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Abstract
The 2020–2021 academic year brought numerous challenges to teachers across the country as they worked to educate students 
amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. The current study is a secondary data analysis of qualitative responses collected as part 
of a teacher survey to evaluate a social emotional learning curriculum implemented during the 2020–2021 academic year. 
The lived experiences of teachers (N = 52) across 11 elementary schools in the Great Plains region were captured through 
open-ended questions as the teachers transitioned from in-person to remote learning. A phenomenological approach was 
utilized to analyze the challenges expressed by teachers as they faced instability and additional professional demands. Given 
that stress and other factors that strain mental health exist within multiple layers of an individual's social ecology, a modi-
fied social-ecological framework was used to organize the results and themes. Findings suggest that during the academic 
year, teachers experienced stressors related to their personal and professional roles, concerns for students’ well-being which 
extended beyond academics, and frustrations with administration and other institutional entities around COVID safety 
measures. Without adequate support and inclusion of teacher perspectives, job-related stress may lead to teacher shortages, 
deterioration of teacher mental health, and ultimately worse outcomes for students. Implications for policy, research, and 
practice are discussed.

Keywords  Teacher mental health · Qualitative analysis · COVID-19

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic created new challenges and stress-
ors for educators and highlighted existing pressure points 
and inequities within the education system (Cipriano et al., 
2020). Prior to the pandemic, surveys found teaching to be 
one of the most stressful careers in the USA (Gallup Educa-
tion, 2014), especially given that teachers are compensated 
significantly less than occupations with similar education 
requirements (Allegretto & Mishel, 2019). Teachers are 
expected to provide academic instruction, social-emotional 
support, and build relationships with students and fami-
lies, often without adequate compensation or support from 

administration and leadership, which can lead to stress, frus-
tration, burnout, and ultimately teacher turnover (Stauffer & 
Mason, 2013). In 2017, 61% of teachers reported experienc-
ing job-related stress (American Federation of Teacher and 
Badass Teachers Association, 2017). Stressors commonly 
cited by teachers (pre-pandemic) include a lack of control 
and agency concerning classroom decisions and curricula, 
challenges with managing student behavior, lack of respect 
for the profession, and insufficient support and resources 
(Kyriacou, 2001; Richards, 2012). At the start of the pan-
demic, many teachers retained these same stressors, with 
added fears surrounding physical health, safety, and well-
being (Will, 2021).

In addition to these fears and existing stressors, COVID-
19 caused widespread closure of K-12 schools in districts 
across the USA, affecting 56.4 million students (Schwal-
bach, 2021). Each school district reacted differently to the 
pandemic based on location, politics, severity of infection 
and hospitalization rates, infrastructure, financial resources, 
socioeconomics, and community needs. These changes came 
with an increase in remote (i.e., online instruction) and 
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hybrid learning (i.e., a combination of online and in person 
instruction), creating dramatic changes to the professional 
demands of teaching. Though remote learning is not new, 
many educators struggled with balancing the mental health 
and academic needs of their students in an online environ-
ment (Minkos & Gelbar, 2021). Prior to the pandemic, only 
3.4% of primary schools offered completely online classes, 
a much lower rate than any other age group (National Center 
for Education Statistics, 2019), yet in spring of 2021, 43% 
of elementary school students were learning remotely, dem-
onstrating a dramatic shift in the number of elementary stu-
dents attending school virtually (Kamenetz, 2021). Remote 
learning was particularly challenging in elementary schools 
for various reasons—some children lacked sufficient internet 
or computer access and struggled with video chat fatigue 
(Fauzi & Khusuma, 2020). By the end of the 2020–2021 
school year, elementary school students were, on average, 
five months behind in math and four months behind in read-
ing (Dorn et al., 2020a). This is partly due to the count-
less challenges that teachers faced in quickly adapting their 
classes to online or hybrid environments. A large majority 
of teachers, particularly those in rural and poverty-stricken 
areas, struggled with the transition due to limited technol-
ogy support and training, unexpected and rapid changes, and 
insufficient bandwidth (Goldberg, 2021). Despite teaching 
challenges, there was a strong focus on student outcomes 
during COVID-19 and teachers held the burden of imple-
menting new programs and maintaining day to day order in 
the face of chaos and disruption. Consequently, there has 
been an increase in teacher anxiety, stress, and turnover 
(Steiner & Woo, 2021).

COVID‑19 and Stress

As schools shifted to remote or hybrid instruction, dis-
course surrounding “learning loss” grew rapidly (Dorn et al., 
2020a; Engzell et al., 2021; Kuhfeld & Tarasawa, 2020). 
Though school closures and protocols, such as mask man-
dates, social distancing, and remote learning, were neces-
sary to curb the spread of the virus, these policies made it 
more difficult to deliver content and foster relationships in 
classrooms and schools. For some, remote instruction posed 
major challenges: In a survey of 1,000 teachers, 25% noted a 
lack of reliable high-speed internet at home and 40% stated 
they were unable to deliver remote instruction well (Diliberti 
et al., 2021). Though these significant challenges continued, 
grading and testing were reinstated in most schools during 
the 2020–2021 school year, raising expectations for student 
achievement and creating extra benchmarks for teachers 
(Dorn et al., 2020a).

The additional stress of delivering academic content 
in the pandemic context may negatively impact teachers’ 

physical and mental health (Guglielmi & Tatrow, 1998; Katz 
et al., 2016), which has implications for the classroom envi-
ronment, student outcomes, and teacher turnover (Arens & 
Morin, 2016). Stressed-out teachers are more likely to have 
stressed-out students (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Most teachers 
who quit during the pandemic cited stress as the driving fac-
tor in their decision, followed by a dislike for the way things 
were run at their school (Diliberti et al., 2021). Additionally, 
a large-scale teacher survey conducted by the RAND Cor-
poration found that one in four teachers reported they were 
likely to leave the profession by the end of the 2020–2021 
school year, with Black and African American teachers 
being especially likely to leave (Steiner & Woo, 2021). In 
addition, the pandemic has been a traumatic event for teach-
ers and students alike, and there is an abundance of evidence 
that trauma increases the likelihood of negative mental and 
physical health outcomes (Felitti et al., 1998; Subica et al., 
2012). Additionally, teachers who work with students who 
have experienced trauma often feel unprepared to meet the 
various needs of their students and as such report experienc-
ing difficulties related to the emotional burden of their work 
including vicarious trauma (Alisic, 2012). Without adequate 
support, job-related stress and experiences of vicarious 
trauma may lead to teacher shortages, compromised teacher 
mental health, and ultimately worse outcomes for students. 
Though numerous studies have examined teacher feelings 
and stress during Covid-19 (e.g., Baker et al., 2021; Diliberti 
et al., 2021; Steiner & Woo, 2021), we are unaware of any 
studies that qualitatively examine the ramifications of transi-
tioning from in-person to remote learning as teachers imple-
mented a social emotional learning curriculum. A deeper 
understanding of teaching-related stress during COVID-19 
can help administrators, policymakers, and relevant stake-
holders plan additional support for educators, especially as 
the future of the pandemic remains unknown.

Theoretical Framework

Though job-related stress is significant (Gallup Education, 
2014), teachers do not exist in isolation, rather they are 
impacted by interconnected stressors that exist in their per-
sonal lives, their students' lives, and the broader context of 
society. Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) classic ecological theory 
states that humans develop within their changing immedi-
ate environments, nested within larger social contexts. This 
framework has been adapted and broadly applied throughout 
the literature on human development. The current study uti-
lizes this framework to organize and contextualize the stress-
ors teachers experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Due to the multi-level nature of stressors within teachers’ 
experiences, an adapted socio-ecological framework is uti-
lized to represent individual, classroom context and school 
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leadership ecologies within the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic (see Fig. 1). Historical contexts such as the pan-
demic are expected to impact all levels of the social ecology, 
and these levels often overlap and interact with each other, 
hence blurring boundaries.

Sources of stress experienced by teachers are unique 
to the individual and differ based on the teacher’s circum-
stances, temperament, ability to cope, and their personal 
strengths and weaknesses (Kyriacou, 2001). For instance, 
a survey of teachers who quit at the end of the 2021 school 
year found that younger teachers were more likely to leave 
the profession because of concerns related to childcare 
responsibilities, while older teachers were more likely to 
cite health risks as their top concern (Diliberti et al., 2021). 
Inherently, stress can emerge during the pandemic as teach-
ers have to also manage relationships with students, fami-
lies, teachers, and school leadership. A study on burnout 
during the pandemic included 359 teachers in K-12 and 
found that the majority reported significant anxiety from 
teaching demands, managing parent communication, and 
lack of administrative support (Pressley, 2021). In addition 
to teaching and following safety protocols during the pan-
demic, teachers also managed external stressors related to 
their personal lives which may have been unique to their 
individual, classroom context and school leadership circum-
stances. However, this study was conducted with a sample of 
primarily White and female teachers, and thus it is important 
to note that it is limited in its examination of how similar 
stressors may impact teachers of color and the impact of 
systemic inequalities on their social ecologies (Baker et al., 
2021).

Current Study

Understanding stress and the mental health consequences 
for teachers under pandemic conditions is an immedi-
ate research priority (Holmes et al., 2020). As elemen-
tary school teachers were exposed to unprecedented 
levels of stress and increased professional demands, the 
COVID-19 pandemic is expected to have long lasting 
consequences on students, educators, and the entire US 
education system. The current study examined the lived 
experiences of elementary school teachers during the 
pandemic as they shifted between in-person, hybrid, and 
remote learning while navigating changes in professional 
demands because of the COVID-19 pandemic. The use of 
an open-ended prompt in an online survey to evaluate a 
social emotional learning (SEL) curriculum implemented 
during the 2020–2021 academic year allowed educators 
to express important aspects of their COVID-19 experi-
ences. Adopting a socio-ecological theoretical framework 
and a phenomenological analytic approach, we explored 
our research question: How does stress associated with 
the pandemic impact teachers’ mental health, their abil-
ity to meet professional demands, and ultimately student 
outcomes?

Methods

Participants and Procedure

The current study used data collected from third–fifth-
grade teachers across 11 elementary schools in the Great 
Plains region of the USA. Baseline data (N = 52) were col-
lected during the fall of 2020 (T1), and post-test data (T2; 
N = 42) were collected during the spring of 2021 in col-
laboration with the public school district and the Sources 
of Strength program (LoMurray, 2005). Table 1 presents 
demographic information for the teachers who participated 
in the survey during the baseline and post-test data collec-
tion. Teachers were predominantly female (T1: 80.8%, T2: 
83.3%), White, or European American (T1 & T2: 100%) 
and were evenly divided across third, fourth, and fifth 
grades. Students in their classrooms were also predomi-
nantly White (77.1%), with a smaller percentage of Black 
(8.8%), Native American or Alaska Native (6.5%), and 
Hispanic (5.7%) students.

All data were de-identified and provided by Sources of 
Strength. The school district distributed the survey link 
using an anonymous Survey Monkey link via email. The 
institutional IRB of the lead authors approved this protocol 

Individual
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personal and 
professional 

COVID-19 Pandemic
Academic school year 

2020-2021

School Leadership  
Administrators’ 

instructional expectations 
and COVID 19 health and 

Classroom Context
Academic achievement 

and social-emotional 
development 

Fig. 1   Socio-ecological model
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as exempt for secondary analysis. The current study is a 
secondary data analysis of teacher qualitative responses in 
a survey conducted by their school district as part of the 
evaluation of the Sources of Strength elementary school 
curriculum. Thus, responses specifically discussing the 
experiences of teachers and students during the pandemic 
were not the primary focus of data collection. Sources of 
Strength is a social emotional learning (SEL) program that 
utilizes a strengths-based lens to encourage help seeking 
and healthy coping skills. The teacher self-report survey 
at both time points included largely quantitative measures 
(e.g., Likert scale items) to capture student and teacher 
social emotional skills and wellbeing before and after 
implementing the program. The survey also included the 
open-ended prompt “please provide examples and com-
ments” after each subscale for teachers to describe their 
experiences qualitatively. Teacher examples and comments 
provided on the survey across both time points were ana-
lyzed (see supplemental Table 1).

School District Context

Due to the variability in instruction as a response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, it is important to understand the 
context of the schools in this study. According to publicly 
available data from the district website and contextual infor-
mation provided by the district, remote instruction began 
in March of 2020 and continued until May 2020. In April 
2020, weeks were shortened to four days with Friday being 
a “flex” day where students could make-up assignments and 
parents could contact teachers. Throughout the pandemic, 
the district worked to implement safety, sanitation, and 
social distancing policies, including regularly disinfecting 
surfaces, requiring masks and a mandatory quarantine period 
for those exposed to COVID-19 or traveling internationally. 
In July 2020, parents were given the option to have their 
child return to school or continue remote learning. In August 
2020, only 610 elementary students (8%) in the district were 
learning remotely and the majority returned in-person. At 
the time of survey administration (T1) in October 2020, the 
district alerted parents that they were heading into the severe 
risk category and would be monitoring the situation in the 
school and community closely. Remote learning began again 
in November 2020 with a plan to return in-person in January. 
Between October and November 2020, the student and staff 
COVID-19 percentage rate ranged from 1.4 to 3.3%. In Janu-
ary 2021, school began again with an option for in-person 
or remote learning. During the 2020–2021 school year, a 
teacher at a participating school died from COVID-19. The 
district has remained in-person since, including during sur-
vey administration in March 2021 (T2), when the student 
and staff infection rate was 0.2%. The district planned to 
return in-person with masks optional but recommended for 
the upcoming school year in August 2021.

Analytic Approach

The current study utilizes a phenomenological qualitative 
research approach to examine the lived experiences of teach-
ers during the COVID-19 pandemic (Groenewald, 2004). 
Phenomenological research has been defined as “research 
that seeks to describe the essence of a phenomenon by 
exploring it from the perspective of those who have expe-
rienced it” (Neubauer et al., 2019, p.91). By including an 
open-ended prompt on the survey for teachers to express 
their experiences implementing the SEL program during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, we gained a better understanding of 
how the pandemic impacted education and the health and 
well-being of teachers and their students. The goal of the 
present study is to understand how teachers' experiences of 
stress during the pandemic affected their personal and pro-
fessional lives. Therefore, we choose to identify the essential 
themes by immersing ourselves in the teacher's perspectives 

Table 1   Participant demographics

Teachers could select more than one race/ethnicity

Time 1 (N = 52) Time 2 (N = 42)

Age in years
18 to 24 5 (9.6%) 2 (4.8%)
25 to 34 14 (26.9%) 16 (38.1%)
35 to 44 12 (23.1%) 11 (26.2%)
45 to 54 13 (25.0%) 7 (16.7%)
55 to 64 8 (15.4%) 6 (14.3%)
65 to 74 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
75 or older 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Gender
Female 42 (80.8%) 35 (83.3%)
Male 10 (19.2%) 7 (16.7%)
Grade
3rd grade 21 (40.4%) 14 (33.3%)
4th grade 17 (32.7%) 12 (28.6%)
5th grade 14 (26.9%) 12 (28.6%)
Blended grades 0 (0%) 4 (9.5%)
Race/Ethnicity
White or European American 52 (100%) 42 (100%)
Black or African American 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Asian American 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Native American or Alaska 

Native
1 (1.9%) 2 (4.8%)

Hawaiian Native or Pacific 
Islander

0 (0%) 0 (0%)

Hispanic 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Other race 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
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without assigning any prior interpretations to the data. In 
this step, researchers employed the technique of bracketing, 
putting aside personal ideas and beliefs to have an open mind 
to participant experiences (Eddles-Hirsch, 2015). Only after 
this step, we used the social-ecological theoretical frame-
work to organize and discuss our findings in relation to the 
broader systems where these experiences occur while noting 
the blurring of boundaries.

Research Team Positionality

Our research team consisted of the laboratory director, the 
laboratory coordinator, three graduate research assistants 
in the fields of education and school psychology, and two 
undergraduate research assistants in the field of education 
and psychology. Two members of our research team had 
experiences working as school psychology interns in schools 
during the 2020–2021 academic year. One of the graduate 
research assistants was a full-time teacher in elementary 
schools prior to the pandemic which provided an insider 
perspective on the methodological approach and subsequent 
analysis. All members of the team had experience conduct-
ing school-based research and were familiar with analyzing 
qualitative research, the Sources of Strength program, the 
broader literature on teacher mental health and the theo-
retical orientation of this study. Although our research team 
did not directly interact with participants, our positional-
ity allowed us to conduct an informed analysis of teachers' 
thoughts and experiences.

The secondary qualitative analysis of open-ended 
responses from the teacher surveys began following post-
test data collection, starting in May of 2021, and ending in 
August of 2021. In the first round of analysis, every mem-
ber of the team engaged in analytic induction and abduc-
tion as we read the full transcripts of teacher responses to 
the open-ended prompts listed in Supplemental Table 1. 
During this process, the team wrote memos on their first 
impressions and noted meaningful themes emerging from 
the data (Saldaña & Omasta, 2021). Weekly meetings with 
all team members were held to engage in analytic deduction 
as we compared and discussed our individual memos. We 
grouped the emerging codes according to the categories of 
the social ecological framework and condensed codes with 
similar meaning across our individual memos to develop a 
codebook. All available transcripts from T1 and T2 were 
reviewed and coded simultaneously because we were inter-
ested in the emerging themes from teachers shared across 
both time points to capture their lived experiences during 
the 2020–2021 academic year. The codebook was then used 
to conduct a second round of individual analysis where each 
team member assigned one or more codes to each open-
ended response independently. Following independent cod-
ing, our team met again as a group to establish intercoder 

agreement and resolve any conflicts that arose during coding 
(Saldaña & Omasta, 2021). This process resulted in a final 
set of codes for every open-ended response in the transcripts. 
Additionally, we examined as a group whether there were 
distinctions in the codes assigned at T1 and T2 and noted 
any salient differences in the comments. Lastly, two coders 
met to discuss the final set of codes, deliberate, and select 
the most salient examples that are presented in the findings 
section of the paper.

Findings

To understand the multifaceted layers of stressors teachers 
encountered during the COVID-19 pandemic, findings are 
organized using a modified socio-ecological framework and 
then divided into relevant themes. Figure 1 represents the 
different levels examined within the context of the pandemic 
during the 2020–2021 academic school year and the dotted 
lines represent the blurred distinction between each level. 
Qualitative data from survey responses are copied directly 
from the survey and have not been altered. Quotes from par-
ticipants are followed by their randomized IDs to distinguish 
different teacher perspectives and when they were captured 
(T1-October 2020; T2-March 2021). There were no sali-
ent differences found between the two time points, and the 
research questions were aimed at capturing the entire aca-
demic year, and thus they are presented together. Although 
challenging to detangle given the blurring of boundaries 
within teachers’ social ecology during the pandemic, data 
on the disruptions and instability from the 2020–2021 aca-
demic school year were best organized at the individual, 
classroom context, and school leadership level. During the 
2020–2021 academic year, teachers expressed a variety of 
additional stressors within multiple levels of their social 
ecology because of the pandemic.

Individual Level

Individual-level stressors were conceptualized as any 
stressor that teachers experienced in their professional and 
personal lives. At the individual level, teachers mentioned 
personal experiences with anxiety, the impact of professional 
demands, and work responsibilities as stressors during the 
academic year.

Personal and Professional Experiences

When teachers were asked about work anxiety, most 
acknowledged the existing professional demands and respon-
sibilities as a contributor. One teacher said:
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Teaching and stress have been hand-in-hand for many 
years. Because things are constantly changing in 
education and expectations are constantly rising it is 
stressful. I think since teachers spend 7 hours a day 
with kids it just feels overwhelming at the end of the 
day to plan for the next day/week (0074, T2).

Similarly, another teacher said:

When trying to do my best to meet the needs of all of 
my students in a 4th/5th combination classroom, it is 
a lot of work. Many early morning and late evenings 
are spent at school to be sure that I am ready for my 
students each day (0054, T2).

Another teacher mentioned an overwhelming set of expecta-
tions for teachers with little support:

“It's a lot on our plates ALL of the time to juggle plan-
ning and being innovative is asking a lot. PLUS taking care 
of social and emotional needs without much support from 
parents” (0047, T1).

Besides the existing stressors of the teaching profession, 
one teacher summarized the burden of the pandemic: 

The pandemic has placed added pressures on teachers. 
I am not only teaching the children face-to-face but 
must provide materials/lessons for any of my students 
who have had to quarantine. As a district we have had 
to pivot from face-to-face learning to online learning 
and back again (0076, T2).

It was common for teachers to mention overlapping stressors 
related to how their professional role impacts their personal 
lives, thus blurring the work-life balance boundaries. One 
teacher shared “Thinking about school has provided quite a 
bit of stress in my personal life. The needs of my students, 
changes due to the pandemic, how to support all the various 
needs, etc.” (0029, T1). Another teacher mentioned how her 
work impacts her ability to rest after work: “I have nights 
where I can't sleep thinking about school related activities” 
(0045, T1).

In addition to professional stressors, some teachers also 
expressed personal experiences with anxiety. One teacher 
offered this comment: “I suffer from anxiety and sometimes 
my anxiety can cause panic attacks. My anxiety happens 
most when I am being evaluated/observed or when I am 
overstressed and or sleep-deprived” (0077, T1). A few 
teachers who mentioned having anxiety also mentioned 
using medication to treat their mental health. However, it 
is unknown if these teachers were already on medication 
prior to the pandemic or if medication began because of 
pandemic-related stress. One teacher said: “I am on anxiety 
medication. If I forget it I feel more anxious about school, 
but when I am on it I am not very anxious” (0011, T1). The 
same teacher expressed utilizing other coping strategies after 

exposure to the Sources of Strength curriculum in addition 
to medication for their mental health challenges: “I do have 
anxiety, but I am on medications and use some of the tips 
and tricks talked about in our sources of strength lessons, as 
well as calm classroom, to help control the anxiety before it 
affects my job” (0011, T2).

Although teachers have multiple roles and responsibilities 
outside of school as it pertains to their family and friends, 
this was not a common theme. However, one teacher did 
acknowledge the intersection of stress from their personal 
life interfering with their ability to manage stress at school 
and the transition to remote learning: 

Extenuating circumstances will cause anxiety that 
I usually don't feel. For example when my husband 
passed away, I was not able to focus on school for a 
few months. When we went remote, I couldn't sleep or 
take time for myself- I became unbalanced (0071, T1).

At the individual level, teachers mainly highlighted their 
experiences with stress during the pandemic as it related to 
the professional demands and expectations of their role as 
well as their personal experiences with anxiety.

Classroom Context Level

Classroom context-level stressors were conceptualized as 
any stressor that was a result of direct teacher relationships 
or interactions with students. At the classroom context level, 
teachers mentioned their relationships with their students 
as a stressor and expressed concerns given the educational 
instability and changing professional demands experienced 
during the 2020–2021 academic year. Specifically, teachers 
shared concerns around their students’ academic achieve-
ment, social and emotional well-being, home life, and dis-
ruptive behaviors.

Academic Achievement

Many of these themes overlapped, as concerns for students 
attending school remotely were often interconnected with 
academic disparities experienced by students having chal-
lenges with this mode of instruction. One teacher expressed 
needing to work more as a result and said:

Distance learning did not work very well for some stu-
dents. These students didn't show up for our scheduled 
Zoom meetings, and they did very little work. This has 
put some students behind. I have been working hard to 
get them caught up (0054, T2).

In addition, existing academic gaps appeared to have wid-
ened for one teacher’s students. This teacher stated: 
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When we pivoted to distance learning to slow the 
curve it was very difficult for some of my students 
who already struggle with reading and math. Without 
adult support beside them to keep them on task and 
learning they have fallen behind their peers (0076, T2).

One teacher acknowledged the many unknowns of teaching 
during the 2020–2021 academic year and expressed worry 
that despite their best efforts they may not be able to catch 
students up: 

Teaching during a pandemic is something no one saw 
coming. It is stress, it is new. No one has the right 
answer as we are all learning how to do this. I worry 
that my students are playing major catch up and in 
their learning and I worry that I won’t teach them 
enough to get caught up (0060, T1).

Another teacher summarized the intersecting nature of 
academics and student well-being, as the pandemic has 
impacted multiple aspects of their student’s lives: 

The large majority of my class is doing well academi-
cally, socially, emotionally, and behaviorally right now. 
They are excelling. However, there are a few students 
in my class that struggle for different reasons. I have 
one student struggling soci-emotionally because par-
ents are going through a divorce, distance learning was 
a nightmare for her and she has a lot of stress on her 
plate. I have others that struggle with managing their 
behavior and emotions (0056, T2).

Social and Emotional Development

The concerns of teachers go beyond academics, as they are 
aware that student’s social and emotional well-being has also 
been affected by the pandemic. One teacher said, “Due to the 
pandemic, lack of parenting, lack of home support, too much 
screen time, etc.… many students are struggling with staying 
on task, anxiety, appropriate social interactions, self-worth, 
confidence, safety…” (0033, T2).

The concerns with social and emotional well-being over-
lapped with concerns around disruptive behaviors and how 
students may be perceived, which may exacerbate existing 
social and emotional skill deficits. One teacher commented: 
“I have some students who have been acting out lately and 
I am concerned about how adults are perceiving them and 
how their friends might be pulling away” (0011, T2). Teach-
ers were asked about their students' social and emotional 
skills as well as disruptive behaviors in their classrooms. 
Given these questions, the bulk of the data were centered 
on teachers' concerns around emotional regulation and their 
students’ ability to control their behaviors. One teacher said: 
“This year, but I feel like we are having more and more 
disruptive behaviors in class each year. These disruptive 

students have limited resources and often stop learning in 
the classroom which is not fair to the other students who 
want to learn and feel safe!” (0072, T1).

It is important to note that our teachers work in elemen-
tary schools and developmentally their students are begin-
ning to learn their social and emotional skills outside of 
the home. One teacher expressed a typical developmental 
process among girls as it relates to peer aggression in their 
class but noted a lack of parental involvement, which may 
impact their students’ mental health: 

The girls in my classroom seem to go through phases 
of treating others nicely and being rude to others. I do 
see several of them as somewhat "fragile" and things 
happening outside of school that they don't tell their 
families which wears on their mental health (0057, 
T2).

Similarly, another teacher noted that specific students 
struggled with managing their emotions and behaving in 
ways that were disruptive to the class: “4 students constantly 
need reminders to show self-control, make better choices 
with body and voice (blurting, ignoring adult directions, 
back talking, shutting down when person doesn't get his 
way). 1 student in particular riles up a couple other kids” 
(0068, T1). Classroom behavior is learned in school and 
teachers often remind students of appropriate and inappro-
priate behavior.

Despite the challenges during the 2020–2021 academic 
year, teachers were also asked to reflect on prosocial student 
behaviors and resiliency. Several teachers expressed proso-
cial behaviors in their classrooms. One teacher expressed 
their role in cultivating prosocial behaviors: “This year 
especially, I've really focusing on building a strong class-
room community. My students have been so good about 
being kind to one another and making everyone feel like 
they belong! "Our class is a family" is our motto” (0074, 
T2). Another teacher expressed prosocial behaviors towards 
a student in their class with a disability: “I have a student 
with special needs and many of my other students will make 
sure to include him in activities” (0011, T2). The Sources 
of Strength curriculum focuses on healthy coping skills 
and teacher responsibility in cultivating healthy coping and 
resilience. Related to the pandemic, one teacher mentioned 
validating student feelings and noticing resiliency in their 
class throughout the school year:

My students have proven to be so resilient through-
out this crazy last year of a global pandemic. I'm 
impressed with how well they have adapted and how 
strong they are. That being said, I don't expect them 
to hide their feelings. If they are feeling sad, worried, 
upset or any other emotions I make sure to validate 
those feelings (0074, T2).
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Teachers and students have faced numerous challenges 
in their pursuit of teaching and learning, but in the face of 
adversity teachers have also witnessed various strengths 
and points of resiliency among their students. One teacher 
mentioned receiving praise from an administrator for her 
students' behaviors: “My principal even commented during 
an observation at how resilient my class is this year and 
how well they can continue working when there is an out-
burst” (0056, T2). At the classroom context level, teacher 
stressors cannot be separated from their relationships with 
their students and their concerns for their education and 
well-being. The concerns teachers expressed are intercon-
nected with their role as educators who help to shape the 
academic, social, and emotional skills of their students, and 
the 2020–2021 academic year proved to be challenging in 
numerous ways.

School Leadership Level

School leadership-level stressors were conceptualized as any 
stressor that was mentioned because of teacher interactions 
with school administrators, district, and government entities 
at the local, state, and federal level.

Administrators’ Instructional Expectations

At the school leadership level, teachers did not explicitly 
express support from the educational institutions (e.g., 
school, district) they are a part of. One teacher summarized 
these frustrations: 

The expectations that the school system has as it 
relates to this unique year often feel unrealistic. It is 
frustrating to continually be asked to do new things 
and have more put on our plate when this year is very 
unique, and quite frankly, already enough work as it 
is (004, T1).

During the pandemic, educators and students were still 
expected to function and partake in standardized testing as 
if it were a traditional year. One teacher commented:

With the extra layer of COVID, there has been a lot 
expected of teachers and those in education in general. 
Testing and accreditations have still been pushed even 
in the midst of a pandemic school year and the proto-
cols on top of it all (0062, T1).

Teachers were also frustrated with government entities, as 
the instability and variability in educational action plans 
were a result of different decisions made at the state and 
federal levels. One teacher said:

Teaching face to face during the Covid-19 pandemic is 
extremely stressful. It was stressful teaching remotely 

last spring too. I believe our nation and our state and 
our city lack leadership willing to put the health of our 
students/families and teachers/staff first (0032, T1).

COVID Health and Safety Protocols

COVID-19 safety measures made education challenging 
and concerns for safety and well-being were common, but 
they often overlapped with frustrations felt over how school 
administration handled in-person learning.

One teacher expressed how COVID-19 health measures 
felt impossible in the classroom:

Having so many students, especially during a pan-
demic where they cannot be adequately spaced, is very 
stressful. I feel like the administration is not doing an 
adequate job informing us or keeping us safe. There 
are also so many things they want us to teach and not 
enough time to teach it (0067, T1).

Another teacher questioned their own self-efficacy as the 
pandemic related safety “elements” interfered with their 
ability to be an effective teacher. “This school year is already 
stressful with the COVID elements, but there are expec-
tations at our school that cause extra stress and make me 
feel like I can't do my job as well as I would like” (0042, 
T1). Furthermore, the teaching profession was significantly 
strained, as the stories of these teachers made it clear that 
it was difficult to not only teach but to also provide a safe 
space where students can develop socially. One teacher sum-
marized this concern:

With everything going on, it is stressful to find a deli-
cate balance between allowing for social interaction 
to maintain social skills and friendships for students 
while also protecting them and making sure you are 
doing whats best for their safety (005, T1).

The 2020–2021 academic year was a stressful year for 
educators and students. As we approach another uncertain 
school year, the stories around the stressful events at all lev-
els of teachers' social ecology must not be forgotten. Rather 
there is much to learn from these lived experiences and the 
ways in which individual, classroom context and school 
leadership level stressors add or detract from teachers and 
their role.

Discussion

This study examined qualitative responses from elementary 
school teachers about stressors experienced while teaching 
and implementing an SEL curriculum during the 2020–2021 
academic school year. While teachers are always under tre-
mendous amounts of stress, conditions associated with the 
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pandemic exacerbated these feelings, resulting in challenges 
in the classroom and broader community. An adapted socio-
ecological framework considers how these experiences are 
shaped by the intersectional nature of individual, classroom 
context, and school leadership experiences, framed within 
the societal context of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic.

Individual

At the individual level, teachers frequently cited the height-
ened demands they faced while teaching during a pandemic. 
Increased workload associated with preparing for and facili-
tating online learning as well as supporting students with 
social-emotional concerns or issues associated with the pan-
demic caused the lines between home and work to become 
blurred. Many teachers may have experienced elevated levels 
of stress and anxiety associated with the pandemic; however, 
our findings indicated there was not any way to discern if 
the anxiety was evident prior to the pandemic or because of 
the pandemic. Outside of the current context, teaching is one 
of the most stressful professions contributing to high levels 
of burnout and turnover and negatively affecting school cli-
mates (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). During the pandemic, 84% 
of teachers say morale is lower than ever and one third of 
them report being more likely to leave the teaching profes-
sion or retire early (Rosenberg & Anderson, 2021). These 
feelings may have been exacerbated by the fact that most 
of the sample is female, and research shows that women 
often report difficulty carrying the heavy workload of both 
their personal and professional responsibilities leading to 
heightened stress (Ozamiz-Etxebarria et al., 2021). Both 
the personal and professional stressors identified by partici-
pants align with the current state of literature on teaching in 
a pandemic which emphasizes high rates of teacher stress, 
depression, and burnout (Steiner & Woo, 2021). Addressing 
these concerns is key to not only individual well-being but 
protecting schools already in disarray from developing an 
overwhelmed and understaffed workforce.

Classroom Context

In addition to individual stressors, several classroom context 
concerns were also noted by teachers. Relationships between 
teachers and students are a key aspect of the educational 
experience, which shape student success (Ansari et al., 2020; 
Stauffer & Mason, 2013). In this time of uncertainty, educa-
tors felt high levels of concern for their students' academic 
achievement and well-being. Research shows that teachers 
working with younger students showed the highest levels of 
anxiety, perhaps due to a heightened sense of responsibil-
ity for addressing their student’s needs (Ozamiz-Etxebarria 
et al., 2021). Additionally, there were existing educational 
inequities which have been exacerbated by the pandemic. 

Preliminary research shows that teachers in schools with 
lower resources are more concerned about their students' 
ability to access and engage in new learning modalities 
(Chen et al., 2021) and that Black, Latinx, and students 
experiencing poverty will likely experience the most sig-
nificant harm because of the pandemic (Dorn et al., 2020b). 
Without immediate access to their students, many teachers 
worried that students in unstable homes, or those without the 
necessary support or safety provided by school, would fall 
behind. Teachers were particularly worried about students 
who were already struggling academically and felt addi-
tional stress ensuring that these students had the support they 
needed. In addition to academics, teachers were cognizant 
of the effect the pandemic had on social-emotional problems 
and skills such as anxiety, social interactions, and staying 
on task. One teacher also explicitly mentioned the impact 
of their students' home life on their experiences. Traumatic 
familial experiences such as divorce, loss, or financial issues, 
commonly experienced during the pandemic may intensify 
student stress resulting in behavioral issues and/or decreased 
performance (Cénat & Dalexis, 2020). Despite the numerous 
challenges associated with the pandemic, teachers reported 
significant resilience from students. While teachers were 
impressed with this, some commented on the importance of 
allowing students space to express their emotions and the 
need to be intentional about building a positive classroom 
climate and creating spaces where students feel safe and 
supported.

School Leadership

Finally, teachers experienced high levels of stress due to 
decisions made by leadership both at the school and com-
munity level. Teachers felt overburdened by the expecta-
tions of school leadership and governmental entities to 
constantly adopt new safety guidelines while expected to 
provide the same level of instruction. One teacher cited frus-
trations with standardized testing, which was still seen by 
the district as a priority, even amidst the pandemic. Con-
cerns around physical and mental health and safety were also 
cited. Teachers expressed stressful situations when trying 
to keep students safe in classrooms that were not designed 
for social distancing, while also prioritizing student social 
development and well-being. Additionally, teachers reported 
feeling that school and state leadership did not consider the 
health and safety of their students or teachers when mak-
ing decisions. Many of these concerns align closely with 
those of educators across the country, contributing to high 
levels of dissatisfaction, frustration, and burnout (Kim & 
Asbury, 2020; PBS, 2020). Lack of administrative support is 
one of the primary reasons for burnout and turnover among 
teachers and addressing these issues is key to sustaining a 
healthy teacher workforce (Talley, 2017). Particularly in a 
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time where everyone is directly impacted, administrators 
need to support and include their teachers in the discus-
sions around mode of instruction to understand what works 
best for their teachers, students, and families. Educators 
for Excellence (2021) surveyed educators nationwide and 
found that many were dissatisfied with the level of support 
and input they had from local and district administrators. 
Leadership must consider the needs and desires of teachers 
to protect not only their staff but also student learning, and 
thus it is imperative to elevate teacher perspectives. Moving 
forward, schools should strongly consider including teachers 
in decisions about reopening plans (remote vs. hybrid vs. in 
person), student safety, and curriculum to ensure that teacher 
perspectives are heard and represented in their schools' deci-
sion making.

Limitations

Due to the lack of research on teacher experiences during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, this study provides valuable insight 
from teachers on job-related stress. Despite its contribu-
tion, there are limitations to consider when interpreting the 
results. First, data were collected from one school district 
in the Great Plains region of the USA from participants 
who were predominantly White and taught students who 
were also predominantly White. Because of this, findings 
may not generalize to other populations, specifically among 
teachers and students of color who may have experienced 
different stressors and/or navigated similar stressors differ-
ently during the pandemic (Baker et al., 2021). Secondly, 
despite the socioecological framework used in this paper, we 
were unable to consider the effects of outside school influ-
ences on teacher stress. Interpersonal relationships outside 
of the classroom, such as students and their families, were 
not represented in this data because questions about external 
stressors were not specifically asked. This is a weakness as 
these factors may have a significant impact on teacher stress 
in the classroom. Further, our classification of stressors in 
discrete categories of the socio-ecological model may be 
overly simplified, as these stressors are often interrelated and 
can cross multiple social-ecological domains. Finally, data 
for this paper were collected as part of a larger study on the 
implementation of a social emotional learning program, so 
responses specifically discussing the experiences of teach-
ers and students during the pandemic were not the primary 
focus. Additionally, because this paper utilized secondary 
data rather than focus groups or interviews, we were unable 
to have teachers expand on their answers (provide more 
detail, explain whether an issue was caused or exacerbated 
by the pandemic, etc.) resulting in some interpretation on the 
part of the research team. The lack of feedback from teachers 
may have impacted our ability to detect any differences in 

the comments between T1 and T2, and therefore we suggest 
caution when interpreting these findings.

Implications for Practice, Policy, and Research

As the COVID-19 pandemic rages on, schools will continue 
to face various challenges. Stakeholders including school 
leaders, researchers, and policymakers must consider ways 
to address the issues highlighted here to mitigate harms to 
teachers and build better support for them.

Support for Teachers and Students

In addition to caring for students, schools are also respon-
sible for supporting their staff and teacher workforce. As 
uncertainties around COVID-19 continue, leadership must 
prioritize physical health measures by encouraging appropri-
ate masking and distancing guidelines as well as providing 
adequate Personal Protective Equipment (PPE). In addition 
to physical health, it is imperative that teacher mental health 
is considered a priority to reduce stress and improve physi-
cal and psychological safety, minimizing teacher burnout 
and turnover. Schools must prioritize programming and 
resources for adults in the school building, such as mental 
health, sick leave and vacation days, flexibility on lesson 
planning and setting collaborative academic expectations 
as well as hiring additional teachers and mental health staff 
(Diliberti & Schwartz, 2021; Giannini et al., 2021). Further-
more, state and local school leadership should reconsider 
learning benchmarks and expectations surrounding testing 
considering the current climate to ensure that schools are 
serving students equitably (National Academy of Education, 
2021). Teachers need the flexibility and resources to effec-
tively address the needs of their students.

Schools have the potential to support the well-being of 
their students, teachers, and staff during and after the pan-
demic. First, schools can prepare for students who will be 
returning to school with additional trauma and may struggle 
socially, behaviorally, and academically (Cénat & Dalexis, 
2020). Programming that is trauma-informed to support the 
school community in strengthening their academic, social, 
and emotional skills to build resilience and minimize the 
harm caused by the pandemic may be effective (Collin-
Vezina et al., 2020; Taylor, 2021). Students may also need 
additional academic support to ensure that their learning 
needs are being met (e.g., tutoring, summer camp) (Kuhfeld 
et al., 2022; US Department of Education, 2021).

Research

There is a need for more research that is inclusive of educa-
tors and their experiences to inform education policy and 
practice. Specifically, more data are needed on the effects 
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of the pandemic, including the impact on the mental health 
of other school staff, children, families, and other com-
munity members (Nawaz et al., 2020). Additional qualita-
tive and quantitative research is needed to understand and 
address ways to support educators throughout the COVID-
19 pandemic and beyond, to ensure that elementary school 
children are receiving the school-based academic, social, 
and emotional support they need (Song et al., 2020). His-
torically, research has failed to capture the experiences of 
marginalized students and teachers (Codding et al., 2020). 
It is imperative that future research center the experiences 
of students and teachers of color, and students and teachers 
with disabilities, as these populations were hit particularly 
hard by the pandemic and will likely face additional chal-
lenges in the coming years.
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