2020). The risk factors that lead to increased mortality,
if infected by COVID-19, are significant risks in the Black
community (e.g., hypertension, diabetes, and obesity). It is
essential to be clear: the pandemic did not create the inequalities
that we see today; COVID-19 intensified the existing inequalities
that affect Black people in America due to institutional practices
and ideologies that foreground this country. Other examples of
how the pandemic put on display the workings of white rage
include how police handled the diffusion of Black Lives Matter
demonstrations by incarcerating Black protesters writ large, thus
putting them at a higher risk of contracting the virus.

Sinophobia
While the transmissions of COVID-19 were on the rise in the
United States, President Donald J. Trump asserted on multiple
occasions that China was to blame for the pandemic and relied on
anti-Asian racist ideologies, or sinophobhia, to rest his case. He
repeatedly used terms like the “China Virus,” the “Chinese Virus,”
and, most recently, the “Kung Flu” to racialize the narrative of
the pandemic and appeal to white supremacist public opinion
(BBC, 2020a). The President’s harmful rhetoric materialized into
U.S.-grown public demonization and bullying against Asians,
Asian Americans, and Pacific Islanders in the United States
and even expanded to other parts of the world (Chen et al.,
2020). It is worth noting that the loss of safety of the Asian
American and Pacific Islander communities is not new but was
instead escalated by white supremacist ideologies and actions
that attempted against their well-being out of presumed fear
of COVID-19 infection (Chen et al., 2020). The Asian Pacific
Policy & Planning Council published an increment in hate crimes
reported by Asians, Asian Americans, and Pacific Islanders
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in the United States (Jeung, 2020). The report included data
concerning public safety, concerns, and threats attempted against
the people of Asian descent. The range of incidents involved
Asians, Asian Americans, and Pacific Islanders getting barred
from establishments and public transportation, getting coughed
and spat on, becoming victims of verbal and online harassment,
physical assault, shunning, vandalism, workplace discrimination,
and, most recenlty, on March 16, 2021, a deadly shooting in
Atlanta, Georgia that ended the lives of six women of Asian
descent (Jeung, 2020; Nguyen and Wong, 2021).

Undocumented (Im)migrant Exclusion and
Mass Deportations
Another loss that national media has paid less attention to
is how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected undocumented
immigrants. In the United States, undocumented immigrants
generally lack access to quality healthcare. The strained
relationship between undocumented immigrants and healthcare
is due to an amalgam of income, racism, xenophobia, and
language “barriers” and the reality that their absence of an
immigration status makes them the direct targets of deportation.
The political responses during COVID-19 further harmed
undocumented immigrants as the government did not suitably
distribute resources to this segment of our population. Although
many undocumented immigrants may have lost employment
or the ability to work due to their compromised health, there
continued to be little to no investment to the health and safety
of the undocumented immigrants by the federal government. In
addition to dealing with loss and grief nationally and globally,
the U.S. Government did not include undocumented immigrants
in economic relief efforts, such as stimulus packages through
the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES)
Act (Naera, 2020). It is important to note that despite most
undocumented immigrants being tax-payers (Naera, 2020), the
government purposefully excluded them from relief plans, thus
rendering them more vulnerable to the health, economic, and
material effects and loss and grief caused by the pandemic.

Aside from minimal healthcare access, the gruesome realities
of deportation did not dissipate during the COVID-19 pandemic.
At the beginning of the pandemic, the United States deported
back to Guatemala, hundreds of undocumented immigrants who
were sick with the virus (Gonzalez, 2020). These deportations led
to insurmountable suffering from families in the United States
who lost sick family members to deportation as their repatriation
could be understood as a certain death sentence in their
countries of birth. Approximately 4 months into the pandemic,
the Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) suspended
deportations, yet they were resumed only 3 months later
(Jordan, 2020). In addition to the deportation of undocumented
immigrants, undocumented women in detention centers were
also victims to the workings of ICE and the nation-state. In
the middle of the pandemic and throughout time, hundreds of
undocumented women were submitted to sterilization without
their consent (Moore, 2020). The trauma ensued by forced
sterilization can only be understood as inhumane. In this sense,
trauma, loss, and grief during the era of COVID-19 are more

than the loss of lives; the pandemic and the government response
have inflicted complex trauma on the people it has impacted,
particularly those the State has historically marginalized.

THE OPERATIONALIZATION OF LOSS AND
GRIEF

In the United States, the COVID-19 pandemic has had
disproportionate effects on historically marginalized
communities (e.g., Black, Brown, Native, Asian, undocumented
immigrants, amongst others) (COVID Tracking Project,
2020) with varying exemplifications of loss and grief for
students, schools, and families. The COVID-19 pandemic has
manifested trauma, loss, and grief that operationalize as overt
and subtle ruptures to the daily lives of historically marginalized
communities. The everyday losses in 2020 are intricately linked
to larger historical structural oppressions magnified during
the COVID-19. Indeed, daily chronic stressors combined with
systemic inequities (e.g., education debt and opportunity gaps)
and oppressions (e.g., racism, xenophobia, anti-Blackness,
police brutality, fear of deportation, access to health care, white
supremacy/white rage, amongst others) are inflated during the
pandemic crisis.

Prior to the COVID-19 era, an educational debt that has
caused educational disparities for Students of Color (Ladson-
Billings, 2006), already existed as well as a staggering opportunity
gap (Milner, 2020). Ladson-Billings (2006) argues that a focus
on an achievement gap, which highlights educational disparities
amongst races, does not take into account the historical denial
of education and lack of investments into the educational
experiences of Students of Color. Likewise, the opportunity gap
moves away from an imposed focus on achievement markers,
such as test scores, and reflects the existence of rifts between
Students of Color and their white counterparts. The concept
of an achievement gap allows for the focus on assessments
that determine achievement as opposed to systemic barriers.
The opportunity gap brings attention to the teacher quality
gap, teacher training gap, housing equality gap, income gap,
school funding gap, the digital divide, and more (Milner,
2020). While the pandemic did not create the educational debt
(Ladson-Billings, 2006) or the opportunity gap (Milner, 2020), it
certainly exasperated and brought attention to the long-standing
systemic inequities (Sahlberg, 2020), and became integral to
educational policy and COVID-19 responses from educational
leaders (Hollweck and Doucet, 2020).

In response to school closures, educational leaders and
policymakers worked (and continue to work) tirelessly to come
up with emergency responses to meet the schooling needs
of historically marginalized populations. Providing access to
technology, food, school supplies, and more, became pertinent to
education policy discourse and planning (Hollweck and Doucet,
2020). Scholars argue now that educational policy discourses are
focusing on addressing these historical gaps, that now is the time
to reimagine what schools and education could look like, as such
schooling, should not go back to its traditional norms that upheld
the status quo (Hollweck and Doucet, 2020; Love, 2020).
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Learning Loss
As education moved to a virtual setting, teachers across the
United States also shifted to virtual teaching. Whereas, very few
teachers have been trained or prepared to teach in virtual settings,
they have learned new pedagogical and technological tools and
practices to meet the demand (Hollweck and Doucet, 2020).
Likewise, many students have not been traditionally learned in
virtual spaces, or even have access to necessary virtual learning
tools. This switch brought attention to the widening historical
technology and educational gaps. The switch to virtual learning
has sparked interest in a learning loss, which situates a loss in
learning or schooling that is happening among children across
the world, including the United States (Reilly, 2020). The concept
of the learning loss contextualizes that students are falling behind,
that the achievement gap is widening, and students are not going
to be adequately prepared for the next grade, college, or the
workforce (Reilly and Ball, 2020). Indeed, it has stirred fear that
the youth of the nation, particularly Students of Color, are falling
behind in school (Reilly, 2020).

Attention placed on the learning loss can take away from
the historical ramifications of systemic educational inequities,
mental health needs, and what students are currently learning
and experiencing by living through the pandemic (Sahlberg,
2020; Ferlazzo, 2021). The conceptualization of the learning loss
is fixated on the idea of education and production, schooling
and assessment, or standardized testing. Advancing attention
to a learning loss has caused policymakers, politicians, some
educational leaders, and the public to begin discussing how
schools will address the issue, with potential solutions, such
as reopening schools, summer school, year-round learning,
longer school days, assessments, grade-retention, and tutoring
(Ferlazzo, 2021; Strauss, 2021). None of these will address the
loss and grief that students, families, and teachers all over the
world are currently experiencing. The learning loss is viewed as
the loss of productivity and not the loss students are experiencing.
In other words, such a narrow focus on academics minimizes the
complexities of all the losses experienced by students, families,
and educators.

The operationalization of loss and grief accumulate beyond
a learning loss in schools. Indeed, vocalized by many educators
through social media outlets is the now familiar post that states,
“Kids are surviving a pandemic, not losing learning” (Ferlazzo,
2021). Perhaps to best put this in a perspective is a quote from
a youth interviewed about the learning loss in Ferlazzo’s (2021)
Edweek article, “I lost family, I lost myself and what hurts me
more is that I lost everyone who said they were there for me”
(emphasis in original). No matter what shape the loss took form
in, all school community members and stakeholders experienced
some form of loss and grief that have impactful influences on
their experiences in learning, belonging, teaching, and more. In
this way, the manifestations of loss are experienced differently for
students, schools, and families.

Students
There have been multiple losses for students in PK-12 schools
ranging from schooling experiences to home and community
life. The materializations of the disruption to students’ schooling

include, but are not limited to, the loss of daily school
routines: socializing opportunities with friends and classmates,
teacher/student relationships, classroom spaces, and access to
school counselors, and amongst others. There are also losses
connected to structural barriers, such as access to meals provided
by the school, access to school technological resources (e.g.,
calculators, computers, and tablets, amongst others), access to
teaching assistants or paraeducators who provide extra learning
support. Finally, students with Individual Education Programs
(IEPs) have lost critical access to key resources, materials, and
support systems on campus.

Many schools and school districts across the United States
have been quick to find ways to respond to the loss students have
experienced. For example, grab-and-go food stations have been
set up in under-resourced communities to ensure that students
can access food (Gaddis and Rosenthal, 2020). Emergency
funding has also purchased technological resources for students
who do not have access to technology at home. While immediate
policy decisions have been made at schools and school districts
across the United States, there remain the root causes of
structural inequities. For instance, many low-income families do
not have access to technology, such as laptops or the internet
to complete their educational tasks. Additionally, many parents
feel underprepared to support their children in virtual learning
or they do not have the adequate resources to do so. Although
some schools responded by providing access to Chromebooks
or other tools, many students continue to have connectivity
issues, do not have internet, or are simply unable to partake
in remote-learning with the expectations placed upon them
(continuous online classes, during the school day). These quick
policy decisions will only change the current situation and not
make changes to historical and societal injustices deeply rooted
in educational policy. Nevertheless, these policy changes are
inherently changing education as we know it. However, for these
students, the loss and the manifestations of grief also spill over
into the loss of daily routines and relationships. With the closing
of schools, there is now an absence of school routines and
relationships among students. Indeed, playgrounds, parks, and
get-togethers with friends cannot, and will not, look the same.
Likewise, the loss of their family structure, or the loss of income
in the household could have detrimental influences on their home
lives and schooling.

Schools
From shutdowns, hybrid models to cohort learning models,
schooling as we know it has drastically altered throughout 2020
and so far at the time of this writing in 2021. Aside from students
and families, administrators, teachers, counselors, paraeducators,
maintenance and cafeteria staff, bus drivers, office staff, even
school board representatives have all faced unique challenges,
loss, and grief. Perhaps one of the most salient illustrations of
loss is that of the physical space of the school campus. Like
many businesses and offices, schools and universities shut down
their campus to minimize exposure to COVID-19. The work,
however, did not stop. Instead, many faculty and staff worked
from home, if they were able to. Some teachers taught online
from a designated office space, while others had makeshift offices
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in their homes, their cars, or anywhere they could find a space.
The extra responsibility of learning how to utilize an online
platform for many teachers was a difficult task, coupled with the
extra pressures of navigating homelife and professional life at the
same time.

Students also struggled to find a space in their home that was
adequate to tune in to their classes and do homework—assuming
they had access to the internet and tools needed for virtual
learning. The loss of the physical campus space manifested in the
rupture of school and home separation. While experiences from
school and home are always carried with students and educators
(e.g., what happens at home or community could affect students’
learning at schools), there had previously been a physical
degree of separation. More so, the student-teacher relationships,
friendships, and collegial networks developed in schools have
also been disrupted. Although teachers, administrators, and some
staff were able to work from home, others were not afforded
that privilege.

Furloughs were all too common for many school employees,
such as bus drivers, cafeteria employees, school nurses,
paraprofessionals, maintenance staff, and amongst others
(Lieberman, 2020). Some school faculty and staff continued
to work in (mostly) empty school buildings. For example, in
schools designated with grab-and-go meals, cafeteria employees
and maintenance staff continued to be present. It is the school
maintenance staff and cafeteria employees who have kept schools
running and uphold the CDC recommendations (Long, 2020).
Additionally, for some teachers who were unable to work from
home or their schools had returned to in-person teaching, they
continued to operate from their classrooms. News stories of
educators contracting the virus in school buildings and passing
away from it are not uncommon. As schools began reopening,
school faculty and staff returned to buildings, taking the required
precautions to keep the building safe for all present. Indeed, in
July 2020, we heard about three teachers who shared a classroom
in Arizona. Despite the recommended precautions of social
distancing, using hand sanitizers, and wearing masks, all three
contracted COVID-19, leaving one teacher dead (Henderson,
2020). By September, we knew of at least the death of six teachers
since the reopening of schools (Shepherd, 2020). Since then,
the numbers continue to increase. The loss of the lives of these
educators profoundly impacts their families, students, and their
larger school communities.

Families
In pandemic times, it is not uncommon for students to have a
family member lose their jobs, or to have physically lost a family
member due to the disease, or had an immediate relative become
ill, leading to medical assistance and expenses. For many families,
the immediate loss of income or the physical loss of family
members leaves little time to grieve as the family must also focus
on survival. Aside from grieving the loss of a family member,
the loss of one person can have a detrimental effect on the
home and family structure. For example, if an elder or an older
sibling/relative, who provides caretaking for the children when
parents or guardians are at work, has passed away or become
severely ill due to COVID-19, the family has not only lost a family

member, they have also lost childcare. Losing childcare might not
be as painful as losing a family member; however, it can provide
ample financial stress as childcare is expensive and may cause
one or more guardians to stay at home to care for the children.
Another possibility is that the older sibling, or an extended family
member, must now be the caretaker for the younger children,
even if they are in school trying to do their studies.

Likewise, if the head of a household has passed away due
to COVID-19, the family has lost both a family member and
the primary income source. If a parent/guardian, or the head
of household, is no longer working because their place of
employment is closed or they were laid off, they have had to
leave work to care of the family members; if they are too ill to
work, or they have passed away, it could also mean a loss of
access to health insurance (assuming the person’s employment
provided health insurance for the family). Such losses can further
increase the risk of families falling below the poverty line, which
has significant implications on survival, mental health, health
care, food security, access to technology, and more. Therefore,
the physical loss of family members and the loss of one’s jobs
have immediate effects on the health and safety of the family. Yet,
there is little time to grieve as the survival of the family members
takes precedence.

The loss of elders in families and communities contributes
to the loss of intergenerational and historical memory. For
some families, this might mean a loss to cultural connections
and historical memories, such as memories of “home” or the
birthplace of the elder, memories of family members, such
as great-great-grandparents or family members in other parts
of the world, family language, food, and family recipes, and
more. Particularly, there have been several losses of elders in
American Indian and Alaskan Native families, as members of
these communities have seen a disproportionate amount of
deaths due to COVID-19 (Healy, 2021). One person Healy
(2021) interviewed described losing so many elders as a “cultural
book burning,” and “losing historical knowledge, encyclopedias.”
The familial and community losses of elders experienced
during the COVID-19 era can manifest in intergenerational
memory ruptures.

COVID-19 Pandemic and Intersecting
Historical Oppressions
The years 2019–2020 were pivotal in bringing attention to
multiple crises around the globe, and particularly in the
United States. Indeed, there is no denying that they increased
attention to systemic racism, anti-Blackness, racist nativism,
sinophobia, and white supremacy/white rage and of course,
the COVID-19 pandemic. As these conversations strengthened,
discussions named “intersecting pandemics” grew. Scholars,
health care professionals, and media analysts acknowledged
racism and white supremacy as “pandemics,” and more
specifically, “intersecting pandemics” to the COVID-19 crisis.
The pervasiveness of racism and white supremacy are intricately
linked to the disproportionate effects of COVID-19 on
Communities of Color. However, metaphors that use illness
and disability are often used for weakness, limitations, and

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 8 April 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 636993197

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Castrellón et al. Schools as Sites of Collective Healing

disadvantages (Annamma et al., 2017) and consequently can
be interpreted as ableism. With regard to using the metaphor
of “intersecting pandemics,” Annamma (2021) tweets, “These
metaphors evade the way white supremacy and racism are
purposefully built into structures and purposefully enacted.” We
recognize the salience of this argument and the importance of
not using disability or illness as a metaphor for racism and white
supremacy.We also acknowledge how the notion of “intersecting
pandemics” has been used by scholars, such as Gloria Ladson-
Billings (Dixson et al., 2020) to convey the severity of the current
period. As such, we recognize the nuances, possibilities, and
tensions of both of these concepts.

The Black Lives Matter Movement has called on the
United States and the institutions within it (e.g., schools)
to do better—to be better— for Communities of Color by
acknowledging where systemic racism exists and disrupting
oppression in all its manifestations. Indeed, the undergirding of
racism, anti-Blackness, racist nativism, and white supremacy in
our schools and communities, as well as economic oppression,
influences how the pandemic, trauma, loss, and grief is
materialized and processed, or not processed. Thus, educators
should consider how to navigate these intersecting historical
oppressions with the pandemic as schools begin to respond to
the needs of the stakeholders in their communities, from staff and
faculty to students and families. In the next section, we imagine
what schools could look like as sites of collective healing.

POSITIONING SCHOOLS AS SITES OF
COLLECTIVE HEALING

As we consider the collective trauma being experienced
simultaneously by teachers, students, families, and communities,
and which is heightened by the COVID pandemic and
intersecting historical oppressions that are disproportionately
impacting and targeting historically marginalized communities,
we must work to (re)imagine the role schools play in not
only acknowledging collective trauma but also in intentionally
creating a space for healing. In other words, it is not enough
for schools to respond to trauma through a trauma-informed
approach; rather schools need to be intentionally transformed
into sites of resistance that center collective healing via a radical
healing justice framework.

To explore this notion further—positioning schools as
sites of collective healing—below, we provide a rationale for
how critically challenging trauma-informed approaches can
make space to center collective healing via a radical healing
justice framework (Wallis, 2012; Ginwright, 2015). We then
conceptualize the notion of radical healing justice within schools
by (re)imaging schools from sites that respond to assumed
traumas to sites that center collective healing. As such, we
invite readers to join us as we (re)imagine the transformation
of schools from sites that respond to trauma (and which often
ignore the legacy of schools serving as sites of trauma and
violence themselves) into spaces that work to humanize collective
experiences by anchoring healing through actions grounded in

resistance, love, collective well-being, hope, and solidarity with
and alongside teachers, students, families, and communities.

Making Space: Shifting From a
Trauma-Informed Approach to a
Healing-Centered Approach
Emerging from medical and mental health discourses, trauma-
informed approaches in schools seek to respond to and help
address trauma(s) students enter schools with (Overstreet and
Chafouleas, 2016; Avery et al., 2020). Through this model,
schools become “a key entry point for mental health services
and assessment of trauma, [however] teachers and school staff
are generally not sufficiently trained in trauma-informed care”
(Dutil, 2020, p. 173); resulting in students who are navigating
trauma to experience harsher disciplinary action (Crosby et al.,
2018; Dutil, 2020). Conversely, Thomas et al. (2019) who made a
meta-analysis of trauma-informed approaches in schools found
that research on building emotionally healthy school cultures
“[...] places a strong emphasis on using new knowledge to employ
empathetic responses to students who are trauma-exposed
and avoiding approaching students from a deficit perspective
when they exhibit behavior that is considered problematic
or disruptive” (p. 426). When considering this dominant
framing of trauma-informed practices, several questions arise:
(1) Who is defining what is considered to be “problematic
or disruptive” behavior? (2) Which students are viewed and
positioned as “trauma-exposed”? (3) In what ways does this label
intersect with a student’s race, gender, socioeconomic status,
immigration status, dis/abilities, language, ethnicity, etc.? and
(4) How frequently are notions of “trauma-exposed” discourses
used as mechanisms and vehicles to “explain” or “justify”
inequitable practices in schools that perpetuate deficit ideologies
of historically marginalized students?

Critical scholars (Crosby, 2016; Crosby et al., 2018; Quiros
et al., 2019; Dutil, 2020) have not only critiqued the practices of
trauma-informed approaches in schools but have also extended
the argument to highlight how trauma-informed practices
delimit and reduce people to the sources and sites of their trauma
(Ginwright, 2018). Ginwright (2018), reflecting on a moment
when a student during a healing circle exclaimed, “I am more
than what happened to me, I’m not just my trauma,” noted that
trauma-informed approaches fail to fully humanize students and
their experiences and instead focuses on their “harm, injury, or
trauma” (paragraph 5). Similarly, Thomas et al. (2019) argued
the need to “[...] recognize how contemporary conceptions [of
trauma-informed approaches] re-inscribe deficit perceptions of
individuals and essentialize their experiences” (p. 446). Duncan-
Andrade (2009) elaborated on this point, further arguing that
“[students in urban schools] are not the social stressors we are
trying to overcome, and they must not be misinterpreted as
deficits in our students” (p. 192).

Thus, by focusing on trauma as an individual experience,
we not only pathologize the trauma (Ginwright, 2018), but we
also fail to acknowledge and address the shared and collective
experiences of a people, family, and community. In effect,
trauma is situated as an individual rather than as a collective
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experience (Ginwright, 2018). Through this individualistic and
pathologizing lens of trauma, schools get marred down on
practices that seek to “treat” the trauma and individual, missing
the opportunity to (re)imagine possibilities of collective healing.
Given the context (i.e., the COVID pandemic which intersects
and is magnified by historical structural oppression grounded
in white supremacy) and the significant sense of loss and
grief being experienced by teachers, students, families, and
communities (and which is further heightened for historically
marginalized communities) centering collective healing rather
than responding to individual student trauma(s) is of critical
importance within schools.

Radical Healing Justice as Collective
Healing
As hooks (2001) noted, “[r]arely, if ever, are any of us healed in
isolation. Healing is an act of communion” (p. 215). By centering
healing as an act of communion, we disrupt the individualistic
and pathologizing rhetoric that surrounds trauma-informed
approaches and create the space needed to (re)imagine and
position schools as sites of collective healing. One way to begin
to transform schools from a trauma-informed approach to a
healing-centered approach is through a radical healing justice
framework (Wallis, 2012; Ginwright, 2015).

An emerging framework and movement, healing justice as
described by community organizers Tanuja Jagernauth and
Stacey Erenberg (Wallis, 2012), has two central aims: (1) to
focus on collective healing and well-being, and (2) to transform
institutions and relationships that are causing harm (Ginwright,
2015). At the crux of the framework is the positioning of
collective healing as a political action; one that collectively seeks
to center community healing by grounding actions in dignity
(Ginwright, 2015) and critical hope— a critical (re)imagining
of sacrifice, selflessness, and transformation (Duncan-Andrade,
2009; Freire, 2014).

Communities engaged in collective healing operationalize it
by focusing on the “three R’s” —restoration, resistance, and
reclamation (Ginwright, 2015). According to Ginwright (2015),
restoration seeks to restore collective well-being, meaning, and
purpose. The very act of recentering the collective becomes
political in that it is no longer focusing on the individualistic
notions of well-being; instead, it is placing and centering
collectivism over individualism. In this way, “[r]estoration of
community [becomes] a result of political power agency, voice,
and action” (p. 39). Resistance in radical justice healing disrupts
and rejects Eurocentric understandings of justice by situating
hope as a central component of social change (Ginwright, 2015).
This becomes particularly critical given the current context that
results in an unsurmountable loss and grief for historically
marginalized people and communities. Lastly, reclamation,
which in many regards is connected to a sense of critical hope,
creates the space for communities to “reclaim, redefine, and
reimagine a possible future” (Ginwright, 2015, p. 40).

We further nuance the radical healing justice framework by
anchoring it in Duncan-Andrade’s (2009) notions of critical,
Socratic, and audacious hope. According to Duncan-Andrade,
critical hope in and of itself serves an act of resistance and
“demands a committed and active struggle” (p. 186). Composed

of three elements—material, Socratic, and audacious hope—
critical hope becomes the foundation that supports a Socratic
and audacious hope (the elements used in our framing of
radical healing justice) and also becomes the foundation for a
radical justice healing framework in schools. Emerging from
critical hope, Socratic hope urges teachers and students to foster
solidarity amongst one another by humanizing each other’s
life experiences, inclusive of trauma, grief, and loss (Duncan-
Andrade, 2009). Thus, Socratic hope requires that teachers,
students, families, and community members alike “[...] painfully
examine [their] lives and actions within an unjust society and
to share the sensibility that pain may pave the path to justice”
(p. 187–188). Meanwhile, an audacious hope shares the burden
of loss, grief, and suffering “as a manifestation of a humanizing
hope in our collective capacity for healing” (Duncan-Andrade,
2009, p. 190). In other words, an audacious hope challenges
individualistic notions of trauma, pain, and healing, and frames
it as a collective responsibility. Lastly, and beyond our model of
how we are conceptualizing a radical healing justice framework,
a material hope provides resources and connections to young
people so that they can have agency to grapple with the forces
that shape their daily realities.

Collectively, critical, Socratic, and audacious hopes provide
the underpinnings of a radical healing justice framework
(Figure 1). By intentionally engaging with a radical healing
justice framework that is guided by a critical, Socratic, and
audacious hope, we shift from individualistic understandings of
healing to focus on the collective healing of communities and
begin to (re)imagine schools as sites of collective healing.

(Re)imaging Schools as Sites of Collective
Healing
Below, we apply a radical healing justice framework grounded
in critical, Socratic and audacious hope to (re)imagine the
transformation of schools as collective sites of healing— sites
of healing that not only address the current moment we find
ourselves in (i.e., responding to the COVID pandemic and
intersecting historical oppressions) but also the intergenerational
traumas (Dutil, 2020) that are experienced by historically
marginalized students, families, and communities.

Resistance
As previously noted, a radical healing justice framework and its
three “Rs” are anchored in critical hope. Critical hope, however,
cannot and should not be the sustaining factor for collective
healing. It requires that it is coupled with action— an action that
resists individualistic Eurocentric notions of healing and justice
and centers collective healing, thus becoming in and of itself a
political act of resistance. Schools and school leaders thenmust be
willing to leverage power for the collective well-being and healing
of the community. As noted by Prilleltensky (2008).

Power is pivotal in attaining wellness, promoting liberation,

and resisting oppression. Contrary to fragmentary disciplinary

discourses, power is never political or psychological; it is always

both. The same goes for wellness, liberation, and oppression; they

are never political or psychological; they are always both (p. 116).
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FIGURE 1 | Radical healing justice framework in schools.

Thus, even the very act of centering collective healing and
anchoring it within the critical hope shifts the traditional power
dynamics that perpetually exclude historically marginalized
students, families, and communities from the decision-making
processes of the school (Olivos, 2006; Fernández and López,
2017; Ishimaru et al., 2018) to a model that centers their current
realities and intentionally involves them in the functions and
processes of the school.

By (re)imagining schools as sites of collective healing, we enter
into a phase of critical hope and rebirth. Following the work
and words of La Junta Collective — a collective in Los Angeles
comprised of teachers, students, families, and communities that
seek to transform schools into spaces of collective healing.
“We [teachers and school leaders] cannot create healing spaces
unless [we], ourselves are in the work of healing our own
traumas” (Catubay and Patton, 2020). Just as students are
expected to process healing, so should school leaders, teachers,
and staff. However, as previously noted, this healing should
not be occurring in isolation, nor should healing be “fixed” to
locating the trauma within people. Rather than pathologizing
the individual, a radical healing framework resists practices that
solely frame healing as an individual process grounded in “savior”
complexes. That is, the work of “healing” others assumes that
people need to be “cured” and “saved” and that we are void of
any grief, loss, and trauma. School leaders and teachers must
intentionally take action that shifts power dynamics and situates
it with and among students, families, and communities. In this
way, a collective approach grounded in critical hope frames how
grief, loss, and healing are understood and navigated within
schools, transforming them into sites of collective healing.

The first step in engaging in a radical healing justice
framework necessitates school leaders and teachers to not only
acknowledge the loss and grief that students, families, and
communities are experiencing but also to acknowledge it for

themselves. By removing the veil that seemingly separates—
and further perpetuates a pathologizing narrative of students—
humanizing elements from classrooms and schools, school
leaders, and teachers begin to challenge individualistic notions
of loss, grief, trauma, and healing. More clearly stated, by
recognizing that trauma, loss, and grief are not and should
not be an individualistic experience and instead be framed as
experiences that can connect students, families, communities,
teachers, and school leaders, the notion of collective healing
can then be centered. In this way, school leaders and teachers
collectively resist individualistic Eurocentric understandings of
trauma, loss, and grief and engage in a Socratic hope that seeks
to build solidarity by sharing these experiences with and amongst
themselves, students, and families with the aim of fostering
collective healing.

Teachers, for instance, might share their own experiences
of loss and grief with colleagues and/or their own students.
By engaging in this deeply vulnerable, painful, selfless, and
yes, perhaps, uncomfortable act, teachers are simultaneously
living and modeling Socratic and audacious hope. They are
demystifying this individualistic notion of experiencing loss and
grief while working to build solidarity with others. It transforms
the space and conversation from “I am experiencing this” or “they
are experiencing that” to “we are experiencing this” and in the
process, fosters a humanizing and collective healing experience.
Thus, if we want to truly transform schools into sites of radical
collective healing, then school leaders and teachers must engage
in these bold, vulnerable, painful, and courageous steps. It would
be hypocritical; otherwise, we expect students to do so if we
as teachers and school leaders are unable or unwilling to do
this ourselves.

Restoration
Restoration seeks to establish collective well-being, meaning, and
purpose. In other words, restoration focuses and centers around
the needs of the community. In order to do this, schools and
school leaders need to first acknowledge that they, along with
teachers, students, families, and communities, are experiencing
unprecedented levels of grief and loss related to the ongoing
COVID-19 global pandemic. As previously noted, this grief and
loss are further emphasized by white supremacist epistemologies
and structures that have resulted in: (1) anti-Black rhetoric and
white rage that has systematically criminalized Black bodies,
including murders at the hands of law enforcement officials;
(2) xenophobic policies and rhetorics that have dehumanized
un/documented people and families through practices including
the forced sterilization of women in detention centers (Cage,
2020); and (3) an economic crisis that has been dubbed as the
“worst economic crisis since the 1930’s depression” (BBC, 2020b).
These compounded realities are being lived, experienced, and
navigated by historically marginalized students, families, and
communities—a necessary truth that must be acknowledged and
centered in schools.

As noted by German Gallardo, a member of La Junta
Collective, “if you really want to have that collective healing, if
you really want to create a space where the students and the
families can heal, you as a member of that community, must
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first see yourself as a member of that community and not an
outsider” (Catubay and Patton, 2020). According to this logic,
school leaders, teachers, and staff must first see themselves as
members of the broader community. In doing so, an intentional
shift is created—where we no longer are focused on individual
healing; rather, we are invested in the collective healing that
centers the community and that is framed by a Socractic and
audacious hope.

Engaging in community conversations in classrooms with
students, amongst teachers, and with families and community
members can create another point of entry to practicing radical
collective healing in schools. Reflecting on their practice of
collective healing, La Junta Collective noted that talking circles
allowed for relationships to be built and dialogical conversations
to be established between teachers, students, families, and
community members. Talking circles are in and of themselves
spaces to build community, center community needs, recenter
healing within schools, and restore humanity within the school
walls. “A lot of times it turns into things that are just emotional:
sharing with each other, being in a circle, talking about who
we are, what we do, what we believe in, like one of the first
projects we do is them understanding who they are and their
own history and why they’re there” (Catubay and Patton, 2020).
School leaders and teachers can begin this practice in their
own schools.

For instance, teachers might engage in the practice of talking
circles with students within their own classrooms. The talking
circles can be framed around experiences related to the COVID-
19 pandemic—how it perhaps has impacted their lives, family
lives, community, etc. Subsequent talking circles can then
expand to centering student experiences with how COVID
and intersectional historical oppressions have impacted them,
their families, and communities. Through this process, collective
healing is further centered for students as elements of Socratic
and audacious hope guide their work—building solidarity and
collective responsibility amongst students. Helping to ensure
that collective healing is being centered beyond students, school
leaders might want to create time and space for teachers to engage
in their own talking circles as well as create space for parents and
community members to be involved in separate talking circles.
Ultimately, the goal would be for talking circles to exist that
involve teachers, students, families, and community members.
In this way, talking circles set the tone for collective well-being,
meaning, and purpose—the aim of restoration and Socratic hope.

Reclamation
Reclamation allows communities to reclaim and redefine healing
that is anchored in critical hope and dignity and creates space
for communities (in this case, schools) to reimagine future
possibilities. By engaging in actions that focus on collective
healing rather than responding to and “treating” individual
student trauma(s), schools reclaim and redefine healing. In other
words, reclamation through a radical healing justice framework
forces communities to consider how hope, resistance, and action
are interconnected to not only center collective healing but also
to reject and disrupt Eurocentric understandings of healing.
When school leaders and teachers allow themselves to engage in

deeply vulnerable, painful, selfless, and courageous acts of sharing
their own loss and grief with each other and their students,
they are inherently rejecting individualistic Eurocentric notions
of loss and grief and instead are living and modeling Socratic
and audacious hope. In other words, they are redefining and
reclaiming what collective healing can be within schools and
ensuring that they are a part of that process as well.

This is further expanded with the implementation of talking
circles. By intentionally creating space and time for sustained
talking circles, schools are unapologetically humanizing teachers,
students, families, and community members by allowing
collective healing to occur. Similarly, Tran et al. (2020) centered
the importance of humanizing schools through a talent-centered
education leadership (TCEL) approach especially amidst crisis,
and the COVID pandemic, in particular. While Tran et.al.
focused their framing around how building and district leaders
can support teachers, many of the elements they describe
lend themselves to a radical healing justice framework within
schools. For instance, Tran et.al. described how district and
building leaders frequently held zoom meetings to check on
the mental health of teachers and staff. Through simple actions
and gestures as these (e.g., creating intentional space via
faculty meetings that are specifically focused on the mental
health of the larger school community), school leaders begin
humanizing the schooling space for teachers and staff. These
structural acts further ensure that a Socratic hope is cultivated
amongst school leaders and teachers and can ultimately lend
themselves as sustained strategies that foster a radical healing
justice framework more broadly with students, families, and
community members.

However, we warn against school officials stopping at
strategies that center only teachers, students, and school staff.
Rather, school officials should work alongside students, families,
and community members to create structures, policies, and
practices that maintain collective healing through a radical
healing justice framework grounded in critical, Socratic, and
audacious hope. Ultimately, when the community is centered in
the process of healing, we can (re)imagine and position schools
as sites of collective healing, thus, engaging in a political act of
resistance that is anchored in dignity, critical hope, and love.

CONCLUSION

The intersecting pandemics have continued to deepen the
already existing systemic inequities in historically marginalized
educational experiences of the communities. Indeed, we cannot
separate some of the challenges that have come to light from
more massive historical, social injustices. For instance, the
technological divide has been growing over time, as have food
insecurities—placing enhanced demands on families as well
as the schools that serve them. Similarly, The Black Lives
MatterMovement has brought attention to anti-Blackness, police
brutality, white rage, and deeply rooted social inequities that have
existed for centuries. These inequities are not only made visibly
by the vastly different COVID-19 infection and death rates in
Communities of Color, but result in deep skepticism, mistrust,
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and suspicion of government actions to remedy the situation
for these communities (Fields et al., 2021). The fact that Black
and Brown communities lag behind their white counterparts in
COVID-19 vaccine rates is a key example of this deeply-rooted
mistrust (Cosgrove et al., 2021).

As we continue to respond to the global pandemic, we must
also (re)imagine a space that helps heal individuals from these
and other historical systemic injustices. We believe that schools
can serve this purpose. A key first step in moving in this direction
is to fundamentally question, if not abandon, the urgent need
to get “back to normal”—which includes pressures to re-open
schools as soon as possible (García and Weiss, 2020). We must
keep in mind that schooling under “normal” conditions has
largely not worked for Communities of Color. This was true well
before the COVID-19 pandemic, and will continue to remain
true well after the pandemic is over. Instead of rushing to re-
open schools—pretending that students, parents, and educators
alike were not substantively impacted by school closures, remote
instruction, unstable employment, and a host of other social,
health, economic and political traumas—we would be better
suited to re-imagine schools as spaces of collective healing where

trauma and grief are not downplayed or individualized, but
critically shared, explored, and ultimately transformed.

By acknowledging the various manifestations of loss and grief
for all school stakeholders, we can position schools to respond
in ways that are more humane, restorative, and compassionate.
When we position schools as sites of collective healing, we
engage in the act of political resistance that rejects Eurocentric
and individualistic notions of healing and instead restores our
collective existence through dignity, love, critical hope, and
transformation. Eventually, schools become sites of collective
healing: where trauma, pain, and grief are not aberrant individual
considerations to be treated, but normal human processes that
are upheld and reworked for the benefit of the collective whole.
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The novel coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic took the world into crisis. We saw the

virus alter a multitude of spheres worldwide, including our healthcare, economies,

politics, social processes, and education. In fact, the impact of COVID-19 on educational

administration took our leaders into forced emergency measures. Our study aims

to better understand the experiences of educational administrators under crisis to

ascertain what might be learned on how educational institutions may better respond

to the crisis in the future. These stories were collected from educational leaders, both

from K-12 and higher education, throughout the United States. In brief, this article is

framed in the theory and literature associated with the complexity of leading in times

of crisis. We explore the resiliency of leadership forged in crisis and the rethinking

of administrative as administration as a caring and trustful acts. Our research began

as a hermeneutic phenomenological interview study, but transitions into a two-round

project, where after the first interview, participants were invited to share some images

that typify and speak to the experiences being educational administrators during this

time. We are engaged in sensitive topics that are ongoing and changing. Moreover,

throughout, we are asking for images that speak to their experiences. Across both

K-12 and higher education, our results indicated varied responses, from immediate to

delayed administrative action. However, albeit they looked contextually different, there

are clear indications the participants valued continuous, transparent communication,

authentic caring, trust, and agency. In our discussion, we elaborate on the distinction

between what the institutional response was as compared to what was valued by our

educational leaders. Finally, as a contribution to the field, we seek to provide guidance for

future administrators in crisis based on our own experiences and the recommendations

provided by our educational leaders.

Keywords: COVID-19, educational administration, crisis leadership, caring leadership, trust in leadership,

phenomenological interview study, photovoice

INTRODUCTION

From January 10–12, 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) published a comprehensive
package of guidance documents for countries, covering topics related to the management
of an outbreak of the novel coronavirus. Among other topics, this initial guidance
included prevention and control, risk communication and community engagement, and travel
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advice (World Health Organization, 2020). At the same time,
on January 11, 2020, the Chinese media reported the first death
from the novel coronavirus (World Health Organization, 2020).
Then, on January 30th, the Director-General of WHO “declared
the novel coronavirus outbreak a public health emergency of
international concern (PHEIC), WHO’s highest level of alarm”
(World Health Organization, 2020). On February 11th, in order
to avoid inaccuracy or stigma to a certain geographic area,
animal, or group of people, WHO announced that the disease
caused by the novel coronavirus would be named COVID-19
(World Health Organization, 2020). Finally, on March 11th,
WHO determined the COVID-19 outbreak was now considered
a pandemic. The Director-General stated, “we cannot say this
loudly enough, or clearly enough, or often enough...all countries
can still change the course of this pandemic...detect, test, treat,
isolate, trace, and mobilize their people in the response” (World
Health Organization, 2020).

In the United States (U.S.), on January 21, 2020, the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) confirmed the first
case of the novel coronavirus in the U.S. in the state of
Washington. As reported, the patient returned from Wuhan,
China, where the outbreak of the novel coronavirus had been
ongoing since December 2019 (Centers for Disease Control
Prevention, 2020a). Then, on January 30th, the CDC confirmed
the novel coronavirus had spread between two people in the
U.S., representing the first instance of person-to-person spread
stateside (Centers for Disease Control Prevention, 2020b).

By mid-March, 2020, U.S. officials reported more than 10,750
confirmed cases of the COVID-19 viral disease and over 150
deaths (Dwyer, 2020). Arguably, as a result, the White House
began daily press briefings on March 16th. At this time, the
Corona Virus Taskforce (not to be confused with Space Force)
was appointed by President Trump. Given these daily press
briefings to reassure the American public that the US government
was indeed doing their best to protect their citizens from the
spread of COVID-19, President Trump took up 60% of the
time that officials spoke, according to a Washington post-
analysis of annotated transcripts from Factba.se, a data analytics
company (as cited in Bump and Parker, 2020). On April 26th,
President Trump offered politically affiliated attacks and boasts
on unfounded evidence of how well his administration was doing
to mitigate the spread of COVID-19, but he did not do was offer
any empathy (Bump and Parker, 2020). In fact, on this day, 2,081
Americans were reported dead from COVID-19, and more than
54,000 Americans had perished since the pandemic began (Bump
and Parker, 2020).

In order to mitigate the community spread of COVID-19,
U.S. states and territories moved to stay-at-home orders and
other mandates to contain movement within their immediate
communities. In fact, from March 1 to May 31, 2020, in total,
42U.S. states and territories issued stay-at-home orders, affecting
2,355 (73%) of 3,233U.S. counties. “The first territorial order
was issued by Puerto Rico (March 15) and the first state order
by California (March 19). Eight jurisdictions issued only an
advisory order or recommendation to stay home, and six did
not issue any stay-at-home orders” (Moreland et al., 2020).
These stay-at-home orders impacted every facet of our lives,

including our places of employment and the abrupt closings of
educational institutions.

Pivoting to the impact of COVID-19 on the educational
landscape, at the same time Hong Kong returned to remote
learning (Chor, 2020), on July 13, 2020, the Los Angeles Unified
School District, the second largest U.S. school district, and so
many other US K-12 school districts reported they will start the
school year online (Hubler and Goldstein, 2020). Simultaneously,
major international universities transitioned to mostly remote
workspaces and online learning, as well.

Nearly 3 months later, on July 21, 2020, contrary to WHO
guidance, President Trump continued to mislabel COVID-19
as “the China virus,” during a press conference given solely on
his own, with his Coronavirus Task Force noticeably absent. In
his press conference, the President downplayed the impact of
the pandemic on American lives by comparing it to a global
problem but made a rare statement on an uncertain future ahead
(Gittleson et al., 2020). He stated, “it will probably, unfortunately,
get worse before it gets better. Something I don’t like saying about
things but that’s the way it is. It’s the way – it’s what we have. You
look over the world. It’s all over the world. And it tends to do that”
(Gittleson et al., 2020). Days later, on July 23rd, the CDC released
new resources and tools to support schools (Centers for Disease
Control Prevention, 2020c).

Nonetheless, in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic,
the U.S. government continues an aggressive campaign to
force educators and students back into the classroom. The
politicization of the COVID crisis prioritizes the economy and
partisan re-elections as more important than the health and
safety of students and educators of the country (DeMartino
and Weiser, DeMartino and Weiser, in-press). However, there
are educational administrators doing their best to support their
communities during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Given these unprecedented events, the purpose of this
study is to better understand the experiences of educational
administrators during the COVID pandemic that began in early
2020. Our study aims to better understand the experiences of
educational administrators under an extreme crisis to ascertain
what might be learned on how educational institutions may
better respond to the crisis in the future. This article is framed
in the theory and literature associated with the complexity of
leading in times of crisis. We explore the resiliency of leadership
forged in crisis (Hutson and Johnson, 2016; Koehn, 2019) and
the rethinking of administrative actions (Sergiovanni, 1994;
Stefkovich and Begley, 2007) as caring (Noddings, 2002; Smylie
et al., 2016) and trustful acts (Wahlstrom and Louis, 2008;
Kutsyuruba and Walker, 2015). Furthermore, the findings from
this hermeneutic phenomenological interview and photovoice
(Wang and Burris, 1997) study are prioritized by the needs
of the school, college, and universities as expressed by our
educational administrators, including communicative action,
caring and trust, and agency. Then, the discussion pivots to
the distinction between what the institutional response was as
compared to what was valued by our educational leaders. Finally,
as a contribution to the field, the authors provide guidance for
future administrators in crisis based on our own experiences and
the recommendations provided by our educational leaders.
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THEORY AND LITERATURE

Educational institutions face a complex set of challenges, ranging
from bureaucratic policy climates, budgetary concerns, tragedy,
violence, and poverty. Given these challenges and other crises,
educational leaders are expected to navigate these pools while
offering meaningful communities of teaching, learning, and
being (Truscott and Truscott, 2005). Educational leaders are
unable to control these challenges, but they are able to provide
responses that can lead to positive outcomes in schools and
communities (Sutherland, 2017). In times of crisis or change, it is
important to consider rethinking administration as a caring and
trusting act as these facets of leadership are resources that can
lead to the continuation of teaching, learning, and flourishing in
educational institutions.

Leadership in Crisis
Whether an environmental disaster, random act of violence, or a
pandemic, the anatomy of a crisis remains the same. Leadership
in crisis is prompted by the trigger event, an unusual event
in which the emergency response is not existent or damaged;
the mitigation, the efforts used to help prevent or reduce the
effects of the crisis; preparation, the readiness of emergency
measures; response, or the immediate emergency actions;
and recovery, the reconstruction of the area or organization
(Kapucu and Van Wart, 2008). Given the anatomy of such
events, Kapucu and Van Wart (2008) developed leadership
in crisis competencies, including leadership actions, such
as decisiveness, flexibility, communication, problem-solving,
innovative and creative systems of thoughts, planning and
organizing of personnel, motivation, team building, scanning
the environment, strategic planning, networking and partnering,
and decision-making.

Similarly, Hutson and Johnson (2016) explained leaders
in crisis innately know to take care of the physical safety
of the people involved followed by a focus on the spiritual,
emotional, and psychological care of the same human beings.
They called this Helpful Help. Beginning with the absence of
heroic leadership, Helpful Help begins with the tasks of securing
safety, providing aid, and making repairs, and proceeds from
there. By challenging a traditional notion of leadership to be
in charge in favor of offering and receiving humanity, “the
healing leader works alongside others in the organization, not
solely from a position of power or authority. Recovery can’t
be commanded, but it can be supported” (p. 61). Along the
same lines, leaders also suffer during the crisis. Hutson and
Johnson (2016) noted that leaders might be consumed with
dismay, regret, and accusations of failed leadership actions.
Through these shared human struggles, Helpful Help comingles
and nurtures as mutual and reciprocal support to attest that these
are shared concerns unified by a common purpose and care for
one another.

Leaders in crisis must also be aware of the language
they use to communicate during these challenging times.
According to Hutson and Johnson (2016), “when leaders say
they are in charge of situations that we perceive to be out
of control, we know we’re being protected or played. Your

words matter and your implicit messages matter even more”
(p. 19). For leaders, it is important to relay truthful, consistent,
timely, and empathetic messages to their communities in crisis.
Without these communicative interventions, communities suffer
from acute fear and will act on that fear, unless the leader
rapidly mitigates these fears (Hutson and Johnson, 2016).
Furthermore, leaders in crisis “need to distance themselves
from prevailing frights and fantasies; they need independence
in thought, feeling, and deed as well as the courage to tell
the truth” (p. 24). In addition to effective communication and
fear mitigation, leadership in a crisis is dependent on care
and trust.

Caring and trust in leadership are foundational when
experiencing a crisis. Hutson and Johnson (2016) explained
“when leaders care about others, it makes all the difference.
Followers will care right back—for each other, for their leaders,
and for themselves. Without trust, a leader is a captain without a
ship, a crisis reporter with no one listening” (p. 26). Furthermore,
in times of crisis, lack of trust can be caused by either a
concern for the competence of others or concern about their
motives (Kapucu and Van Wart, 2008, p. 734). In order to have
positive outcomes after the crisis, Sutherland (2017) explained “a
foundation of care and trust for the organization and leadership
on the individual, stakeholder, and community levels. Whatever
the outcomes may be, change occurs as a result of a crisis, and
school leaders stand at the helm during change” (p. 4). As an
extension of the importance of caring and trust during times of
crisis, the authors pivot to educational administration as a caring
and trusting act.

Rethinking Administration as a Caring and
Trusting Act
When rethinking educational administration as a community,
leaders and stakeholders share common place, sentiments,
and traditions and form a tightly knit web of meaningful
relationships. Langford et al. (2017) argue reasserting care within
the institutional context must inform policy and practice. Their
argument is grounded in four premises: “(1) care is a universal
and fundamental aspect of all human life, (2) care involves
more than basic custodial activities, (3) care practices can be
evaluated, and (4) caremust be central to democratic deliberation
of policies” (Langford et al., 2017, p. 311–312). Furthermore, they
conclude these premises offer new possibilities for educators to
(re)claim institutional care as integral to the practices and policies
embedded with schools, colleges, and universities (Langford
et al., 2017). Given the institutional priority to center care within
educational institutions, it is important to define communities
of care.

By definition, Sergiovanni (1994) argues “communities are
collections of individuals who are bonded together by natural
will and who are together bound to a set of shared ideas
and ideals. This bonding and binding are tight enough to
transform them from a collection of Is into a collective
we” (p. 218). These educational community relationships are
primarily grouped between teachers and leaders, teachers and
students/parents, parents and schools, students and teachers, and
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between colleagues (Tschannen-Moran, 2014; Sutherland, 2017).
Furthermore, rethinking administration as a caring and trusting
act begins with taking into account the voices, wellness, and safety
of the entire school community. According to Stefkovich and
Begley (2007) administrative caring and trust “begins with the
assumption that school officials will engage in active inquiry and
self-reflection in order to make decisions that are truly in the
best interests of the student rather than . . . self-serving or merely
expedient” (p. 220–221). In higher education, both relational
and caring teaching resonates with statements endorsing care
for students, responsiveness and caring faculty, and caring
philosophies oriented toward inclusion and empowerment
(Walker-Gleaves, 2019). As such, it is important to consider how
caring and trust manifests in educational communities, and how
the actions of educational administrators support the mission of
institutional care.

Caring
Caring in administrative leadership is central both in academic
and social support. The ethic of care offers a perspective to
respond to complex problems faced by educational leaders in
their educational institutions. Noddings (1991) stated that the
first job of educational institutions is to care for our children
and students. It is the duty of institutions to place care at the top
of their (re)envisioned educational hierarchy. In fact, Stefkovich
and Begley (2007) noted advocates for “the use of the ethic of
care, students are at the center of the educational process and
need to be nurtured and encouraged, a concept that likely goes
against the grain of those attempting to make “achievement”
the top priority” (p. 16). Furthermore, Noddings (1991) noted
“caring is the very bedrock of all successful education and . . .
contemporary schooling can be revitalized in its light” (p. 27).
This bedrock serves as the foundation for the definition of caring
in schools.

Smylie et al. (2016) defined caring in schools as leadership
that itself is caring and cultivates caring throughout the school
community. In educational institutions, leaders attended to
caring to strengthen their relationships among their community
members. As nurturing leaders, acts of caring modeled kind,
moral, and productive standards (DeMartino, 2021). Caring
leadership is used to resolve dilemmas followed by the need
to revise decision-making if it does not meet the needs of the
community, as well. Marshall et al. (1996) stated caring leadership
was the “moral touchstone...[involving] fidelity to relationships
with others that is based more than just personal liking or
regard. . . [and emphasizing the] responsibility to others rather
than to rights and rules” (p. 277–278). Likewise, Stefkovich
and Shapiro (2003) conducted research with their educational
leadership doctoral cohort and graduates. Their results indicated
the need for communities of care, concern, and connectedness
amongmembers and an awareness of equity and diversity. Lastly,
Louis et al. (2016) argued that caring in schools contributes
to the development of more effective adult cultures and to
student learning. Given the vastness of caring leadership, caring
as authenticity and caring as support will be explored.

Caring as authenticity requires openness, transparency,
and genuineness (Noddings, 1991). Fairholm and Fairholm

(2000) agreed with Noddings’s assertion by stating “when
sensitivity is missing in the relationship, leaders impede trust”
(p. 105). In educational institutions, bonds between caring
administration and the greater community are built on honest
and straightforward communicative and physical actions. As
such, when considering the role of adults when they feel cared for
by their administration, Louis et al. (2016) noted they feel “more
equitable and transparent allocation of resources to support
learning for all students may be a foundation for creating a
school culture that is both professionally vibrant (a learning
community) as well as meaningful and socially just” (p. 335).
Given authentic and transparent caring in both communicative
and physical administrative action, caring as support shields the
school community from potential threats.

Caring as support is attention to establishing a safe and
secure environment for learning (Christle et al., 2005). Caring
leadership prioritizes the safety of the school environment for
all stakeholders. Both personal safety and emotional safety
are concerning for caring leaders. Accordingly, Louis et al.
(2016) noted “that principal caring also creates a climate of
personal safety, in which the risks associated with discussing
how best to change classrooms and teacher instructional
strategies to meet the needs of a more diverse student body
are lessened” (p. 335). Protective factors by providing a
positive and safe learning environment are essential for caring
leaders. Since they are cared for, valued, and attended to,
caring leadership leads to trust building among the school
community members.

Trust
Creating, maintaining, and sustaining trust in educational
institutions builds the leader’s capacity to respond to the crisis
in schools and universities. As such, Noonan et al. (2008)
identified five facets of trust between school leadership and
the greater school community as benevolence, or the acts
of kindness, well-meaning, and vulnerability; honesty aligned
with integrity; openness, from vulnerability to increased trust;
reliability, or consistent and predictable leadership behaviors;
and competence, the ability to perform leadership tasks as
required. Similarly, Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2000) stated
“trust is one party’s willingness to be vulnerable to another
party based on the confidence that the latter party is benevolent,
reliable, competent, honest, and open” (p. 556). According to
Sutherland (2017), “benevolence is the belief that the other has
my best interest in mind. Reliability is the belief that the other
will come through for me. Competence is the belief that the
other is capable of accomplishing a given task. Honesty is the
belief that the other will be forthright with information and do
what is right. Openness is the belief that the other will share
accurate and needed information” (p. 3). These frameworks
serve as a model for building trust between leadership and
other stakeholders, but trust building goes both ways. In order
to facilitate trust-building processes in an organization, leaders
must trust their stakeholders to make positive contributions to
the community.

Principal trust and respect for their faculty and staff,
including personal regard, professional competence, and
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integrity-based actions, are integral pieces to the trust-building
puzzle (DeMartino, 2021). In fact, Louis and Murphy (2017)
noted “where principals trust their teachers, our study suggests
that teachers are more likely to attribute a relational form
of caring in return” (p. 118). Also, Kutsyuruba and Walker
(2015) discussed the need to establish, maintain, and sustain
trust was imperative for school leaders to exercise their moral
agency and ethical decision-making. Given the different
facets of trust, Mishra (1996) offered a model that represents
constructive responses to the crisis as related to trust in the
educational community.

Mishra (1996) based their model on three parts representing
constructive responses to the crisis as related to trust. First,
decentralized decision-making involves the collaboration of
multiple stakeholders in the decision-making processes. Second,
communication from top-down, higher-level leadership, to
bottom-up, from other stakeholders, in clear, consistent, and
transparent ways. Communication seemed to be the most
significant factor in establishing, maintaining, and also sustaining
trust (Kutsyuruba et al., 2011; DeMartino, 2021). Finally,
collaboration and compromise (Sutherland, 2017) from top-
down to bottom-up and between organizations is significant to
building trust in a crisis. Likewise, the study of Sutherland (2017)
indicated the most important factors of trust were honesty,
openness, and benevolence. “When honesty, openness, and
benevolence are perceived to be a problem trust was very low.
Low trust behaviors undermined good communication, decision-
making, and disrupted possible collaboration to solve problems”
(p. 12). However, once trust was established, it was imperative
for school leaders to preserve this earned trust (Kutsyuruba
and Walker, 2015). One way to preserve trust is to develop
significant relationships based on agency with other members
within educational institutions.

Leadership and Agency
Crucial for effective leadership is for the leader, in this
case, the educator to be empowered and agentic. There has
been a debate for decades over the role and definition of a
leader—but we squarely understand leadership as action and
empowerment. This is a purposefully broad interpretation of
leadership, and thus as a leader, it is necessary to understand the
multiple manifestations that leadership may take in educational
administration and leadership. Furthermore, the literature
related to educational leadership is broad and diverse including
variations between the K-12 and the higher education body
of work. As this project and thus this paper considers the
leadership taken under crisis by educational administrators
at both the K-12 and post-secondary level, we take a broad
interpretation of leadership in order to account for the differences
between contexts.

Furthermore, drawing upon the work of Raelin (2016), we
understand that leadership to be collaborative. Historically
organizations have been structured hierarchically, where
“executive managers have been counted on to make the
important decisions” (Raelin, 2016, p. 27), due to an expectation
that these senior level leaders are thoughts to be able to engage in
more complex tasks. As such, the understanding is that the more

junior members of an organization would carry out these tasks.
This hierarchically organized organizational flow likely comes
off as unsurprising to most as while it is based on a historical
understanding of organizational leadership is still manifest in
contemporary organization structures. Raelin (2016) calls for an
understanding of a leadership model in a “post-bureaucratic”
(Heckscher, 2011) era, which considers what leadership could be
if it were to move beyond a contemporary understanding of the
bureaucratic model of organizations.

This model engages a paradigm shift to rely on decision-
making, not through acquiescence to authority, but through
dialog and for individuals to not be defined by their jobs,
but to be able to think creatively and cooperatively in order
to achieve the outcomes that are better for the organization.
Importantly for this project, a post-bureaucratic system is built
on the expectation of change. This is vital in times of crisis.
Within a post-bureaucratic system, individuals are empowered
to make decisions to follow not the mission of the organization—
but to understand the guidelines of action. Importantly, these
are derived collaboratively, and these organizations must and do
“spend a great deal of time developing and reviewing principles of
action” (Heckscher, 2011, p. 103). As such, this is not a move that
an organization can flip on and off but must be a continuous and
ongoing effort to switch paradigms. While few if any educational
organizations embody this idea, it is important to understand in
order to envision both what is occurring and what could be.

Within any organizational structure, power is evident.
Within organizations, this power enables certain individuals
to participate and for others to opt out. It is the power that
intersects with the habitus (Bourdieu, 2010) of the organization
to understand how to navigate the organization. How, during a
time of crisis—in which the entire educational and organizational
script is flipped, does habitus manifest itself? How are these
ideas shaped and reshaped by those who have organizational
agency? An agency within organizations is framed by leadership
in a contemporary mode of organizational theory because most
organizations—especially educational organizations have not
moved beyond a business-oriented model of leadership that took
hold within education during the neoliberal reforms originating
in the 1980s. This model of leadership disallows for flexibility and
dialog, such as organizations using a post-bureaucratic model
of organizational theory. As such, the agency is often hampered
as it challenges the great-man theory of leadership, something
that Raelin (2016) calls the heroic model of leadership. In a
post-heroic model, decisions are no longer linear, but widely
distributed. As such, more individual autonomy and agency
are expected.

We understand agency as broadly the capacity to take action.
As such, in a purely bureaucratic style of organization, there is
low individual agency. We find a great disparity between the
agentic empowerment in our project, and this has strong impacts
on the experiences of the educators. Interestingly Amar et al.
(2012) illustrate that the reason that organizations often fail “to
respond to market conditions is the inability of their senior
leaders to manage their organizations to the complexity and
dynamism of their business environment” (p. 69). This is not
to say the educational organizations need to double-down on
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their commitment to reflecting business, but that as Amar et al.
(2012) asserts that a management style that enables leadership
at all levels so as all individuals can assume leadership roles
and “make decisions and manage their part of the business
like the top managers” (p. 69). By again calling on the ideas
of a post-bureaucratic organizational model where all members
of the organization are empowered to make decisions for the
betterment of the organization, following the guidelines of action
supports the agency of all. These ideas are supported by some of
the experiences of the educational leaders during a crisis within
this project.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Using the narratives of 15 educational leaders who were
selected on the basis of highlighting the different types of
institutions and regions across the U.S., we spent time with
these leaders from K-12 and higher education to attempt
to document their experiences and images in an effort to
bolster the knowledge about leadership under crisis. This
institutional review board (IRB)-approved project began as
a hermeneutic phenomenological project framed by standard
interviews using con. Using a hermeneutic phenomenological
frame enables us to focus on the “language, conversations, one’s
historical context, understanding, and interacting with cultural
elements” (Bhattacharya, 2017, p. 100). As such, to craft better
understandings of the ways the photographers engaged with
the cultural elements of their lifeworlds, we used images in an
adapted photovoice study, where participants were asked after
the first interview to share images that typify their experiences
as administrators during this crisis. Using a bricolage approach
to method, in an attempt to create multiple avenues for
interpretation of the data was crucial to capture a more in-
depth understanding of the experiences of participants. However,
anytime photos are involved in research, ethical concerns must
be addressed, and we must engage in continuous and ongoing
consent (Weiser, 2020). This additional element of the project
adds depth and nuance to our understanding of the responses,
both individual and institutional, and also local and nationally,
to the pandemic. By using photos as a space to listen to people we
are “dealing in voices” (Fine, 1994, p. 20) with an attempt to better
comprehend experiences. However, we are careful to accompany
images with narratives from the photographer so as to attempt
to stop mis/disinterpretation of the images (Call-Cummings and
Martinez, 2016). Moreover, visual research adds credibility to the
voices of participants. Challenging power relations with images is
a natural move as images are harder to disbelieve than narrative
of someone. As such, we use a modified version of photovoice
not only to better comprehend the experiences and narratives of
these administrators, but also to use these pieces of data to back
up their narratives. Using photos people help to elevate narratives
and show, rather than tell, their experiences.

In using interview data, and visual data that accompanies the
interview data, we coded both pieces of data to find themes.
Using an open coding process, we first coded the interview data
using structural coding and in vivo coding processes (Saldaña,
2015). From here, we themed the data to continue to build

our understanding of the data and the experiences of the
administrators. Moreover, the fieldnotes from the interviews,
and analytic memos speaking to our own experiences within
this project served to accompany this data. As one of the
complexities of this project was the recursive nature of the
project—conducting research on the experiences of educational
administrators working during the pandemic, using a medium,
which they were on all day, we had to attend to not only what we
were asking the participants to undertake, but also its impact and
toll on us.

Clarke (2005) suggested that we should ignore visual data in
the contemporary era at our own analytic peril. To that end, we
take the visual data as seriously as the interview data within this
project. We treat the visual media, in this case, images such as
photographs and memes, as a source of rich data. These points
of data embody the meaning and values within our material
culture. As such, the meanings were of particular significance
for this project (Berger, 2014). The images were coded through
descriptive and emotion coding. Descriptive coding allows us to
quickly ascertain what is in the photo, and emotion coding allows
us to understand the effects that are being transmitted through
the image. While coding visual data, such as photographs, may
be a “slippery slope” (Saldaña, 2015, p. 57), and there is a deep
irony to using words to code and categorize images we agree with
Saldaña who argues that we use codes to accompany the visual
data—not to stand in the place of the images themselves.

Using these points of data, (a) the interviews, (b) the shared
images, (c) the field notes, and (d) the analytic memos we arrived
at several themes across both the K-12 and post-secondary sets
of data. These themes and their relevance to education writ-large
are outlined below.

Through this project conducted interviews with 16 different
educational leaders from various types of institutions and
different regions of the U.S. This study specifically was only
looking at educational administrators within the U.S., and while
we acknowledge that this time of crisis is by no means specific
to the U.S. as this was a purposeful delimitation on our part. In
Table 1, we placed the names of the participants, coupled with
some additional characteristics, including years of experience,
location, title, and type of organization, with which we worked
over the summer and into the fall of 2020 to better understand
their institutional responses to the ongoing COVID-19 crisis
within education. We worked with seven higher education
administrators and eight K-12 administrators. We did speak
with one more higher education administrator, but that data
had to be removed from the study as she was an administrator
at a university in Africa, and thus was beyond the scope of
this project.

The participants came from all over the U.S. with a heavy
emphasis on regions that were particularly hard hit by the
pandemic during the time of participant recruitment, such as
Florida, New York City, Chicago, and Arizona. Moreover, we also
had individuals from Illinois, Massachusetts, Alabama, Iowa, and
Virginia. As such, while theWest Coast and the Pacific Northwest
are notably absent, the participants come from a variety of
different regions which are reflected in their experiences and in
the responses they share with us.
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TABLE 1 | Participants.

Pseudonym K-12 or post-secondary

administration

Years at current

organization

Location in the

United States

Position Institution type

Alima Higher Education Administration <10 years Southeast Residence Life SLAC

Annamae Higher Education Administration <3 years Southeast Academic Affairs State Flagship

Bowie K-12 More than 10 years Southwest School Board

President

and District

Coordinator

Public School

District

Cassia K-12 <3 years Southwest District

Coordinator

Public School

District

David Higher Education Administration <5 years Midwest Academic Affairs Large Research

Flagship

Frank K-12 <5 years Midwest Principal Public School

District

Idele Higher Education Administration <5 years Northeast Residence Life Private Institution

Kelly K-12 <10 years Midwest Superintendent Private, Parochial

School District

Laura K-12 <2 years Midwest Assistant

Superintendent

Public School

District

Lisa Higher Education Administration <5 years Student activities Private, SLAC

Phyllis K-12 <10 years Southwest Teacher Leader Public School

District

Richard K-12 <10 years South Organizational

Leader

Charter School

Organization

Sam Higher Education Administration <2 years Northeast Student affairs Private Institution

Suzie Higher Education Administration More than 10 years Southeast Academic Affairs For-profit

institution

Zach K-12 More than 10 years Midwest Principal Public School

District

RESULTS

Communication Under Crisis
Administrators in K-12
In K-12, communication varied in terms of support, including

transparency, communication with faculty and staff, and
communication with students and families. Laura, a K-12 district

administrator, noted her efforts to be transparent with her

school administrators, teachers, and staff. When her district

first went into lockdown, there were daily meetings with
directors, administrators, and teacher’s union representatives

at the table. In these meetings, transparency ensued. In fact,

she noted, “there’s nothing that anybody on my staff could

not ask me.” Likewise, Phyllis, a teacher leader, noted that
her district had the appearance of transparency because she

received frequent communication with her principal, the special

education department, and the curriculum department.

On the other hand, Bowie, a school board president and

educator, discussed one of the burdens that leaders in crisis face
the challenges associated with transparency. After emphasizing

the importance of communication, she expressed that it is the

role of school leaders in crisis to not to share everything, but to
be able to distinguish between what people need to know and
full disclosure. She stated in a crisis moment, it is about what
people need to know “because they’re grappling with so much and

they’re trying to juggle so much. What do they need to know to
allow them to continue doing what we need them to do to move the
work forward?” Similarly, Frank, a school principal noted another
burden carried by leaders in crisis was the struggle of rapidly
changing information. He said, when delivering information to
his faculty and staff, “it was here’s what I know. Please know
that this could change in 10 minutes.” Likewise, Zack, a school
principal, described the tension of keeping his faculty and staff
informed as much as possible and experiencing the physical
impact of that demand. According to Zach, “keeping open lines
of communication between everyone was absolutely essential and
just encouraging everyone to stay connected I think, you know, it
did take a toll, as well.” Given the burdens and challenges faced
by these educational administrators, communication with faculty
and staff was strategic.

Shifting to communication with faculty and staff, Laura
focused on communication was primarily through webinars. She
stated communicative efforts of her district were through bi-
monthly webinars for faculty and staff to keep them in the
communication loop. Likewise, Phyllis said her superintendent
was posting and sending updates to the faculty and staff, “when
they got big pieces of information that they were confident
in.” She went on to say that the confidence of her district
in relaying information was contingent on the state board of
education. Given these data, the educational leaders from our
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study persevered when the larger organizational structures of
communication broke down.

In terms of communication with students and families, Laura
shared that the first 2 weeks of remote learning were dedicated to
student and family check-ins. In fact, she said, “the only learning
objective was to contact every single kid or family in the district
by making sure to reach out to all students and families.” This
effort resulted in 86% contact with students and families in her
district. Also, Zach talked about finding the right way for teachers
to reach out to students and families. As a school priority, he said,
“we were communicating with families right away and finding out
how are they doing, and so we created our own internal system
before the district created their system.” Similarly, Cassia, a district
level administrator, indicated the priority of her district was “to
try and contact every single student in their schools and their
families and their schools to make sure that they had a means to
contact them.” In her district, they used community agencies as
resources to contact their more mobile families. Cassia likened
this to a complex telephone tree by using every resource to
communicate “out to the students so that we had constant means
of communication because this terrain...is like moving sand every
day...So, we had to be able to get everything in place to be able to
communicate out.” In sum, communication with families was a
call to action to contact as many students as possible.

Administrators in Higher Education
Communication within higher education was markedly different.
Often institutions were so concerned with appealing to and
understanding what their peer institutions were doing that they
were far slower to communicate and respond to the pandemic.
This also is tied to the idea of caring. For instance, Alima, who
works in a residence life shared that they “didn’t want to put
anything out there that they can’t deliver” and that many schools
would “put out there that we are working diligently and we’re
having everyone in the forefront of our mind,” but the school
of Alima did not put any statements out there, and there was
nothing but “silence.” Most concerningly, Alima shared that
because she works at a small school and the community is small
that the word “family” is often used to describe their community
yet there was no communication with this “family” to let them
know what was going on. This is an interesting dynamic of the
use of the idea of family within higher education administration.
This lacking communication and care illustrate how the idea
of family is sometimes weaponized to guilt administrators into
the idea that education is more than a job but is a calling. This
perpetuation of the idea of family allows educators to do the job
for less because it is more than a job, it is a passion and a calling
more than just a vocation.

Alima would spend hours on the phone talking with parents,
with calls averaging “30 to 45 minutes” with her just “walk[ing]
them through and reassuring that it’s going to be ok, yes we’re
still going to look at who you want to live with” but she was
unable to give any specifics to these parents or students as all
of the information about what was going to happen with regard
to student housing had not yet been released, and all of the
recommendations she would offer even though she was an office
of one and was the director, her decisions had to get approved

by her vice-president and the cabinet level. She says that while
she may “think some of these decisions are final and this is the
route we are doing, I always get nervous that until the cabinet
and the president say ‘yep, this is what we’re doing’ I’m afraid to
say it to parents and students because if something changes I don’t
want them to come back and be like, ‘well, you said that this is
what was going to happen’ and so I think that’s been probably the
biggest struggle with my staff is we know a lot of information. We
kinda know where we’re headed, but until we get a blessing from
the cabinet it’s just hard for us to give specifics.”

Lisa shared that early on in the crisis that social media
was a primary platform that her institution used with regard
to communication. Her work in admissions made it so that
incoming students would still continue to reach out to her and
her colleagues as they are the “trusted people that they’ve been
working with and that’s who they’re going to come to first” for
many students and parents. However, Lisa and many other front-
line higher education administrators were not empowered to
make decisions, and often these individuals face the brunt of
frustrations for lack of action or decisions on behalf of upper
administration. Most concerningly, Idele shared that decisions
would be made by individuals who were in the senior leadership
group, but that the front-line individuals “that were responding to
it didn’t have the information for their parts” of the response.

Along the same lines, David, who transitioned from a large
public institution in the mid-west to a small private religiously
affiliated institution in themid-Atlantic during our conversations
was able to compare and contract communication andmessaging
between institutions. He was excited that the new institution
he was transitioning into was more transparent and open with
their communication with the staff than his old institution. He
shared that the communication “is so much more direct and it
all comes from the same person and they really do appear to
be doing everything they can to support the broader university
community.” Pivoting to the darker side of communication,
furloughs were a real threat to personnel employed by institutions
of higher education.

As such, both Annamae and Sam shared with us about the
communication of furloughs that were occurring during our
interviews. Both of them were communicated to the staff via
Zoom presentations that were not open for questions, and that
neither of them had any insight into how decisions on these
furloughs were being made. For Annamae, this was a scary thing
to consider because she felt that “if anyone was on the chopping
block, it would be me and some other entry staff.” This echoed the
experience of Sam as well who was identified as entry-level staff.
While neither of these individuals was selected to be furloughed,
Sam came quite close.

For Sam, communication about furloughs took a very
personal impact. Her boss called her into a private meeting
and informed her that while fortunately she was not getting
furloughed that she would “have a chance to save [her] office
coordinator and that [she could] elect to take a different position
for the year” in a completely different functional area outside
of her expertise and interest in order for her office to retain the
coordinator. This other position would be as a live-on residence
hall coordinator. If she kept her current job, the coordinator
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would be furloughed. This option would remain between the
director of her unit and herself, and no one else would know
about it. She eventually ended up electing to not—using his
terminology— “save her” and as such she was furloughed until
at least January. This decision was also complex as there was
no promise that should she move to residence life maintain her
employment should enrollment and/or on-campus living decline.
Moreover, living in a residence hall during a pandemic has its
own concerns with the viral disease that spreads very fast. This
abuse of power and communication is perhaps singular and
extreme but is significant in how entry-level administrative staff
were treated during the pandemic.

Caring and Trust
Administrators in K-12
The K-12 administrators in this study showed commitment to
both caring and trust in serving their larger school communities.
Caring was displayed by the school administrators in this study
by accessibility, connections to their students and families, and
public displays of recognition and celebration. Kelly, a district
superintendent, talked about her accessibility to her school
principals 24 h a day to collaboratively handle issues as they
arise. Pivoting to the larger community, Laura celebrated the
tenacity of her teachers during the shift to remote learning. She
stated, “our teachers went above and beyond anything I could
have ever asked of them.” She went on to say that there were
no employment cuts made in the spring or fall semesters. In
addition, Bowie talked about “do no harm” policy of her district
as their driving principle. In fact, she shared that she knew
of a teacher who was still meeting with students throughout
the summer to maintain her connection with them and made
the point to say that she was probably not the only one doing
so. Phyllis, Richard, and Cassia talked about similar district
initiatives to contact every student, including home visits. Frank
talked about the caring school community where members of
his faculty and staff “stepped up and said, give me a list of
your kids. I’ll check on your kids. You know, so we did our
best so that kids didn’t fall through the cracks.” He went on
to say that his faculty and staff were supportive and creative
when it came to supporting their students, faculty, and staff
through celebratory events. For example, they arranged drive-
through graduation parades (Figure 1) andmade individual trips
to every graduating senior and retiring faculty or staff persons
to acknowledge their achievements and marked their property
with school spirit signs. These administrators furthered their
culture of care by advancing and maintaining trust with their
school communities.

Trust was expressed by these school administrators by
prioritizing the needs of their community over the expectations
of the district. With the absence of district guidance, Zach
discussed the importance of meeting regularly in a virtual format
with his faculty and staff to discuss where his school community
was currently and what it might look like for the coming week,
“in the absence of guidance, what do we need to do to meet our
students and our families and the obligations to them.” In fact,
his district did not respond with guidance for about 6 weeks
whereas he stated, “I think there’s a lot of missed opportunities

FIGURE 1 | An example of graduation parades of Frank and his company.

to build trust within between the administrators and the district.”
Zach went on to say, the district started by prioritizing what
they thought was important, such as tracking technology devices
and providing guidance on faculty and staff annual evaluations
(Figure 2). With this, Zach pushed back with, “to be honest,
it wasn’t a huge priority of mine” and centered his efforts on
supporting his school community rather than keeping tabs on
less importantmatters. Similarly, Frank expressed that as a leader,
you needed to be aware of how complicated the lives of people
were in quarantine. As part of his mindfulness, he said, “I was
constantly reassuring them that if we were scheduled to meet
at two o’clock and your kids are sitting in your lap, that’s okay
because mine is sitting on the floor.” Although some of these
acts went against the organizational grain, these administrators
embraced and maintained trust as they prioritized the needs of
the community first.

Contrary to building a culture of care and trust, there was
evidence of more punitive measures to protect the organization
rather than the community. Since her district early on made
the decision to return to in-person classes, Kelly elaborated on
their mandatory liability waiver, “it was created through our legal
department that has family signing off that they understand the
risks of the pandemic and we’ve asked the families...to please self-
report if they do have it in the home or if someone’s been exposed.”
In higher education, the administrators seemed less cared for
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FIGURE 2 | The submitted meme of Zach depicting district expectations vs.

his priorities. This figure was originally obtained from a public database.

leading to more distrust of their higher-level administrators and
the institution.

Administrators in Higher Education
This experience with Sam and the director of her office
“permanently broke that relationship from [her] boss and I,
because of it, I don’t trust him” anymore. Moreover, this instance
was not only a clear violation of trust—but was, we argue, a
botched attempt at caring. While he was attempting to save the
job of another employee—an act of caring—he put the burden of
this decision on the shoulders of Sam.While the boss of Sammay
have had good intentions in attempting to save both jobs, both he
and Samwere put into impossible situations here: the boss of Sam
by the pandemic and upper administration and Sam by her boss
and the pandemic. In this instance, both of them express agency
in their choices, but their choices are limited by the decisions that
those in power above them are making.

Idele, who worked in housing, was overly micromanaged in
her role during the pandemic. This experience illustrated how
upper administration did not trust her to do the job that she had
been doing for years, a job that her “director doesn’t even know
what [she does] to make things work.” This lack of trust was a
deciding factor in her deciding that it was time to move on from

FIGURE 3 | Goodbye truthbomb of David.

her role—not only from this institution but also potentially from
higher education administration in general.

David, who transitioned from one institution to another
during the pandemic, transitioned in part as he felt his previous
institution did not care. He stated that “universities do not care.
I’ll keep it specific to public universities do not care about staff,
there’s zero power in being a staff person.” The on-going mental
abuse that he faced at his previous institution was the driving
factor for his departure. Furthermore, due to the pandemic and
the experience of working from home, the first time and way that
he was able to communicate that he was leaving was through
Snapchat (Figure 3), which he later shared to Facebook as a
screenshot to share that he was leaving. This long-standing abuse
that he experienced as a staff member at his former institution is
not a lone incident—many lower-level administrators experience
burnout through compassion fatigue and end up leaving their
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institutions. Coupled with secondary trauma that much higher
education and student affairs administrators experience—this
can create a toxic work environment (Lynch and Glass, 2020).

Agency
Administrators in K-12
Most K-12 administrators were mindful to equip their
community with agentic opportunities through such measures
as seeking assistance from faculty and staff, advocating for the
voice of teachers, and surveys. In her meetings with other upper
administrators, she said: “that they had no issue in saying we
do not know and sought assistance from their faculty and staff.”
More specifically, she said, in her webinars with faculty and
staff, she turned to them for input because “there’s no badge of
courage in educational leadership to think that you have all the
answers.” This statement is incredibly powerful as there is still
evidence of educational administrators leading with a top-down
approach rather than an authentically collaborative approach, as
Laura indicated with her metaphor. Along the same lines, when
discussing her re-opening plan of district, Bowie declared, “I
am just like advocating like never before for the teachers’ voice in
these decisions.” Also, some K-12 administrators used surveys
as their primary tool to exercise agency with their faculty, staff,
students, and families. Referring to her survey data, Laura stated
a new teacher to the district expressed that she came from a
different school district and had no idea what her superintendent
looked like. And here, in her District, she was getting daily
updates. Laura went on to say that all employees had access
to these updates from school monitors to paraprofessionals
to administrators.

On the other hand, the lack of agency for school stakeholders
was closely aligned to the K-12 differences in communicative
actions as Kelly and Richard utilized more of a top-down
rather than bottom-up approach to working with their staff. For
instance, Kelly most frequently used Zoom to communicate with
her principals to take their questions and “settle them down.”
Other times, Kelly used her Zoom sessions to share research with
them to develop a remote learning plan as they transitioned to
fully in-person classes at the onset of the fall semester. While care
was given to the transition of remote special education services,
Richard continuously pivoted to the actions of the CEO, implying
a more hierarchal structure. As such, although directives were
given, there is very little evidence that Kelly and Richard worked
collaboratively with their school communities.

Administrators in Higher Education
Building on the lack of trust that many higher education
administrators experienced during the pandemic crisis era—
Sam, like many other administrators, was mandated to keep her
camera on during meetings. This was inclusive of large division-
wide meetings with an upward of 70 people. Her boss “told us
directly to keep our cameras on like he expects that of us, and also
not to be on our phones because there are other people that are
sitting there blatantly texting.” Sam’s boss mandated that his office
keep their cameras on during these large meetings when they
are “pretty much just sitting there listening to someone else.” Her
boss stated that he thinks of this as an office-wide accountability

thing, which Sam admitted to empathize with, but that she also
stated that as someone who “suffers from severe anxiety, it’s so
weird. How much worse it is to be on a Zoom call in terms of
constantly being aware of how you’re looking, you’re positioning or
lighting and things like that – it’s exhausting.” This was specifically
speaking of large meetings and that during small meetings it was
not an issue, but that in these spaces she felt that it was “just kind
of really exposing – almost just constantly being on display.”

For Lisa and many of the higher education administrators
whom we spoke with, they often received directives from the
“president, the provost and those circles” and that she felt that
staff were ignored in not only the decisions being made but
in the plans themselves. She stated that staff “are here too and
we have to physically be [on campus] and even with us trying
to recruit or have visitors on campus and really not being given
much direction of how to do their return and all of the policies
and things like that. And then we’re told, Hey, we need you
to reopen, you know, in a couple of weeks for visitors figure it
out. Oh, great.” This experience with Lisa is indicative of the
experiences of many higher education administrators at the entry
level, who were expected to be on campus with little to any input.
Moreover, as was the case with Lisa, not only they were not
given the opportunity for input into the decision-making process,
but also they had to return to hosting visits to campus during
the pandemic without any guidance other than this had to be
accomplished. Likewise, Alima shared that this information was
unevenly shared, that “depending on the supervisor and director
there’s a lot of people just kind of left sitting out in the dark just
unsure of what we are doing, where we are going.” This mélange
an expectation with doing a job with no input on how this job is
to be accomplished or even where this job was to be done makes
for a disempowering and disagentic work experience.

DISCUSSION: REIMAGINED LEADERSHIP
IN CRISIS

According to Sutherland (2017), “it is important to identify
that the school and community response to the crisis as
complex rather than simplistic. It is an on-going process
rather than a day or week or month following the crisis” (p.
13). As a response to the complexity of leaders under crisis,
developed leadership in crisis competencies, including leadership
actions, such as communication, problem-solving, innovative
and creative systems of thoughts, planning and organizing of
personnel, motivation, team building, and decision-making are
crucial (Kapucu and Van Wart, 2008). Following suit, our
leaders under crisis and the structure of our project, engaging
participants in the U.S from both K-12 and post-secondary
institutions, we found varied responses between systems.

The most notable variations in responses from our higher
education compared to our K12 participants were the timeliness
and the nature of communication, the absence of caring
leadership, and the lack of agency between both levels of
educational institutions. As such, in this discussion, the authors
elaborate on the distinction between what the institutional
response was as compared to what was valued by our educational
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leaders. In addition, we discuss how these values guided the
individual responses of our educational leaders to enhance
their responsiveness to their immediate educational communities
against the backdrop of an unavoidable world riddled with
volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity This was also
evident in the higher education administrators initially being
less represented in the photovoice element, as many of them
expressed fear and apprehension about this component and did
not participate as often as the K-12 participants.

Communication During Crisis
Because our contemporary leaders are working in a world
characterized by volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and
ambiguity, the pressure to make decisions in a timely, revolving,
often contradicting time in the best interest and safety of their
school, college, and university communities while under deep
scrutiny is both exhaustive and uncertain. In fact, Hutson and
Johnson (2016) offer insight for the leader in crisis by challenging
the traditional notion of the leadership of being in charge in
favor of collaborative support with the greater community, “the
healing leader works alongside others in the organization, not
solely from a position of power or authority. Recovery can’t be
commanded, but it can be supported” (p. 61). Put differently,
this insight is a direct recommendation for leadership in crisis
to move away from traditional notions of leadership to make
room for more authentic collaboration between stakeholders.
Furthermore, Mishra (1996) noted leaders in crisis must
communicate between constituencies in clear, consistent, and
transparent ways, from top-down to bottom-up. Our findings
are consistent with this recommendation as our participants
were often uncertain of the institution’s emergency planning
and clearly valued the opportunity to provide feedback to the
heavy-handed emergency protocols of the institution but were
not always able to do so. In K-12, communication varied in terms
of support, but most administrators from this study approached
communication as a more collaborative way by choosing to
concentrate more on transparency, navigating the burden of
transparency, and grappling with the challenges associated with
the communication. For example, Laura was fully transparent
when communicating with her district, whereas Phyllis believed
her district seemed to be fully transparent but had some
hesitations. However, both leaders felt total transparency was the
best way to communicate with their constituencies.

In addition, Hutson and Johnson (2016) conveyed the
importance for leaders to relay truthful, consistent, timely,
and empathetic messages to their communities in crisis.
However, Bowie, Frank, and Zach discussed the various
burdens and challenges associated with both transparency and
communication under crisis. As such, Bowie discussed the
leadership burden associated with transparency. She expressed
that it is the role of school leaders in crisis to not share everything
but be able to distinguish between what people need to know
and full disclosure. In alignment with Hutson and Johnson
(2016), without these communicative interventions, we argue
this is a powerful leadership skill in order to avoid hysteria and
mitigate fear with the greater school community. In doing so,
the district community is aware of the pertinent information

to function through the crisis rather than being strapped by
too much information that can lead to stalled progress. Also,
Frank talked about the need to be transparent but the struggle
of rapidly changing information. Similarly, Zack elaborated on
the tension of keeping his faculty and staff informed as much as
possible and experiencing the physical impact of that demand.
These burdens and challenges associated with communicating
under crisis in a rapid manner with swiftly changing information
were absorbed by the K-12 administrators to support their greater
school communities.

In addition, we found that higher education administrators
more often expressed frustration by the lack of transparency in
communication. Finally, the other most pressing element was
the lack of leadership and taking action expressed by higher
education administrators. Alima shared how her institution and
her staff attendedmanymeetings and engagedwith conversations
with other professionals across the country to “just hear what
other schools are doing because we want to make sure that we’re
not doing anything [out of the ordinary].” Likewise, Idele stated
her institution was a follower, not a leader. She indicated that
her institution would watch another school in the region for a
week before deciding to take their lead. She struggled with this
response as she is not a “reactive person. I’ve a very proactive
person and part of my role requires that” as she worked in a
role where the work of others is dependent on her work. As
such this “reactive role is definitely very, very, very hard.” This
mimetic isomorphism—wherein institutions were slow to act
without consulting what their peer and aspirant institutions were
doing may have slowed down the administrative response to the
crisis. It also added to the frustration on a macro level as another
manifestation of a lack of agency. Where many higher education
administrators lacked agency in their decisions in the micro day–
to-day level, this serves as amanifestation where these individuals
or even the leaders of the institutions did not have agency at the
macro level—waiting for others to lead. There might have been
other institutions, but often they were also waiting for guidance
from the federal government, which never came. As such, many
of the participants expressed frustration that no action would be
taken until the institution examined what their peer and aspirant
institutions were doing.

Caring, Trust, and Agency Under Crisis
To move from Is to collective we, caring as authenticity requires
openness, transparency, and genuineness (Noddings, 1991;
Sergiovanni, 1994). With the absence of district guidance, Zach
encompassed this collective we by discussing the importance of
meeting virtually with his faculty and staff to just talk about
where his school community was at and what it looked like
for the coming week. As a caring leader, Zach pushed pass
the bureaucratic restraints, including technology audits and
evaluations (Figure 2) and put the needs of his community at
the forefront. Furthermore, in alignment with Stefkovich and
Begley (2007), critical administrative self-reflection combined
with empathy (Fairholm and Fairholm, 2000) builds both caring
and trust within the school community. Like so, Frank was aware
of how complicated the lives of the people were in quarantine.
He empathetically reassured his faculty and staff that working
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at home blurred the lines between home and office. In doing
so, he realized that children and other loved ones needed care
during school hours. Finally, collaboration and compromise
(Sutherland, 2017) are significant to building trust in crisis. Laura
lauded the collaborative efforts of her teachers during the shift
to remote learning. Along the same lines, Frank talked about
the caring school community where members of his faculty and
staff volunteered to make home visits and plan for community
celebratory events (Figure 1).

In contrast, some of the K-12 administrators used more
authority in a hierarchal way, or more top-down, than other
administrators who approached communication as a more
collaborative way, or more bottom-up. This lack of agency for
school stakeholders was closely aligned to the K-12 differences
in communicative actions as Kelly and Richard utilized more of
a top-down rather than bottom-up approach to working with
their staff. For instance, Kelly most frequently used Zoom to
communicate with her principals to take their questions and
“settle them down.” Other times, Kelly used her Zoom sessions
to share research with them to develop a remote learning plan as
they transitioned to fully in-person classes at the onset of the fall
semester. While care was given to the transition of remote special
education services, Richard continuously pivoted to the actions
of the CEO, implying a more hierarchal structure. Again, though
directives were given, there is little evidence Kelly and Richard
worked collaboratively with their school communities. Given the
hierarchal structure in districts of both Kelly and Richard, this
top-down structure was not well-suited for the agency.

The higher education administrators exhibited much less
agency in their experiences. This stands in stark contrast
with the experiences that we heard from many of the K-12
administrators who were more often than not empowered to
make decisions. These K-12 administrators expressedmuchmore
satisfaction with the way that education and their institutions
were handling the crisis. As such, we believe that the differential
expressions of agential power between the K-12 and higher
education administrators played a pivotal role in their satisfaction
and feelings of adequacy and control during the crisis. One
participant, Sam, even shared with us that she had to insert the
work that she accomplished on a day-to-day basis in a shared
spreadsheet with her supervisor. While outside the bounds of the
research project, the second author who hasmany connections to
higher education administrators within the field saw this reality
manifest through social media posts as well, noting that this was
not indicative of one person nor one supervisor, but endemic
of a lack of trust between supervisors and those they were
supervising. This connects directly to the bureaucratic norms
exhibited by many institutions—a maintenance of control and
power over subordinates. Further, Sam and others who were
forced into having their cameras on during meetings—and for
some during routine working hours—have been forced into a
virtual panopticon (Foucault, 1995).

Further, initially many of the higher education administrators
expressed apprehension about the photovoice component of this
project. They were afraid that images could expose them as
speaking against their institution and may put their jobs at risk.
While the use of images in research is always a risky endeavor, we

strive to ensure that any images we would use could not be traced
back to the photographer in question—even when some of these
images have distinctive elements. This apprehension to join the
visual part of the research project may also have been in response
to the way that the participant expectations of the image in Zoom
meetings may have been abused in their work-life as well.

CONCLUSION

This study contributes to the understanding of educational
leadership under crisis in a school, district, college, or
university. Primarily, in alignment with the former research
on crisis leadership with the addition of positioning
caring as an administrative act, this study revealed the
importance of communication, caring, trust, and agency
when navigating educational institutions in crisis. Furthermore,
as a contribution to the field, using guidance from our
participating administrators, we offer recommendations for
future administrators in crisis based on these data. Because it is
important not to put the genie back into the bottle, the COVID-
19 crisis forced educational institutions to function remotely.
Furthermore, it is the duty of educational administrators to build
these remote capacities with the input from their constituencies
with a priority on caring relationships. Also, within both
K-12 and higher education, it would be in the best interest of
educational futures to use this moment to reconceptualize what
administration can look like in the post-pandemic era. This is
certainly hard to consider still in the throes of the pandemic, but
based on the narratives of these administrators in concert with
considerations based on extant research we recommend a few
alterations to the leadership within higher education.

First, it is a more inclusive and transparent decision-making
process. This is certainly difficult to accomplish, and we believe
working in a more post-bureaucratic framework (Heckscher,
2011) would be beneficial to consider. Empowering all members
of the institutional structure to work within the guidelines of
action to think creatively and cooperatively to achieve better
outcomes for the organization. This move would address many
of the issues that the administrators faced during this pandemic
as suggested by Zach, and before as illustrated by David.

Second, it is impossible to ignore that for many higher
education administrators, they are able to do their work just
as well-remotely. The second author has explored the ways
that often student–administrator affairs are forced to being on
campus for their job at times in which it does not make sense
for their work because the institution is adhering to a business
model. Moreover, staffing an office full time when there is no
need is abusive and may cause further burnout and alienation—a
distinct lack of care for the individual. Faculty have long been able
to work remotely and in spaces that are more conducive for their
work. Perhaps this is a moment in which we need to consider the
way that we can reconceptualize the working experience formany
higher education administrators. For instance, many academic
advisors have been able to hold more appointments and have
fewer no-show students for appointments while using tools such
as Zoom. If this is the case, a blended approach to working on and
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off-campus may be in the future. This is something that Suzie
directly addressed, stating that she felt that working on campus
for her and her staff would never go back to the way that it
was. That when moving back to campus was happening that not
everyone would come back full time. In her role as an academic
administrator, she wasmore productive in her time working from
home than she was working on campus. While she, and many
others, missed their colleagues, working from home was, at times,
more beneficial for their work experience.

Finally, all educators need to spend time in retrospection
about the role of care, trust, and agency in their workspaces.
How are administrators enacting trust with others to empower
them to have the agency to adequately communicate with their
teams and constituencies through an ethic of care? We heard
wonderful examples of some educational leaders enacting these
vital skills in their work, but this was not the case for all.
This reflects a larger conversation being had in trade articles
about burnout, fatigue, and alienation during this time. It is
known that many teachers leave the profession after a few years
and that even more are preemptively leaving the profession at
a time where many schools are short-staffed. This is true of
higher education administrators as well. As Mawhinney and
Rinke (2019) note that this teacher attrition results in “decreased
achievement for students, high financial costs for schools, and
deprofessionalization for teachers”(p. 3). If we are to retain the
talent and institutional knowledge that we argue is essential for
an agile response during a crisis, then we need to demonstrate
care for our colleagues and trust them to be empowered to
make decisions.

We are putting the final touches to this manuscript in March
of 2021—just over a year after a March in which many teachers,
administrators, and other educational leaders used their spring
break to begin a marathon of pivoting in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic. We are hopefully seeing the light of day

with the increasing availability of vaccines. While there are many
obstacles to overcome in education yet, related to COVID-19
and a host of other issues, we hope that by attending to a global
issue that transcends geography and industry—capturing the
experiences of some educational leaders, we can begin to use
these as starting points to understand how to better respond to
the crisis in the future. We know that they will happen, they
are already always ongoing. As educators, we hope that this
scholarship will help educational leaders reconceptualize crisis
leadership to bemore agile, thoughtful, and proactive, rather than
being stuck in a reactive pivot model such as the one witnessed
throughout 2020.
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Social-emotional education and the relational competence of school staff and leaders are
emphasized in research since they strongly impact childrens’ social, emotional, and
cognitive development. In a longitudinal project—Empathie macht Schule (EmS)—we
aim at evaluating the outcome and process of an empathy training for the whole school
staff, including leaders. We compare three treatments to three control elementary schools
via a mixed-methods approach employing qualitative and quantitative research methods
targeting both, the school staff and the schoolchildren. Since the start of the project in
2019, the COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted the global education process, that is, the
range of training activities for school staff in an unprecedented manner. First the lockdown
and then the hygienic measures impact the habits and certainties in schools on multiple
levels, including artifacts (e.g., physical distancing measures and virtual platforms),
processes (e.g., virtual learning and home-schooling), social structures (e.g., separation
of a high-risk group), and values (e.g., difficulties in building relations and showing empathy
due to physical distance). Leaders and staff are facing an uncertain situation, while their
actions and decisions may—also unintentionally—shape the social reality that will be
inhabited to a significant extent. In this context, a number of questions become salient.
How does the disruption of the pandemic affect interpersonal relationships, interactions,
and the social field—the sum of relationships within the system of a school—as a whole?
And specifically, how do the actors reflect on changes in the social field, their relationships,
and the schools’ and classrooms’ overall relationship quality due to the crisis? The
assessment combines qualitative interviews with leaders and teachers (N � 10) along
with a self-report survey (N � 80) addressing the effects of the pandemic on interpersonal
aspects in schools. Surprisingly, a number of positive effects were mentioned regarding
the learning environment in the smaller-sized classes, which were caused by hygienic
measures, as well as increased cohesion among faculty. The potential influence of these
effects by consciously shaping relationships and cultivating empathy is discussed in the
article.
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INTRODUCTION

Children do not learn and develop in isolation but embedded in a
web of relationships which make up a social field. The quality of
these relationships determines children’s learning, development,
and well-being (Rucinski et al., 2018). A great body of research
addresses the social aspects of education (Durlak et al., 2011;
Taylor et al., 2017), highlighting the importance of social
emotional learning. Furthermore, it is largely agreed upon that
acquiring social emotional skills is crucial for children’s success
and well-being in life (OECD, 2015).

But there is a need for more knowledge about whole-school
approaches (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009) and how the
pedagogical school staff can be supported in establishing
empathic relationships to children, and a positive relational
climate, to leverage children’s development as well as the well-
being for pedagogues themselves.

To this end, a whole-school training program in relational
competence, compassion, and mindfulness (Empathie macht
Schule, EMS) has been launched targeting the whole school
staff and leaders in three elementary schools (N ca. 180) over
the course of, in total, 4.5 years. The training activities began in
early 2020, involving for the faculty six off-site three-day
modules, along with a parallel training for school leaders. The
COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the already initiated training
activities in an unprecedented manner. The new international
research initiated in the context of the pandemic has examined
both aspects, related to homeschooling and online learning
(König et al., 2020). However, to date, we have not sufficiently
understood how the pandemic affects the social climate and
interpersonal relationships in schools. In this regard, the EMS
project provides a unique opportunity for insights into the way
school leaders and teachers experienced interpersonal changes in
their schools, from a longitudinal perspective with also data
before anyone knew about COVID-19.

Theoretical Background
In order to better understand the unprecedented and multiple
effects of COVID-19 on the interpersonal aspect in schools, we
take several entrances into the theoretical field. The aim is to be
sensitive to a wide range of potential effects. What is required is to
combine knowledge about 1) schools as multilevel complex
systems and some of the properties of these systems which
may change in times of crises (School as a Social Field), 2)
about specific interpersonal and intergroup relationships
(leader–colleagues, teacher–student, staff group, etc.)
(Interpersonal Relationships), and 3) about social emotional
learning and the capacities and competencies it entails
(Individual Social Emotional Capacities). In sum, we consider
three levels, which can be subsumed as the individual, the
relational, and the systemic levels (the inner, inter, and outer,
see Goleman and Senge, 2014). Thus, we attempt to draw from
the various disciplines to shed light on the complexity of social life
in schools, with a particular focus on the actors’ lived experience
which is at the heart of a social field’s perspective outlined in
School as a Social Field. Last, we will examine how crises affect
these various levels (How Crizes Affect the Social Field) and

examine the emerging body of research on COVID-19 with
respect to the interpersonal effects of the pandemic in schools
(COVID-19 Research).

School as a Social Field
In the context of the pandemic’s effects on schools, we are dealing
with a highly complex system which has been described with
properties or aspects such as self-organization, emergence,
nonlinearity, and the processual functioning in terms of
various movements toward, among other things, a dynamic
equilibrium (see, e.g., Dynamical Systems Theory, Salvatore
et al., 2015; Verhoeff et al., 2018; Atzil-Slonim and Tschacher,
2020). A decisive contribution of this theory is not only the
modeling of complex systems but it also supports a change of
perspective, away from the pure object reference to the focus on
the relations—the in-between (Capra and Luisi, 2014).

Schools have been described as multilevel systems which
comprise both their internal organizational structures and
processes as well as the patterns of roles, activities, and
interactions between and within leaders, teachers and other
pedagogues, classes, and students, while being embedded
within the administrative structures, community (including
parents and families), education system, and society (Koth
et al., 2008). This is the backdrop against which to understand
how COVID-19 affected the in-between.

While a lot can be known about systems from an outside,
third-person perspective, the phenomenological first- and
second-person dimensions of a social system are often
overlooked (Scharmer, 2009; Boell and Senge, 2016; Pomeroy
et al., 2021). We employ the notion of the social field to
specifically refer these dimensions to inquire into what it is
like to be the actors within the system. The term addresses
people’s lived experience while enacting a social system,
including the experience of themselves, of their interactions
and relationships, and, third, of the complex patterns that co-
arise between the actors and the larger systemic context. Goleman
and Senge (2014) refer to these three layers as the inner, inter, and
outer levels. We are thus interested in knowing the system both
from the “exterior” and the “interior”—the field. An important
aspect of the social field is that it entails not only affective and
cognitive but also bodily and somatic experiences—interbodily
resonances between the people who interact in the physical
presence of each other and which are the base for mutual
understanding and intersubjectivity (Fuchs, 2017).

To understand the social field, we can draw from knowledge
about the two well-established and closely related system-level
constructs of climate and culture. From a systemic view, it has
been noted that there are nested climates within a school which
pertain to subsystems of a classroom, the faculty, or the overall
school climate (Rudasill et al., 2018). The latter comprises the
“affective and cognitive perceptions regarding social interactions,
relationships, safety, values, and beliefs held by students, teachers,
administrators, and staff within a school” (Rudasill et al., 2018).
Factors shaping school climate are the levels of conflict or
cooperation among teachers and students, the expectations
regarding students’ academic achievement, and the sense of
collaboration (Haynes et al., 1997; Juvonen, 2007). Classroom
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climate has been defined by Buyse et al. (2008) as the average level of
emotional support experienced by children, with high-quality
emotional support being characterized by warmth, respect,
positive affect, teacher sensitivity, and low levels of anger,
sarcasm, and irritability (Buyse et al., 2008; Pianta et al., 2012;
Breeman et al., 2015). Classroom climate has been found to be
related with children’s academic achievement (Pianta et al., 2008). A
social field perspective on climate highlights lived experience, as
expressed by one of Boell and Senge (2016) interviewees: “You can
feel the climate of a school—it is how being in a school activates or
touches all the senses.”

One feature of a positive school climate is a trusting
atmosphere, fostering cohesion. Cohesion refers to the way in
which actors achieve a dynamic equilibrium between their
separateness and communion in relation to others
(Marmarosh and Sproul, 2021). In healthy and adaptive social
systems, cohesion means that actors are connected while
maintaining their integrity. On a classroom level, social
network cohesion involves higher generalized trust and
prosocial behavior (Van den Bos et al., 2018). Generally,
cohesion depends on factors such as the leadership of the
group, role attribution, and role clarity. An important
prerequisite for cohesion is the degree of identification with
the group and the related in- and out-group phenomena
(Dion, 2000; Benard and Doan, 2011).

The climate in a school and its classrooms—along with the
degree of cohesion—can be regarded as an expression of the
underlying culture, which comprises among others its system of
role-based interactions as well as its values and basic
assumptions—serving the two-fold purpose of the school’s
internal integration (or cohesion) and its external adaptation
(Schein, 2017). We turn now to the relationships which are
particularly important for the social life in a school.

Interpersonal Relationships
The theory of organizational culture (Schein, 2017) emphasizes
that leaders profoundly shape culture and climate. Several
findings support this view with regard to principals’ effects on
school climate (Kelley et al., 2005; Bulach et al., 2006). One study
found that teachers’ perceptions of principal effectiveness go
along with positive climate ratings, while perceived
inconsistent leadership behavior involves lower ratings (Kelley
et al., 2005). With regard to change processes, it was found that
the closer the principals were connected to their teachers (with a
more central social network position), the higher the teachers’
motivation to invest in changing their practices (Moolenaar et al.,
2010). Furthermore, the affective principal–teacher relationship
has been found to influence principals’ and teachers’ job
satisfaction and cohesion (Price, 2012).

Supportive teacher–student relationships are of central
importance for student well-being, academic achievement, and
their social and emotional learning (Crosnoe et al., 2004; Hamre
and Pianta, 2006). However, as a systems view suggests, teachers’
well-being and job satisfaction also depend on the relational
quality. Schonert-Reichl found accordingly that a teacher’s
burnout level correlates with physiological stress markers in
schoolchildren (Oberle and Schonert-Reichl, 2016).

Individual Social Emotional Capacities
We have seen the paramount importance of interpersonal
relationships on all levels of the school for the overall climate
and thriving of all actors involved. We will now focus on the
respective skills and competencies required for building positive,
supportive, and empathic relationships. Here, many studies
indicate the effectiveness of social-emotional learning
programs. Not only can social-emotional skills be strengthened
(Schonert-Reichl, 2019) but they also can predict school success
and important life outcomes in adulthood. The SEL framework
refers to five core competencies, namely, self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship skills, and
responsible decision-making.

These skills are particularly important for the pedagogues
themselves, as implied in Juul and Jensens (2017), p. 2 definition
of relational competence: “The professional´s ability to ‘see’ the
individual child on its own terms and attune her behavior
accordingly without giving up leadership, as well as the ability
to be authentic in her contact with the child. And as the
professional´s ability and desire to take full responsibility for
the quality of the relation.”

Many effective programs for building social emotional skills as
well as relational competence integrate contemplative approaches
and skills: compassion and mindfulness. Put simply, compassion
comprises a motivational, affective, and a cognitive part: recognizing
painful experiences, turning to them empathetically, and driven by
the willingness—if possible—to change them (Strauss et al., 2016;
Ash et al., 2021). Training compassion thus both strengthens the
basis of social interaction and learning—our ability to empathize
with the feelings and thoughts of others and to resonate with
them—and serves as a base to cope with the aversive and
difficult experiences which are an inevitable part of one’s own
and other’s lives in a healthy way (Singer and Klimecki, 2014).

Mindfulness, in addition, describes the ability to focus
attention on the present moment of experience without
judging the content of the experience and to adopt an
accepting attitude. Mindfulness involves an improved self- and
emotion-regulation, as well as self-perception (Lindsay and
Creswell, 2017), while indirectly also promoting behaviors that
are more closely oriented toward one’s own values by interrupting
behavioral automatisms (Kabat-Zinn andHanh, 2009; Tang et al.,
2015).

How Crises Affect the Social Field
In the following, we present research and theoretical insights on
the potential effects of crises on the social field. On a physiological
level, decades of research suggest that permanent
stress—particularly existential threat in a context of high
uncertainty—brings along more automated stimulus–response
mechanisms or fight–flight–freeze mechanisms. Furthermore, it
is proven that humans as social beings (Baumeister, 2011) benefit
in the sense of a stress buffer from feeling socially integrated,
socially supported, and co-regulated (Cassel, 1976), for example,
through touch and contact (Morrison, 2016), which was and is
considerably limited by the physical distance in the pandemic
situation (e.g., Szkody et al., 2020). Self-protection against
burnout by down-regulating empathy is short term and
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misguided (Vaes and Muratore, 2013). On the contrary, the more
volatile, unpredictable, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) our
everyday life is, the greater the need for social-emotional
competencies, which are at the core of adaptive coping
strategies (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984; Hadar et al., 2020).

This is especially relevant for leaders since their impact on
culture and climate—as suggested by (Schein 2017), is
exaggerated in times of organizational crises. Even more so,
when adaptation requires changing preexisting cultural roles,
habits, or assumptions, in this case, leaders according to
Schein must step outside the culture that created the leader
and start evolutionarily adaptive change processes.

On a systems level, social systems tend to respond to crises
with greater social cohesion, but can also intensify subgroup
processes and conflicts between in- and out-group members
(Jonas and Mühlberger, 2017; Jetten, 2020; Marmarosh and
Sproul, 2021). Not only is cohesion affected by crises but also
it shapes an organization’s capacity to respond to crises (Kahn
et al., 2013).

COVID-19 Research
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, tens of thousands of schools
just counting in Germany were closed in March 2020. Schools
started reopening a few months later, but various restrictions
remain. Many of the studies in the emerging field of COVID-
19–related educational research emphasize issues of virtual
learning (e.g., Bergdahl and Nouri, 2020; König et al., 2020).
With regard to relational aspects, König et al. (2020) accentuate
that maintaining social contact with students and their parents
during lockdown (see also Eickelmann and Drossel, 2020) is a
primary challenge, which was mastered by almost all early career
teachers in their survey, including introducing new learning
content, assigning tasks, and providing feedback to students. A
similar study emphasizes (Bergdahl and Nouri, 2020) that the
teachers reacted positively to seeing students in their home
environment, expressing surprise to discover better student
contact (Bergdahl and Nouri, 2020). None of these studies do,
however, discuss the teachers’ reflections on social emotional and
relational aspects.

A new OECD rapport (Reimers and Schleicher, 2020) on
effective education responses to the COVID-19 pandemic
addresses next to online learning social emotional aspects also
recommending, for instance, to enhance the collaboration and
communication among students to foster mutual learning and
well-being. Results from a Danish research project
(Egmontfonden, 2020) conclude that those most negatively
affected from the lockdown are the most vulnerable students.
They however also emphasize positive aspects in relation to more
time for the individual child and the lockdown providing some
students with a needed relief from the everyday social demands.
Jørgensen et al. (2020) in a report from another Danish project
conclude that for 75% of the students, positive and negative
experiences balance each other, and for the last 25%, there is a 50/
50 division in perceived effect on well-being. Half of these
students missed their social relations to a degree where they
refer to loneliness, deprivation, and sadness, while the other half
refer to relief from performing socially in the everyday life at

school, enjoying the extended focus on the close relations in the
family during the lockdown. As emphasized by Beauchamp et al.
(2021), there are few studies involving the school leaders. They
contribute with new perspective on leadership with data from the
initial stages of this pandemic, discussing the necessity of
enhancing relationships in the face of situational ambiguity
and external pressures (Beauchamp et al., 2020).

All in all, there is a call for more research looking into the
social field at a school, examining how this was affected by the
pandemic, from the inside perspective of the pedagogical
professionals, including both teachers and school leaders.

Research Question
How does the disruption of the pandemic affect interpersonal
relationships, interactions, and the school’s social field as a whole?
And specifically, how do the actors reflect on changes in the social
field, their relationships, and the schools’ and classrooms’ overall
relationship quality due to the crisis?

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Research Design
The research design is a sequential mixed-methods design with a
QUAL priority (Creswell and Clark, 2017). The chronology is
illustrated in Figure 1. The first round of interviews was before
the pandemic, as part of the data collection in the context of the
longitudinal EMS project. Hence, the research was embedded
within a larger intervention design (Creswell and Clark, 2017).
During the lockdown, questionnaires designed to address the
specifics of the disruption (more below) were distributed. The
second round of interviews in the period of reopening followed
up on the questionnaires examining in-depth informants’
experiences from the lockdown. Regarding the sequential
design, these interviews furthermore followed up on insights
regarding relationships at the schools from the preinterviews
before the pandemic. This design addressed the need for insight
into the social relationship before, during, and after the lockdown.

Participants
The participating schools for the EMS project were recruited
through various communication channels, including e-mails to
headmasters of 107 Berlin elementary schools and a presentation
at a school leader assembly. In order to participate, schools had to
meet the eligibility criteria: regular, elementary state schools, no
all-day school, but half-day school with after-school program; a
majority of the faculty in favor of the participation (vote); and
faculty size of 40–50 members. From the interested schools, three
schools were sampled from municipalities representing a social
economic diversity, one of which ranks as a high-risk school
(“Brennpunktschule”). Interviews were conducted with school
professionals (N � 11) from each school. Among them were the
leadership team members (N � 7), including principals (2 female
and 1 male), coprincipals (3 female), and—due to school B’s
organizational structure—also the after-school program leader
(Hortleitung) (1 female). Furthermore, pedagogues from each
school were interviewed (total N � 4) (teachers and child-care
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workers)––who had participated in the first training module in
March 2020, prior to the lockdown. In the following, we use the
term pedagogues to refer to all professionals working with
children at the schools.

Besides the qualitative interviews, a total ofN � 80 pedagogues
participated in an online survey (school A N � 24; 30%; school C
N � 38; 47.5%; school B N � 18; 22.5%). The mean age was 46.49
(SD � 11.42; range � 24–69) years. N � 16 (23.5%) participants
indicated to be male, N � 49 (72.1%) stated to be female, and N �
3 (4.4%) specified to be diverse.

Data Collection
The first round of qualitative interviews—which we call
preinterviews—were conducted prior to the first EMS training
period in December 2019 and January 2020, in-person, in the
respective principals’ offices. The second round of (partially,
follow-up) interviews was conducted in September 2020 in
online video calls—after the first lockdown period in spring
and at the onset of the new school year of 2020/2021.
Interviews were recorded, and recordings were transcribed
verbatim (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015).

Quantitative data were obtained using a questionnaire
(Quantitative Instruments) programmed as an online tool
(www.soscisurvey.de) and administered virtually during the
lockdown.

Qualitative Instruments
Three semi-structured interview protocols (Brinkmann and
Kvale, 2015) were developed for this study, two for principals
and one for the pedagogues. Comprehensive interview protocols
can be found in the Supplement B. Principals were interviewed
sequentially. The first interview involved questions about school
culture, the relational climate, current challenges of the schools,
and about the principals’ aspirations for joining the EMS project.
The second, follow-up interview addressed experiences
concerning the impact of COVID-19, their role as principles,
and their experiences concerning the relationships within the
learning community. For validation purposes, these follow-up

interviews also involved a member checking on the main themes
emerging when analyzing the previous interviews. Furthermore,
participants were invited to elaborate on whether and how these
main themes were affected by the pandemic. The interviews with
the pedagogues covered questions on the training module’s
impact and climate, as well as the impact of COVID-19 on
the relationships with children, parents, colleagues, and within
the learning community as a whole.

Quantitative Instruments
We designed a questionnaire tailored to the pandemic focusing
on relational aspects (contact, empathy, etc.), which was also
focused in the interviews. Inmore detail, the questions refer to the
burden caused by the situation, the contact among colleagues and
students, the satisfaction with building relationships via digital
media, the ability to empathize with the students in the current
situation—such as the concerns about the students—and finally, a
resource-oriented question whether something positive can be
gained from the pandemic situation. All questions were answered
on a visual analogue scale (0–100). The items and answer formats
can be found in Supplementary Material.

Official School Statistics
School and municipality statistics were obtained from official
Berlin government sources. The Berlin government regularly
assesses and publishes statistics about all schools, including
variables such as size of the student population, number of
non-native speakers, faculty size, and available work force. We
display these official figures as made publicly available on the
website of the Berlin Senate for Education (https://www.berlin.
de/sen/bildung/schule/berliner-schulen/schulverzeichnis/
Schulportrait.aspx).

Data Analysis
Thematic Analysis of the Qualitative Interviews
The qualitative interviews were analyzed following the
procedures of inductive thematic analysis where emerging
themes become the categories for analysis (Braun and Clarke,

FIGURE 1 | The chronology of data collection, training process, and measurement waves along with the COVID-19–specific events in the Berlin education system.
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2006). For example, the theme regarding losses and gains of
structure was constructed based on the utterances in the
interviews. For transparence, findings are reported under the
thematic headlines with example quotes (see Supplementary
Table S1 for the analysis of the qualitative data). The themes
were iteratively condensed and described in a collaborative
process of careful reading and rereading the data individually
followed by repeated discussions among the researchers. This
process continued until agreement about themes.

Preinterviews with school leaders are, together with official
school statistics, used to describe the schools. Furthermore,
preinterviews are used as a reference in the discussion of the
impact of COVID-19. Data from the postinterviews are presented
to report on the school professionals’ reflections on how the
pandemic has affected relationships and interactions. These
aspects are also addressed using the quantitative questionnaire
data (triangulation).

Quantitative Data
We conducted a one-way ANOVA to assess the effects of the seven
items of theCorona survey in the three different schools.Homogeneity
of variances was asserted using Levene’s test which showed that equal
variances could be assumed (Levene’s test, p > 0.05). At the same time,
to test if the mean values of the individual survey items differ
significantly between two of the three schools, we conducted post
hoc the LSD (no correction of alpha error accumulation) and Tukey’s
test (alpha error accumulation correction) to clarify the single
comparisons between schools A and B, between schools A and C,
and between schools B and C. Additionally, we exploratively tested for
Pearson’s correlations between the single items.We used IBM SPSS26
for all statistical analysis.

Ethics Approval
The overall study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the
Heidelberg Medical Faculty (S-526/2019). Prior to participation,
all participants provided written informed consent.

RESULTS

We report both qualitative and quantitative findings. In order
to contextualize the qualitative findings, we also show figures
from schools’ and their respective municipalities’ official
statistics.

Description of the Schools
School A is situated in a municipality in the southwest of Berlin,
with relatively low rates of poverty (12.3%) and unemployment
(5.9%) (Mitte, 2018). In school year 2019/2020, 47.9% of the
school’s 434 students learned German as a second language (for
all school statistic data, see Supplementary Table S2). In the
preinterview, the leaders of the school stressed the importance of
positive, appreciative communication as a core value. Accordingly,
one of their main goals was to maintain and improve the structures
and processes that enable good communication. This brought along
the leadership challenge of dealing with faculty members not living
up to the leaders’ standards.

School B is located in a municipality in the east of Berlin, with
19.1% of the population in poverty and unemployment of 7.1%.
In 2019/2020, 34% of School B’s 442 students learned German as
a second language. In the preinterview, the leaders reflected on
the level of trust among the whole school staff, which had been
lacking when they joined the school several years ago, and which
they since had been working on building. At the time of the
interview, the school was joining EMS, and polarized conflicts
and division between faculty members were resurfacing. The
leaders also stressed the importance of an empathic learning
environment for the children’s flourishing.

School C is situated in a municipality in the west of Berlin,
with the highest poverty and unemployment rates (9.5% and
27.9%, respectively). It has an official status as high-risk school
(“Brennpunktschule”) receiving special aid. In 2019/2020, 91.5%
of its 434 students learned German as a second language. Key
challenges mentioned by the leaders in the preinterview were a
lack of both qualified staff and of adequate structures and
processes in the organization of the school. Building coherent
structures was an important goal. The leaders characterized the
school climate in terms of an existing sense of community among
faculty, which was based on the common challenge of working in
such a school, but also in terms of a lack of appreciative
communication.

Survey-Based Results
The descriptives of the dependent variables are depicted in
Supplementary Table S3, whereas the means and standard
errors are shown in Supplementary Figure S2.

The correlations of the seven items are shown in
Supplementary Table S4. To pick out three essential
correlations, it is interesting to note that the association between
“own stress” and “worries about the students” correlates most
strongly and significantly with each other, and also, “gaining
something positive out of the pandemic for work” is related to
both the “good functioning of the contact with the students” and
the “perceived ability to empathize with the students.”

The one-way ANOVA revealed no statistically significant
differences.

Perspectives on Changes in the
Whole-School’s Social Field
We present our qualitative findings on the perceived changes in
the social field beginning with the interviewees’ perspectives on
how the crisis shook up the structural conditions (the rules,
regulations, and processes). These are the backdrop for other
changes in the social field, such as various group-level effects on
climate (School and Classroom Climate) and cohesion (Conflict
and Cohesion: Operating Like a Single Body), and more specific
inter- and intrapersonal effects (Perspectives on Interpersonal
Relationships and Perspectives on Social Emotional Capacities).

Disruption and Uncertainty: Losses and Gains of
Structure
The pandemic disrupted the processes and structures usually
defining schooling. With regard to the social aspects, the
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following factors were mentioned: lockdown, along with a lack of
direct social contact, switching to virtual communication and
online platforms, and very different tasks for teachers compared
to child-care workers; the imposition of social distancing
measures which had to be specifically adapted to each school
and communicated to faculty and students; and the structural and
processual changes involved in these distancing measures, such as
divided classrooms, learning in smaller groups, or impaired
communication with other faculty members.

The disruption of the schools’ structures and the rebooting
with a new set of rules were experienced in both negative and
positive ways. For the school leaders who in the preinterview
highlighted the value of structures, this was a negative experience.
As leaders of school B illustrate: “..this extreme situation, with
masks, distances, organizing the everyday life. And we are all so
trapped in this [. . .] now we have to struggle for the basis by trying
to do COVID-19-conform schooling.” This puts other problems
into proportion: “Some things appear to be trivial now, which
previously caused us big problems.” The leader also reflects on the
lack of structure: “When I realized that part of my oblivion and of
my tension is due to the lack of any sort of support in the form of
structures and habitual patterns. That was, well, impressive, how
much one needs this.” While many experienced a loss of
structures, the situation was also an opportunity to establish
new structures. This was the case in school C which had been
marked as chaotic in the preinterview. The school leader recounts
that “parallel to COVID-19 we structured our school more
strongly.” The crisis was seen as a support and he reflected on
whether the school should keep “the structuring elements, which
COVID demanded from us via hygienic measures, hygiene one-
way roads, and separated school yard, and so on.”

Another response to the disruption was insecurity and holding
on to the familiar. The leaders of school A reflect on how in the
midst of this uncertainty, their faculty was trying to preserve their
faculty room: “We wanted to open a second faculty room and it is
incredibly hard [. . .]. This safety in this room means so much to
them.” And “muddling” with this, “creates total uncertainty, [. . .]
fear or aggression. Everyone shows it a little bit differently [. . .] But
they show it. That they are insecure.”

As we will see in later paragraphs, the loss of routines also
affected the relations. For instance, in after-school emergency
childcare, when the pedagogues were faced with changing
constellations of students unfamiliar to them: “There were no
rituals and no fix points. What would be good for everyone now? It
was a time of challenge, and relationally a remarkable challenge.”

These findings confirm the lockdown as a situation of crisis
and further adds to the understanding of this not just having
implications in terms of talking about emergency remote (online)
teaching (Bergdahl and Nouri, 2020; König et al., 2020). It
appears to be urgent to consider the situation as disrupting
the full system.

School and Classroom Climate
School leaders describe changes in the affective climate during
lockdown, reopening, and in the ongoing “new normal” school
year. When first reopening, the climate in school B was described
as “very numb.” Children and faculty were perceived to comply

with the distancing measures “with great respect and a little fear”
with an awareness of the big responsibility. At the same time,
leaders mention the absence of extracurricular activities which
“carry community,” such as Christmas and lantern parades. The
climate during the early reopening was likened to “moving cattle”
and a “ghosthouse,” where “everything in the beginning feels a bit
dangerous.”

Positive changes were, however, also mentioned. For the
leader of school C, these were “exciting times with a good
feeling, “fulfilling.” Also, among the teachers, there was a lot of
positive energy.” He describes an “almost euphoric situation.”

Later, having habituated to the distancing measures, the
pedagogues describe a more “relaxed atmosphere” with a
higher sense of “connectedness” and “calm”: “the children
suddenly perceived this connectedness very strongly. To the
school, to those who are there. It was a relief for them not
having to be at home with their stressed parents.” A teacher
expresses it more strongly: “When the schools were opened
again [. . .] that was for everyone involved, also for the children,
a very pleasant, intense, and beautiful time.” Accordingly, leaders
report children told them: “‘we are happy that we are allowed back
to school.’ And that really means something with five- and sixth-
graders.”

Hence, school and classroom climate were affected by the
lockdown with increased fear and connectedness (as expected in
crisis situations: Jetten, 2020)

Conflict and Cohesion: Operating Like a Single Body
COVID-19 affected the intensity of conflicts as well as the level of
cohesion differently in each school. The leaders of School B who
in the preinterview described their faculty as rather divided and
prone to destructive arguments experienced a shift: “What I
notice is rather that the colleagues have less conflicts with us or
among them, because many are busier with themselves.” What is
more, “Actually, they seek the support of the others. Affirmation.
But I think, no one has the energy or nerves now to quarrel with
one another.” The leaders noticed that even the school timetable,
which usually is a conflictive issue, does not elicit the same
amount of complains. In addition, the after-school faculty,
previously marked by mutual rejection and an unwillingness
to voice one’s opinion, now surpasses the leader’s expectations
“operating coherently like a single body [. . .] like a cat with
eightteen legs walked [. . .] in one direction.”

On the other hand, for the leaders of School A, the situation
brought up more conflicts among faculty: “Because everything is
already a little bit tense and stressed, we notice . . . small dissonance
more intensely. Well, things pop up which during calmer periods
would not have popped up in such a way.” In this school, intense
conflicts with parents surfaced (as described in Perspectives on
Social Emotional Capacities). Another line of conflict which was
surprising for School A’s leaders showed up between “school and
after-school.” The leaders elucidate that after-school staff was not
exposed to the same degree of parental pressure and that after-
school staff therefore does not comprehend the strict COVID-19
strategy.

This “division” between school and after-school was also
mentioned to be strengthened in School C: “Appreciating, that
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has always been difficult between these two groups just like in
many schools. I would say due to the separation of tasks [during
COVID-19, inserted by author] there is a little bit of alienation.”

On the other hand, leaders express an appreciation for the
quality of their relationships to the faculty, highlighting trust and
a good team spirit. For instance, School B’s leaders believe they
could deal with the challenge of COVID-19 due to the team
structures and “basic trust” that had been established: “The fact
that we could really rely on the colleagues was very impressive to
us.” The leader of School C describes the “crisis mode” as an
increased cohesion: “These were really long work days, but we
noticed that we had a good team spirit. [..] In which many applied
themselves with dedication.” School A’s leaders reflected
elaborately on the level of trust. For them, trust is shown
when a faculty member feels safe enough to give honest
feedback that she is not able or willing to follow the leader’s
orders:

“And at some point, a colleague showed up and said:
‘Stop! I can’t continue like this! I still have a child at
home [. . .]’ and to notice then: [. . .] There is our buffer,
that we can say: OK, there is enough trust that one can
tell us: This is too much now; we can’t fulfill this.”

The situation also brought up controversial issues. During
lockdown, this concerned especially virtual learning and online
meetings: “Some colleagues refused for a long time [. . .]
participation in videoconferences.” A particularly controversial
issue was the use of the Zoom software, which eventually was
forbidden to use by the Berlin Senate for privacy reasons. With
regard to the reopening, issues concerned in particular distancing
measures. A teacher concludes: “It is logical that not everyone is
always happy with such democratic decisions.“ In this context, she
expresses appreciation for the leaders of school A who “think
INCREDIBLY much in advance,” but also involve the faculty, as
she paraphrases: “‘OK we need a new plan for the hygienic
measures. We have already prepared this a little bit, but now
it’s your turn.’”

Among children, a drop in conflicts was observed by
pedagogues and school leaders. As the leaders of School C
elucidates: “Usually the violence incidents pile up here in my
office, every day. When I began working here, this made up
30% of my work time, always calming down weeping, injured
children and totally exhausted teachers.” Now, they see “hardly
any” incidents.

To sum up, we see that the crisis affected school cohesion, both
by increasing and by decreasing it, further by deepening of
existing divides between faculty subgroups. This confirms that
the ways groups have been described to respond to crises are at
play in schools during the pandemic (Jetten, 2020; Marmoush
and Sproul, 2020).

Children Follow the Rules—With Some Fear
One theme raised by all pedagogues and leaders is children’s
willingness for cooperation, their way of complying with the new
rules, and adapting to the situation. Even very strict measures,
such as in School A compartments on the yard for each class, and

a queuing system for the students to reenter the building, are
complied with: “I would have NEVER thought that this works out
so excellently. And brings about CALM.” While the pedagogues
experience the measures as “alienating” and are reluctant to them,
being reminded of “the East [the German Democratic Republic,
inserted by author]” they also acknowledge that the children
“walk in orderly, are aligned inside.”

During early reopening, when the building was for the first
time prepared for the distancing measures, with arrows on the
floor for each class, the children’s cooperation was perceived to
involve a level of anxiety (“You saw the fear in the eyes of some”),
which later on decreased:

“Some which can barely walk up the stairs, because their
legs are too short as first graders, but in NOWAYwanted
to touch the handrails. So they struggled their way up,
filled with effort and torment. Other sixth-graders, which
are very anxious. One could also see their fear very
visibly.”

In addition, school leaders reflect on the new conditions and
how these may affect the children. The conditions are marked by
a “lot of lessons and regulations” as well as a lack of extracurricular
activities, festivals, and “school as a habitat,” which promote
children’s well-being. Within these conditions, children are
perceived to cooperate: “Everything is strictly arranged and
regulated. Children join in really well, but [. . .] I can sense that
they are missing this [extra-curricular school life, inserted by
author].” The leader of school C reflects whether the strong
structures and rules may also have had a positive impact on
children, giving them “support.” Furthermore, the reduction of
academic demands was seen as positive for the children.

Children Flourish in Small Groups and Individual
Settings
Next to distancing measures and the loss of extracurricular school
life, there were also positive changes for children. A consistent
and prominent theme which surfaced across all professions was
the observation that the students profited from the small group
settings. As one teacher puts it: The children “felt seen! [. . .] It was
simply great to witness this, they really flourished.” Accordingly,
also the more individualized settings in after-school work were
appreciated, as a child-care worker highlights: “They will NEVER
have a better learning environment.” Interestingly, even in virtual
settings during lockdown, which also encompassed smaller
groups or one-on-one settings, teachers reported to perceive
“each individual learning progress more intensely.” For
pedagogues, this was such “a beautiful experience” that they
prefer to continue their work in these small group settings. As
a teacher recounts: “We went to the school leaders and told them:
‘What we take out of this: Small groups are useful.’” A child-care
worker decided for the ongoing school year to change her work
profile in order to continue the individual support, “Because the
children can’t receive more from me than in this unblocked,
unburdened environment.” Congruently, school leaders express
their appreciation for small group sizes: “It was beautiful to see
how children develop differently in this small group. [. . .] I found
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that VERY impressive.” In particular, the interviewees express that
the small groups—and feeling seen by the pedagogues—affect
children’s social roles in the classroom in positive ways (see Calm
ChildrenMore Visible, Others Totally Gentle). These results add to
the findings of improved student contact in online settings during
lockdown (Bergdahl and Nouri, 2020), highlighting that small
classrooms are contributing to positive climate and
teacher–student relationships (Calm Children More Visible,
Others Totally Gentle).

Replotting the Social Field: Less Awareness of the
Whole School, But of Subgroups
The temporary intensification and improvement of relational
quality in classrooms is one example of a broader trend. This
trend can be described as contracting the social fields’ boundaries
to the inclusion of a smaller number of significant relationships.
Especially during lockdown and reopening, pedagogues report a
reduced awareness of the whole of the faculty and school while
experiencing more intense relationships in certain subgroups.
When asked about the impact on the whole school’s learning
community, one teacher replied: “I find it actually difficult to tell
[. . .] because it became very individualized.”

A leader elucidates: “This relating-back-to-oneself among
colleagues, in the same way the children relate back to their
groups.” During “seemingly chaotic” breaks, when asking the
children, they answer: “‘we are among us. It is our class!’ So they
relate back to THEIR group.” While the interaction with the whole
faculty was limited during lockdown and the early reopening, within
subgroups, the relationships were strengthened and intensified. For
instance, a teacher from School B, which is structured in grade-
specific work groups, reports: “I got much closer with colleagues in
my grade. We actually met regularly on Zoom, or on Skype, and at
times spoke for one and a half hours about, how do you do it with
your first graders? What else can we do for them?”

Perspectives on Interpersonal
Relationships
Changes in outer structures and rules as well as social fields’
boundaries and textures also involved changes in interpersonal
interactions and relationships. People in school were forced to
take new social roles. This was the case on all levels of the school
hierarchy, in the leaders’ relations to faculty (School Leaders’ New
Role as Safety Managers), the teacher–student relationship and
relations among students (Calm Children More Visible, Others
Totally Gentle), and school professionals’ relations with parents
(Teachers as Human Beings and Parents Grateful—Or
Aggressive).

Lack of Physical Closeness and In-Between Nuances
Distancing measures lead to a lack of physical closeness in the
relationships among school professionals and students. Leaders
recount how their faculty spoke about this lack as a problem in
their work with the children:

“. . .they said, ‘one is so happy to see them again. And
usually one would have made physical contact [. . .]. And

suddenly one can’t hug the little brats [. . .].’ You don’t
say ‘good day’ to people anymore, and this does
something to you. When this closeness is lacking. [. . .]
Whether as leader or teacher, one responds to those in-
between-nuances a lot and this dropped away somehow.”

With the loss of in-between nuances, the leaders’ motivation
for the work was impacted: “the lifeblood which we have in this job
[. . .] wasn’t on the agenda.”

A pedagogue who felt lonely analyzed what it was exactly that
she was missing:

The contact [. . .] never really broke up. Right? But we
were writing on Whatsapp or just some e-mails, but this,
this contact: I tell you something, and you react
immediately. You recognize in my mimic how I am
doing or what I really mean. This, right? Well, [. . .]
mimic and gestures.

This lack has been mentioned in previous studies on COVID-
19 (Beauchamp et al., 2020). It underscores the relevance of the
domain of interbodily resonance (Fuchs, 2017) for social
relations.

Calm Children More Visible, Others Totally Gentle
Interviewees highlight consistently that the children flourished in
the new small group settings. Specifically, this involved changes in
the teacher–student relationships (children feel seen—see
Children Flourish in Small Groups and Individual Settings) and
in the relations among students. A school leader expresses her
appreciation about “how to some extent they became more
courageous. How their roles changed.” For instance, a teacher
elucidates that “calm children, which don’t push into the
foreground, they were suddenly there [. . .] raising their hands
endlessly.” They stopped “drowning in the masses.” In addition,
children described as “difficult,” “all the super flashy ones, the
super extreme ones, [. . .]were totally gentle. Everyone enjoyed it a
lot. Yes, the difficult children. With whom everyone is struggling so
much.”

Not only did the individual children flourish and show up
differently, also their interactions with peers changed, as one
teacher retells:

“Usually in the small break [. . .] they run through the
classroom and throw their pencil cases around and
quarrels are inevitable. They had to stay seated during
the five-minute-break. So they stayed seated. I could also
trust them. So I left the classroom and went outside to the
faculty room opposite. And they started a
CONVERSATION. What they otherwise NEVER
really do. The ten of them [. . .]. They simply
TALKED with each other in a very relaxed
atmosphere. Within this threatening situation.”

Looking back at the teaching situation in small groups, the
teacher concludes: “I didn’t have to settle any argument. Not a
single one.”
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This shift in students’ social roles and interactions coincides
with improved teacher–student relationships (“feeling seen,”
3.3.5.). This is in line with the prominent role of
teacher–student relations in shaping classroom climate, social
and emotional competencies, and academic achievement
(Crosnoe et al., 2004; Hamre and Pianta, 2006), as well as
teacher well-being.

School Leaders’ New Role as Safety Managers
The main issue mentioned by all the school leaders concerns
changes in their role as leaders facing the novel challenge of
creating and carrying out a safe reopening plan “to protect the
families, the children, the colleagues.” Leaders reflect on this new
role and the feedback and responses it elicits in a variety of ways.
The leaders of School A which upheld dialogue and appreciative
communication as their core values in the preinterview
experienced a role conflict: “It was very strange for us, because
we had to give a lot of orders quickly, without talking to the
faculty.” They describe their role further: “It was orders. Orders,
orders, orders” and “No talking, no time for appreciation, no time
for seeing the other, not much time for listening.” They
experienced rather negative responses from the faculty
members and parents (see section on conflicts). In contrast,
the leaders of School B characterize the role as one of an
almost unquestioned leader: “In the time when we made those
plans, they [the faculty, inserted by author] accepted it fully. There
weren’t any big enquiries. You were the decision-maker: So it is.
Fullstop.” The leader of School C reflects on these changes in
mostly positive terms. His new role entailed mostly “confidence-
building.” The faculty met him with a lot of “acceptance and
trust,” “so-to-say as a representative of the state or a liaison to the
public health department.” This leader describes that he was
“always upfront” regarding the safety assessments and
regulations, which brought along a sense of safety for the
faculty. These results show that the leaders’ transition into
their new roles was influenced by the leaders’ and schools’
values, indicating that the pandemic affected schools on the
level of culture (Schein, 2017).

Teachers as Human Beings and Parents Grateful—Or
Aggressive
Pandemic and lockdown were difficult times for many parents,
too. This affected the school professionals’ roles in the relation to
parents. On the positive end, this involves “humanization” and
appreciation illustrated by the following example. A teacher had
written an e-mail to the parents apologizing that she had not been
able to support all of the students on that day, due to a “mid-size
catastrophe” with her own two schoolchildren. The teacher
paraphrases the parents’ responses:

“‘It is SO GOOD to see that you are also only a mother.
That also for you NOT EVERYTHING is working out
smoothly! We have such an underSTANDing for you!’
And suddenly I became a human being for them. Not an
Übermensch anymore. But human. And that was
obviously a relief for them.”

Another teacher who engaged the students in regular virtual
writing activities to structure their day, also in the mornings,
received partly positive feedback: “Some parents were very grateful
for this. Others I had to throw out of their bed (laughter).”

Besides such positive shifts, also negative developments were
described, such as “extreme parent-teacher conferences.” “The
parents went up to the ceiling. It was impossible to regulate
them. Out of stress, out of worry. Well, Corona. Out of
certainly existential urgency, fear.”

This is in line with the leader’s description: The leaders of the
same school (A) experienced a lot of demands from parents
including “explicit aggression.” The leaders reflect further:“The
aggression came from the fact that teachers partly didn’t support
the children as they should have, and that was partly correct [. . .]
we had to re-adjust. And talk to the teachers.” This influenced
their leadership strategy, prioritizing stricter hygienic measures to
prevent another school closing.

These findings extend on what has been described as a blurring
of the professional boundaries between teachers and parents
(Beauchamp et al., 2020), and further highlight the necessity
to foster positive relationships to parents.

Perspectives on Social Emotional
Capacities
The interviewees described their experiences also in terms of
intraindividual, inner changes which relate to the bases of their
social emotional capacities—the dimensions of affect (Affective:
Loneliness and Relief), stress (Physiological: Stress and Shutdown),
resilience, successful coping, and creativity (Behavioral: Resilience
and Creativity in Coping With Lockdown), as well as the
deliberate use of input from the empathy training (Working
With the Input From EMS).

Affective: Loneliness and Relief
The way the interviewees described their affective responses to
the situation varied between individuals, for instance, regarding
the lack of contact to colleagues:

“I felt lonely. Well, there was no exchange with colleagues
anymore, because every class [. . .] had lessons at
different times. [. . .] well, the communication with
children is wonderful. But the [. . .] exchange with
adults. Also with the special pedagogues. This direct
exchange. I missed that a lot.”

In contrast, another pedagogue felt relieved: “I didn’t see
anybody anymore. It was phantastic. I only did my work on
the child. It was wonderful and regenerating.”

Physiological: Stress and Shutdown
High workload and stress were mentioned by all leaders and
pedagogues. As a teacher puts it: “Lockdown was stupid.
Lockdown was a catastrophe. Lockdown caused me to feel
completely burned out afterward.” These increased demands
continue in the ongoing school year: “If you take a look at the
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faculty, many say that they are as exhausted as if they were
standing shortly before the autumn break.”

Behavioral: Resilience and Creativity in Coping With
Lockdown
Under this stress, teachers expressed resilience and
determination:

“With one girl, I even tried to phone her 10 times within
five days. Always at different day and night times and
parents by default would not answer the call. I brought
children’s homework to their homes. I had children
practice reading and writing with me on their
courtyard with a lot of distance, on the grass.”

The same goes for establishing virtual communication, which
another teacher described as their “greatest show of strength” and
“incredibly effortful.”

Once contact was established, the teacher emphasizes that she
“couldn’t stop” working with the children even throughout
holidays: “Because then I thought: Now I have the children.
Now. For the children there are no Easter holidays, are there?
It is totally irrelevant, if it is called ‘Easter holidays’ or not.”

The pedagogues furthermore found ways to work creatively
within their structural confinements, such as the school’s text-
based online learning platform:

“I pulled myself together, what is possible to do virtually
somehow. And we then began to write stories together on
the school cloud. It was very exciting in the beginning and
very beautiful. [. . .] We made agreements: Everyone
writes one or two sentences. And then we invented
stories. In the end we finished a thick book full of
stories and this was a very, very beautiful experience.
[. . .] And the children, not all of them, but many, enjoyed
it a lot.”

These reports confirm previous findings (König, 2020) that
maintaining contact with students and parents during lockdown
was a primary challenge.

Working With the Input From EMS
School professionals report about working with a variety of the
empathy training’s (EMS) elements (e.g., mindfulness and
empathic dialogue) in various settings with children
(classroom and individual tutoring), parents, and faculty, as
well as for self-regulation. A pedagogue illustrates co-
regulating children in individual settings: “It was always like:
‘Come. First exhale. How are you, actually? Put your papers to the
side. Are you nervous? Feel your heart.’ [. . .] I can attune myself to
the child while I am also completely with myself.”

Relating to parents, an intentionally compassionate stance was
illustrated: “this ‘I see’, I see your fear”: “I start conversations with
parents in such a way: [. . .]‘It’s a hard time.’ [. . .] The parents are
burdened and worried, and they want to get a relief from all of
this.” Regarding escalating teacher–parent conferences,
mindfulness was considered as supportive: “For oneself to stay

calm, while around you the roar begins. And it is very unpleasant
when suddenly fifteen parents start shouting and predominating
one another. Well, and then maybe to say: We simply stop this here
now. We won’t get any further with this today.”

School leaders facing conflicts highlight the value of listening
instead of reacting immediately: “There are really things that one
would like to address very EXPLICITLY, because they were
annoying. And, well, how important it is to stay in relation to
the other. And to talk about that which is annoying in another
situation.”

Another explains: “In my role, one is constantly under attack.”
Instead of adopting a “defensive stance,” he could also “stay with
in touch with myself,” first “exhale and let the others finish
talking.”

The training modules were, furthermore, experienced as
relaxing: “I was really dazzled by the speed in which I
personally managed to calm down. [. . .] I hadn’t calmed down
since March 18th. I just had not! [. . .]” She was “almost shocked”
that such a level of relaxation was possible “due to practice or a
moment in a safe space” and further reflected: “[. . .]we could have
done this every day. But we didn’t.”

These results illustrate how relational competence,
mindfulness, and compassion are main features of successful
coping—as opposed to emotional shutdown (Vaes and Muratore,
2013)—disrupting stress-induced fight–flight–freeze
mechanisms (Kabat-Zinn and Hanh, 2009) and enabling
regulating one’s own and other’s emotions.

Overview of Differences Between Schools
Differences on the whole-school level become apparent when
comparing the three schools. Table 1 presents an overview over
context factors, survey results, and themes which were found to
vary and differentiate among the three schools.

The domains in which the schools vary include equity factors,
experienced positive aspects of the pandemic, structural changes,
new roles, climate, cohesion, and relation to parents (see also
Factors Driving Variation Between Schools’ Climate).

DISCUSSION

The pandemic situation has broken up the school system’s
structuring patterns and folders forcing its members—students,
parents, pedagogues, and the principals—and their respective
relationships with each other to break "new" ground. The goal
of this article was to explore these changes as experienced by
principals and pedagogues.We intentionally adopted an open focus
including a variety of concepts and theoretical perspectives which
allows us to capture multiple aspects and levels of these changes.
Taken together, the data portrayed show how the relational
atmosphere—the felt sense of what it was like to be in the
schools—shifted in the phases of the response of the pandemic.

Social Field and System-Level Changes
School and Classroom Climate
According to a systems view of school climate, the overall climate
is composed of a variety of subsystems which have their own
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climate (Rudasill et al., 2018)—nested social fields within a
larger social field. As the following section suggests, the
dynamics of the pandemic underlined this view in which they
impacted these subsystems in very distinct ways—classrooms
differently from faculties’ subgroups differently from parental
households. What changed for these subsystems was both their
structures or processes and their “textures” or the lived experience
within them—along with the relation between subsystems’ actors.
Again, we regard the observable system and the phenomenological
field as two sides of the same coin. First, class sizes shrinked and the
experienced classroom climate improved significantly—children felt
seen and pedagogues enjoyed seeing them, indicating emotional
support, positive affect, and low levels of irritability or anger—hence,
a positive classroom climate (Buyse et al., 2008). Second, faculty was
divided into different groups and rarely met physically—changes
varied substantially between schools, with a new positive climate of
connectedness, cohesion, and even enthusiasm for some, while
others experienced more conflict along the lines of the
preexisting division between the two subsystems of teachers on
the one hand and after-school pedagogues on the other. Such
conflicts among faculty illustrate the in-group and out-group
dynamics often portrayed in relation to crises (Jonas and
Mühlberger, 2017), and are also a well-known factor shaping
school climate. Third, the changes in relation to parents were
diverse, ranging from aggression and conflict to gratitude and a
more personal, human contact. Taken together, we see that the
subsystems relevant for school climate went through amultiplicity of
significant changes.

Let us now turn to each school’s overall climate. For an
investigation of how this was affected by COVID-19, we need to
reflect on whether or not it is even possible to speak of a school
climate in all phases of the pandemic response. The “affective and
cognitive perceptions regarding social interactions, relationships,”
etc., which define climate, were during lockdown largely absent, or
present in the form of a perceived lack. Further, physical distancing
heavily affected the constellations of interactions and
relationships—with many “accidental” and “informal” interactions

which had been important climate-shaping factors dropping away
for all actors in school. Former publications have highlighted already
this “missing” piece as a central theme (Beauchamp et al., 2020).
Congruently, our interviewees named “school as a habitat” and “in-
between nuances” which got lost. Thus, we indeed can speak of an
overall school climate which during lockdownmay have temporarily
dissolved into its many components and was also later on largely
lacking. However, the resultant overall climate was not only one of
lack, but besides initial fear and alienation (“like a ghosthouse”),
climate was also characterized by strong connectedness with those
living through the same circumstances, and even “almost
enthusiasm” in some special case. The good news is that in
relation to children, the most consistent positive changes were
reported (see Teacher-Student Relation).

This is in line with the understanding that social systems often
respond to crisis with an increase in cohesion. Here, School B is
an interesting case, since leaders in the preinterview mentioned a
divisive atmosphere—next to also successful efforts of building
trust. In response to the crisis, these conflicts disappeared as
teachers turn toward each other to seek for support—acquiring a
new balance between their separateness and communion
(Marmarosh and Sproul, 2021).

Factors Driving Variation Between Schools’ Climate
Reports of an “almost enthusiastic” atmosphere in School C
are particularly surprising and raise the question of what may
be driving such experiences. Comparing school C to the other
schools may hint at possible explanations. As Table 5 displays,
the schools differed in a few domains, most prominently equity
(the districts’ poverty rate in School C—a high-risk school)
and the relationship to parents, but also organizational
structures prior to the crisis. The latter were in School C
marked by a lack of coherent structures, mentioned by the
leaders in the preinterview as “chaotic.” Schools A and B on the
other hand had many structures in place which supported their
coherent functioning based on their values. When the crisis
hit, schools A and B lost their structures, while School C was in

TABLE 1 | Between-school differences in context, survey results, and themes.

School A School B School C (high-risk)

Context data
District poverty rate, % 12.3 19.1 27.9
German as a second
language

47.9% of students 34.2% of students 91.5% of students

Faculty survey (quantitative)
Perceived gains through
COVID-19

M (47.40) M (63.81) M (65.81)

Worry about the kids M (64.94) M (51.07) M (73.23)
School professional’s perspectives (qualitative)
Structural changes in
comparison to
preinterview

Previously, structures and processes in place
which enable appreciative communication: loss
of structures

Previous structures in place which enhance
collaboration: loss of structures, routines, and
lack of support

Previous lack of coherent structures: gain of
structures parallel to COVID and aided by
distancing rules

Leader’s new role Role conflicts with value of appreciative dialogue Temporarily, unquestioned leader Gain in confidence as medical expert
School climate Mixed Mixed Positive
Faculty cohesion Surfacing of unexpected conflicts between

faculty groups
Previously incohesive subgroups now
coherent: conflicts disappear

Higher cohesion, and alienation between
subgroups

Relation with parents High demands and unexpected parental
aggression

Parental aggression not mentioned: gratitude Parental demands not mentioned;
academic targets lowered
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a process of building new ones parallel to and aided by the
crisis and its structuring elements (e.g., hygienic measures).
Descriptively, also the survey data showed that School C
professionals perceived more positive aspects of the
pandemic than other faculties, but were also more worried
about their disadvantaged children. Furthermore, School C’s
professionals have mentioned parental aggression as an issue
already prior to COVID-19. This was an unexpected experience for
School A’s professionals. While School C’s professionals in their
high-risk school with a significant language barrier (91.5% of
students with German as second language) lowered their
academic targets for their students due to the crisis
(“achievement gap”), the parents in School A—in a more well-
off district—demanded from school professionals to prevent their
children from falling behind. This suggests once more that to
understand climate, the structural and equity conditions need to be
considered. The different initial conditions shaped each school’s
course of change through the pandemic, and with it, the relational
experience of living through the changes—the social field. For
School C, these were to some extent quite positive. Another aspect
is highlighted by the school comparison: The relationship to
parents and the degree of parental pressure are important
factors in shaping the COVID-19 response, and with it, the
school’s social field. This role of external demands has also been
highlighted in by other publications on the pandemic in schools
(Beauchamp et al., 2020).

Impaired Interbodily Resonance
An overall pattern across system levels—alluded to by one
interviewee—can be described as a “re-plotting” of the social
field, narrowing the (subsystem’s) social field’s boundaries to
the inclusion of fewer relations, while intensifying these
remaining relations and at the same time losing an
embodied experience of the whole school. This pattern is
of course somewhat implicit in the distancing measures
designed to limit the number of contacts. Therefore, it is
even more important to understand better some of its effects.
We suggest to consider a phenomenological perspective,
which has described the interbodily resonance and body-
related feedback loops in interpersonal interactions (Fuchs,
2017) as a base for empathy and a sense of connectedness,
experiencing self and other as an extended body. Physical
distancing and virtual communication impair these
mechanisms—with effects on the overall quality of a social
field (Fuchs, 2017) extensively described by our interviewees.
What is more, one leader described a spillover effect, that is,
physical distancing had the effect that people stopped
greeting each other all together. This deserves close
attention since it has implications for both virtual learning
and successful crisis leadership which does not damage the
relational system, as Kahn et al. (2013) suggested. The
apparent lack of interbodily resonance, of touch, and
direct contact (e.g., Szkody et al., 2020) needs to be
compensated for rather than resigned to—for physical
distancing not to become social distancing with loneliness
and negatively skewed social perception spreading
throughout the social network (Bzdok and Dunbar, 2020).

Interpersonal Relations
Leaders
Theory suggests that leaders have an important role in shaping
climate and culture in times of crises (Kahn et al., 2013; Schein,
2017). To begin with, our findings highlight that the leaders
themselves first had to adapt to and deal with the VUCA
conditions and new demands they suddenly were confronted
with (Hadar et al., 2020), foremost school leaders’ new role as
crisis and safety managers. The adaptation to this new role and its
effects on their relationships were different for the leaders. For
School A’s leaders, the operating mode as crisis managers was
conflicting with their value of dialogue and appreciative
communication and was partly received critically by the
faculty, while for School C’s leader, this operating mode
entailed a gain in confidence as a medical expert, bringing
about safety. The leaders’ different ways of adapting to the
new demands may indeed have shaped climate, contributing
to the differences between their schools. Previous studies
found correlations between the teachers’ perception of
principal effectiveness with better climate and perceived
inconsistencies in leadership behavior with negative climate,
respectively (Kelley et al., 2005). In this light, School A’s
leaders’ role conflict may have been perceived as an
inconsistency with their previous behavior of appreciation and
dialogue. In contrast, School C’s leader’s acquired medical and
legal expertize may speak to a perceived effectiveness.

Within one of the few existing publications on school
leadership in times of COVID-19, the argument has been
made that out of necessity, leaders rely on the practice of
distributed leadership (Harris and Jones, 2020), which is based
on networking and collaboration. Our findings only partly
confirm this thesis. While collaboration has indeed been
described, also a reduction of collaboration was mentioned
since distancing measures require giving orders instead of
dialogue.

An interesting aspect of leadership has been mentioned by
Beauchamp et al. (2020) who found that principals were lacking
the physical presence of the other community members, because
“it allowed them to use the interactions as a way of gauging the
more subtle moods of the community, and to triage these where
necessary” (p. 10). Similarly, our interviewees mentioned a loss of
“in-between nuances.” The role of this impaired interbodily
resonance (Impaired Interbodily Resonance) and the—at least
partial—disappearance of school climate for leadership needs to
be further examined.

Taken together, findings could be interpreted in favor of Smith
and Riley (2012) proposition that the leadership attributes and
skills in times of crisis are fundamentally distinct from those
generally required in “normal” school environment. Whether
they are fundamentally different or not, the crisis situation does
call on huge adaptation efforts. Our findings illustrate the massive
impact of COVID-19 also on leaders and the school’s culture.
Leaders are required to “step outside the culture that created the
leader”, as Schein (2017) expresses it, to reflect on their own
adaptation, how it reflects their values, and find ways of
reconciling these with the situational demands. Our findings
show that sometimes opportunities for positive change are to
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be found. We would further like to mention here that, as Harris
and Jones (2020) point out, the continuous adaptation to these
uncertain and unpredictable times also requires a great portion of
self-care (see Social-Emotional Capacities: Strengthening Self-
Regulation and Compassion).

Teacher–Student Relation
The pandemic surprisingly improved the learning environment
in classrooms by reducing the class sizes. Positive effects of
reduced class sizes on teacher–student relations, and on both
students’ noncognitive development and academic achievement
have been discussed (Konstantopoulos and Chung, 2009; Dee and
West, 2011; Bosworth, 2014; Pipere and Mieriņa, 2017). The
pedagogues in this study highlight that in the small group
settings, children felt seen. This may play an important role in
improving the relationships in the classroom. The classroom
dynamics—as interviewees implied—were marked by a stronger
polarization between, on the one hand, “difficult” children
receiving a lot of attention and, on the other, calm children
likely to be overseen. Due to COVID-19, with class sizes only half
as big, children showed up in more balanced ways. The system
found a new dynamic equilibrium. As Dee and West (2011)
suggested, small class sizes increase the quality of the interaction
or relation between pedagogue and each student. In smaller
classes, pedagogues have more resources available for each
student, such as time, attention, and empathic attunement.
Hence, it is easier for pedagogues to act with relational
competence, as defined by Juul and Jensen (2017), seeing each
child on its own terms, and taking full responsibility for the
quality of the relationship with each child. This extends the
findings of Bergdahl and Nouri (2020), who had reported
teachers’ surprise regarding a better contact to students even
in online learning settings.

Our findings indicate that while most actors in the education
system were under high stress struggling with a constant
uncertainty, due to the divided classes, many students
encountered just the right conditions to show up with
improved social emotional skills.

It is not surprising that also the leaders and pedagogues
highlight how they themselves enjoyed “witnessing” or
“observing” the children’s development, to the extent that they
were calling for a continuation of this small group learning
setting. This may indicate what Boell and Senge (2016) call a
generative social field, one in which the actors in the social field
are mutually enriched by their interaction, grow new capacities,
and flourish, experiencing a heightened sense of connectedness
and awareness.

Social-Emotional Capacities: Strengthening
Self-Regulation and Compassion
Under high stress levels, social emotional skills are key for
adaptive coping (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984; Hadar et al.,
2020). The participants’ reports show how practicing
mindfulness can be a resource for self-regulation under VUCA
conditions— “exhale and let the others finish talking” and “stay
calm, while around you the roar begins.” Physiologically, these

acts of self-regulation help the individual to regain balance and
counter fight–flight–freeze mechanisms (Porges, 2015) (“staying
in touch with myself” rather than being “defensive”). As such, this
may help resolve conflicts (such as within escalating
teacher–parent conferences). Furthermore, the individuals
strengthen their ability to compassionately co-regulate others
without losing their own ground, fostering positive connections
throughout the whole social field. The survey results further speak
to that point. Correlations between "getting something positive
out of the situation" and, on the one hand, "being able to
empathize with the kids" and, on the other hand, "maintaining
a good contact with the kids" could be based on cultivating
compassionate relationships which foster well-being both for
self and other. Nonetheless, such interpretations need to be
supported in the future by standardized operationalization, a
larger sample, and more robust results.

Relational competence, after all, is also crisis competence. The
crucial challenge is to reliably activate and practice mindfulness
and compassion while confronting the urgent and ubiquitous
stressors of the crisis—when practicing such qualities is, most
likely, among the first things to be set aside. This is also a
challenge for SEL research and practice (Hadar et al., 2020).
How can social emotional learning be particularly supported
while schools struggle with the daily base of COVID-19
conform schooling? The crisis can motivate for
SEL—distancing and lockdown impressively demonstrate how
essential social relations are for all of us. Supported by
compassion and mindfulness, it is possible to maintain contact
to oneself and one’s values while allowing an authentic and
compassionate encounter with others—colleagues and
students–—to the point that the social field becomes
generative, mutually enriching, and creative.

Limitations
Our study had several limitations that should be considered
when interpreting the findings. In general, neither our
qualitative nor the quantitative results allow for
generalizability across other schools, participants, and
countries. The quantitative survey data do not allow for
robust interpretations since the survey was based on a non-
validated questionnaire, with single-item construct assessment.
The sample was comparatively small, and the statistical findings
can at best be added as supporting evidence for the directions of
qualitative results. However, we are able to present a description
of professionals’ perspectives on the social fields in three diverse
schools during the first months of the pandemic, with some
convergence from multiple data sources and types. Future
studies should follow a mixed-methods approach with
objective psychometric measures: sample sizes that allow for
generalization of findings to better interpret changes following
crisis and uncertainty.

Since we used a non-validated questionnaire, operationalizing
different constructs each with one item and based our analysis on
quite a small sample, no significant differences were obtained.
There might be differences within the schools in how to handle
interpersonal relationships with the kids, but we are not able to
interpret these non-robust findings clearly.
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CONCLUSION

Instead of leading to social polarization and worsening conflicts,
crisis can lead to the use of social qualities and relationships as
resources and strengthen resilience on all levels of the social field:
crises can humbly remind us of our shared humanity, our
interconnectedness, and the necessity to hold together,
cooperate, and take mutual care and attentiveness in response
to crises. Consequently, the probability of being flexible and
adaptable and finding the way (back) to a dynamic stability—on
the individual, interpersonal, and system levels—increases.
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