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continued to study and monitor the disease for the next weeks and on March 11, 2020, the WHO 

declared COVID-19 a pandemic; two days later U.S. President Donald Trump declared the virus 

a national emergency (Center for Disease Control, 2019). Ohio was the first state to announce a 

statewide closing with Governor Mike DeWine stating, “We have a responsibility to save lives” 

(Education Week, 2021). Within 24 hours, 15 other states followed Ohio.   

In the state of Kentucky, on March 12, 2020, Governor Andy Beshear recommended that 

all school superintendents cease in-person classes for an extended period of time beginning 

March 16.   

Figure 1 

Students Impacted by The Coronavirus Closures 
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Most believed this disruption of education would last a few weeks, perhaps a month; 

however, from the Education Week graph above, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic affected 

the education of over 50,000,000 worldwide within two weeks (Education Week, 2021). 

The governor of Kansas quickly changed the narrative when she announced on March 17 

that her schools would not reopen for the remainder of the year saying this would, create the 

space we need at the state level . . . to get ahead of this threat and limit its long-term impact 

(Education Week, 2021). In the state of Kentucky, the governor announced on March 20 that 

schools cease in-person instruction until at least April 20 (Krauth, 2020).   

The uncertainties, inconsistencies and now the inevitability of remote learning in 

American education became very clear. As the world moved into April, countries kept their 

borders sealed and businesses shut down. The true length of this pandemic was just beginning.  

Concepts such as stay-at-home orders, mask mandates and “social distancing” were added to the 

vocabulary and who is “essential” vs. “non-essential” in the workforce continues to be debated. 

Education throughout the country moved to various forms of remote learning. Districts with the 

resources to deploy remote learning created a plan for this delivery and those without the 

technology resources were left to create alternatives.   

A nationally representative survey conducted by the Education Week Research Center on 

March 25, 2020 found that 56% of teachers said that their morale level is lower than prior to the 

pandemic and by April 8 that same survey revealed the number had risen to 66% (Herold, 2020). 

On March 31 during a White House briefing, Dr. Anthony Fauci and Dr. Deborah Brix 

announced that 100,000 to 240,000 deaths in the U.S. were expected even if social distancing 

and public health measures were perfectly enacted. Despite its initial measures, by April 10, the 

U.S. surpassed Italy as the global leader for reported deaths due to COVID-19 at 23,036 (Center 
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for Disease Control, 2020c). On April 2, Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear extended the 

suspension of in-person instruction until at least May 1 (Kentucky Department of Education, 

2020).   

During the month of April most states shifted their focus on the logistics of testing mass 

numbers and ensuring healthcare structures were able to manage the influx of positive cases 

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2020). On April 20, 2020 Governor 

Andy Beshear announced that all Kentucky schools would remain closed for the duration of the 

2019-20 school year (Krauth, 2020). By early May, eighty percent of teachers reported 

interacting with the majority of their students daily or weekly through remote learning and the 

unemployment rate in the United States reached nearly 15%, its highest since the Great 

Depression (United States Department of Education, 2021). By the end of the same month the 

United States death toll from COVID-19 surpassed 100,000 (Center for Disease Control and 

Prevention, 2020d).   

As Americans transitioned into the summer of 2020, discussions regarding the re-opening 

of schools for the 2020-21 school year were underway. Surveys showed that there was an 

increase in depression and disconnection from school and pandemic related suicides were on the 

rise (Jones et al., 2022). In a survey conducted by Common Sense Media, forty percent of 

students reported feeling more lonely than usual (2020). A popular perspective was that schools 

needed to open for mental and social health reasons, and they could be opened safely in areas of 

low virus transmission (Rasmussen & Jamieson, 2020).  

As of July 2020, 98.6% of learners worldwide were affected by the pandemic, 

representing 1.725 billion children and youth, from pre-primary to higher education, in 200 

countries (United Nations Sustainable Development Group, 2020). On July 6 the Kentucky 
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Department of Education published “COVID-19 Considerations for Reopening Schools:  

Workplace Health and Safety” (2020) as a companion piece to the Kentucky Department for 

Public Health’s “Guidance on Safety Expectations and Best Practices for Kentucky Schools” 

(2020). The document emphasized that it is not a “one size fits all” guide and that districts should 

work closely with their local health departments and other partners to make decisions. In the 

large Catholic Archdiocese studied in this research, school administrators met collaboratively 

with the Office of Catholic Schools superintendent and staff to discuss possibilities for reopening 

in-person for the 2020-21 school year. Each school was given autonomy to create a plan in 

alignment with the KDE guidelines. On July 21, 2020, the public school district within this same 

area announced that it would begin the school year using Non-Traditional Instruction (NTI) for 

the first six weeks (NTI would last until March of 2021) (Jefferson County Public Schools, 

2020). On July 23, the CDC released its resources for safe school reopening to assist districts 

who were attempting a re-opening of their schools to in-person instruction.   

July 2020 – June 2021:  Year 1 with COVID-19 and the Various Modes of Education Delivery 

For the 2020-21 school year, approximately 26% of public school districts opted to open 

the school year virtually (Gross et al., 2020) and 61% of public school students began the year 

with remote learning. Urban and suburban districts were more likely to open remotely than rural 

public districts. In contrast, 85% of Catholic schools opened in person (Patton & Newkirk, 

2020). Drawn from the Catholic principle of subsidiarity, or local control of Catholic education, 

Catholic schools decided on their own whether to open in person (Kirkman, 2020). Catholic 

school leaders stated that they were more able to implement social distancing measures and other 

safety procedures than public schools, and that in-person instruction and interaction is important 

for students’ mental health and development (Thompson, 2020).  
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Schools across the U.S. deployed various modes of instruction during the 2020-21 school 

year such as fully in-person, hybrid instruction, and virtual instruction. The large public school 

district in which this Archdiocese resides remained virtual-only instruction for the majority of the 

2020-21 school year. The majority of high schools within this Catholic Archdiocese implemented 

a hybrid approach to learning, dividing the student body into 2 groups and students alternated 

virtual instruction and in-person learning. The remaining high schools experienced in-person 

learning during the 2020-21 school year. Of the 29 Catholic Elementary schools, 10 of these used 

a hybrid learning approach; the remaining provided full scale in-person learning. For teachers in 

schools with in-person instruction new daily health protocols were put into place:  desk shields; 

rearranging of classroom furniture to allow for social distancing; masks for students and staff; 

hand hygiene; temperature checks; quarantines; among others made the daily delivery of 

instruction challenging.  

By late October 2020 Education Week Research Center reported again on the morale of 

all school stakeholders, finding it at its lowest. The below graph shows the percentage of teachers 

and district leaders who felt that morale had declined, especially in the area of teachers (Kurtz, 

2020). 

Figure 2 

Percent of Teachers and District Leaders Who Say Morale Has Declined for Students, Teachers, 

Hourly Employees, and Administrators 
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Teacher morale can either make or break a district’s ability to achieve its goals (Rice, 

2003). Teacher quality is the most important school-related factor influencing student 

achievement—and low morale negatively impacts teacher quality (Rice, 2003). In a 2021 meta-

analysis, nearly 70% of all studies conducted over the last decade concluded that teachers with 

the lowest morale (or the ones with the highest level of "burnout") also had the lowest academic 

student outcomes across core subjects (Madigan & Kim, 2021).   

As the holidays loomed, the rise in infections at the end of the calendar year forced 

schools who were providing in-person instruction to close during the month of December in 

Kentucky. In February of 2021, the state of Kentucky and this Archdiocese began to vaccinate its 

teachers. By March of 2021, most Kentucky schools provided in-person learning under the mask 

mandate.   

July 2021 – Present: The Long Reality of the Cycle of COVID-19 Outbreaks 

As students returned to school for the 2021-2022 school year, states set a variety of 

policies on education and the COVID-19 pandemic, including how schools should open to in-

person instruction, whether students and staff would be required to wear masks and whether 
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vaccination be required of teachers. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention guidance for 

the fall of 2021 made safely returning to school a priority and recommended masking by all 

students (age 2 and older), staff, teachers, and visitors to K-12 schools, regardless of vaccination 

status (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). 

Under a law passed by lawmakers and signed by Governor Andy Beshear, school districts 

were only allowed 10 days of non-traditional instruction, or NTI, to use for virtual learning if 

districts closed due to COVID-19 outbreaks (Krauth, 2022). Some districts utilized these days as 

early as September of the school year, but by the winter of 2021 the waves of outbreaks of 

COVID-19 infections caused by new strands forced states and local districts to begin to take a 

more localized approach to closures and new protocols. In the studied district, the outbreak of the 

Omicron strand and large number of teacher absences led to closure of public schools. Schools 

within this Archdiocese continued to monitor the outbreaks and make more local school 

decisions. As the spring began to unfold, schools within this Archdiocese released their mask 

mandates, and by the end of March the public-school district did the same.   

COVID-19’s Initial Impact on Education & Online Learning 

The COVID-19 pandemic created the largest disruption of education systems in human 

history, affecting nearly 1.6 billion learners (United Nations Sustainable Development Group, 

2020). Closures of schools, institutions and other learning spaces had short-term and long-term 

effects. The impact on the education system of lockdown and staying home strategies put into 

place as the needed action to flatten the curve and control the transmission of the disease was 

essential (Sintema, 2020). While the exact overall impacts of COVID-19 are unknown, there is 

research that shows children’s academic performance was deteriorating during the pandemic, 

along with their progress on other developmental skills (García & Weiss, 2020). It is also 
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apparent that given the various ways in which the crisis has widened existing socioeconomic 

disparities and how these disparities affect learning and educational outcomes, educational 

inequities are growing (Rothstein, 2004; Putnam, 2015; Reardon, 2011; García & Weiss, 2017).   

The shift to online learning in the spring of 2020 revealed the stark disparities in 

American education. The COVID-19 pandemic provided an opportunity to pave the way for 

introducing digital learning in many parts of the country but with great inconsistencies (Dhawan, 

2020). There is a paradigm shift in the way educators deliver quality education—through various 

online platforms. Online learning has become a solution for this unprecedented global pandemic, 

despite the challenges posed to both educators and the learners. Transitioning from traditional 

face-to-face learning to online learning can be an entirely different experience for the learners 

and the educators, which they must adapt to with little or no other alternatives available. The 

education system and the educators have adopted various online platforms and are compelled to 

adopt a system for which many are not prepared (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021).   

There has been much research in the advantages and disadvantages of online learning. 

Online courses have been found to be conducive to students who favor self-regulated learning 

(You & Kang, 2014). Much of the research shows that self-regulation and motivation have been 

identified as two critical factors for determining success in online courses (Matuga, 2009). Prior 

to COVID-19, the online learning that was conducted was planned and created in spaces of need 

and desire rather than in emergency and wide-spread. Students who lacked independence and 

self-motivation overall had lower success rates than their counterparts (Savenye, 2005).  

E-learning tools have played a crucial role during this pandemic, helping schools 

facilitate student learning during the closure (Subedi et al., 2020). Teachers who already 

struggled with the normal technology integration in the classroom were challenged to quickly 
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increase their understanding and application in the digital classroom. There is no one size-fits-all 

pedagogy for online learning. Different subjects and age groups require different approaches to 

online learning (Doucet et al., 2020). Pedagogy available and used for face-to-face learning is 

not feasible for online learning. Though a range of pedagogy has been devised for online and 

distance learning, teachers who are technologically challenged require proper professional 

development and training in order to orient themselves towards their students.  

Authentic assessments and timely feedback are essential components of learning. A very 

crucial part of online distance learning is the availability of helpful formative assessments and 

timely feedback to the online learners (Doucet et al., 2020). Research on online education before 

the pandemic suggested the importance of teacher professional development, the establishment 

of learning communities for teachers, and teacher access to a system of support (Darling-

Hammond, Burns, et al., 2017; Kraft et al., 2018; García & Weiss, 2019). These learning 

communities allow teachers to acquire new skills, update their knowledge, and strengthen their 

practice and effectiveness in the classroom (García & Weiss, 2019). The ideal conditions for 

successful implementation of whole system online education are difficult to meet in crisis. 

Research has shown that effective online learning results from careful instructional design and 

planning, using a systematic model for design and development and this careful design process 

will be absent in most cases in these emergency shifts (Hodges et al., 2020).  

One of the most difficult measures of the impact of the pandemic is that on the whole-

child development that occurs at school (García & Weiss, 2020). The development of social and 

emotional skills are critical to success in life. School closures eliminated some of these critically 

important aspects of school beyond academic activity, such as the development that occurs 

among students, between student and teacher, and after school activities that support children’s 
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mental and emotional well-being (García & Weiss, 2020). As many families struggled to balance 

home and school during the pandemic, many children saw the economic challenges firsthand in 

their daily lives. Pre-pandemic online learning research suggested that online students feel less 

connected than on campus students who attend in-person classes (Rovai, 2005). Donlevy (2003) 

strongly states that the absence of peer interaction can negatively affect some aspects of the 

learning process. He further explained that the social and emotional aspects of learning are as 

important as the technical information taught to students. In May 2020, nearly three in ten 

parents surveyed in a Gallup poll said their child was struggling with emotional or mental health, 

with forty-five percent citing the separation from teachers and classmates as the biggest 

challenge (Calderon, 2020). Throughout the 2020-21 school year, educators, parents, and 

administrators across the country continued to cite social and emotional wellbeing as major 

challenges facing their students, especially those learning from home (United States Department 

of Education, 2021). 

Decreased learning time has likely impeded student learning and research on time in 

school anticipates the consequences of having learning interrupted. International and U.S. data 

provide a benchmark of what can usually be considered educational progress over a given year.  

Research shows an identified causal relationship between the amount of high-quality 

instructional time and student performance (Figlio et al., 2018; Goodman, 2014; Kidron & 

Lindsay, 2014; Jez & Wassmer, 2015; Marcotte & Hansen, 2010). Throughout the country the 

absenteeism and dropout rates are of great concern for students who already were on the edge of 

the education system (Dorn et al., 2020; Chen et al., 2019).  

It has been evident that leaders who have established a culture of trust, collaboration, and 

shared leadership prior to a crisis, will more significantly, influence the ability of the institution 
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to withstand times of crisis (Kezar et al., 2018). The decision to move to remote teaching and 

learning has required new transformative learning for all stakeholders and this serious adaptive 

work is stressful. It requires radical changes in attitude, values, and beliefs (Heifetz & Laurie, 

2001). Schools operating in a shared leadership model benefit from a greater degree of agility, 

innovation, and collaboration and now benefit from peer-support in a crisis more so than schools 

clinging to an outdated and inflexible hierarchical leadership paradigm (Kezar & Holcombe, 

2017). 

COVID-19’s Initial Impact on Education While Wearing Masks 

Most in-person instruction in this Catholic Archdiocese during the 2020-2021 and 2021-

2022 school years required wearing masks. Research has begun examining the other effects of 

mask-wearing in schools for teachers and students (Spitzer, 2020). Facial recognition is 

important in schools for feelings of belonging and the establishment of relationships. In school 

settings, the ability to know and recognize each other is normally taken for granted, and – like air 

for breathing – it does not come into focus unless it is lacking. But within seconds of absence, its 

importance is realized (Spitzer, 2020). Because the lower half of the face cannot be seen when 

someone is wearing a mask, the ability to understand people is reduced considerably. People are 

forced to rely only on language and gesture, which limits the interpretation to some input from 

interpreting eye movements, which are still visible above the mask. Because speech transmission 

is impaired by mask-wearing, there is a risk of misunderstanding when face masks are used 

widely in schools. Speaking through a face mask may dampen higher frequencies and therefore 

may impair verbal communication (Spitzer, 2020). There is evidence that teacher affect can 

influence students’ achievement, motivation, and emotional states. This influence is believed to 
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occur through nonverbal cues (e.g., nodding or smiling) and behaviors that, in turn, help define 

the socioemotional classroom climate for students (McLeod & Rosenthal, 1983). 

Features of faces (such as the size and form of the nose, the color of the eyes, etc.) and 

their configuration are not only used to identify faces but also to infer the emotion expressed by 

them (Bombari et al., 2013). The outward emotional displays of one's peers’ faces are a critical 

and necessary component of social interaction in schools. It helps pupils and teachers to modify 

their behavior in order to align with social communication and behavioral norms. When these 

emotional displays are inhibited by face masks, our ability to communicate effectively with one 

another is reduced and we are primarily left with mimicking negative (frown) emotions. All of 

this happens primarily outside of conscious awareness, and hence, is hard to be consciously 

controlled or even corrected. Since emotions are a major driver of group cohesion, the decreased 

emotionality, and decreased positive emotionality in particular, may interfere with smooth 

classroom action (Spitzer, 2020). Given the fact that the very process of learning is facilitated by 

emotions, face masks are likely to cause some interference with pedagogy (Spitzer, 2020). 

Teachers and Stress 

These stressors are added to the normal stresses of the teaching occupation. Surveys 

conducted prior to the pandemic found teaching to be one of the most stressful jobs in the United 

States (Gallup, 2014). Research is already showing that the new working conditions brought by 

the pandemic are creating even more challenge and stress (Cardoza, 2021; Kraft et al., 2020; 

Singer, 2021). In addition to the work-related stress for teachers, who are overwhelmingly 

women, taking care of their own families while teaching is exacerbating the issue. Research 

shows that job stress can negatively affect teachers’ physical health (de Souza et al., 2012; Katz 

et al., 2016; Wolfram et al., 2013). Teacher wellness and mental health are associated with the 
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quality of students’ learning environments and with an array of academic and non-academic 

student outcomes (McLean & Connor, 2015; Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 2016; Zhang & Sapp, 

2008). Teacher stress can ultimately lead to turnover, critical in a time of teacher shortages and 

the link between turnover and lower student achievement is connected (Darling-Hammond, 

Sutcher, et al., 2017; Kaufman & Diliberti, 2021; Ryan et al., 2017; Singer, 2021; Sorensen & 

Ladd, 2020).   

Research has found that teachers’ emotions while working were associated with job 

satisfaction; the absence of positive experiences, rather than the occurrence of negative 

experiences, undermined teachers’ overall commitment and efficacy (Morgan et al., 2010). 

Teacher dissatisfaction is linked to several sources such as a lack of administrator support, a lack 

of autonomy, and demanding working conditions (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; 

Greenberg et al., 2016; Lever et al., 2017; Pearson & Moomaw, 2005). These studies reveal that 

even before the pandemic, educators across the country were feeling the stress of their chosen 

occupation. Teacher stress is also economical as teachers earn lower salaries than other 

professions with similar levels of education and twenty percent of teachers cited financial 

reasons as an important factor in their decision whether to leave the profession (Organisation for 

Economic Co-Operation and Development, 2020; Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). 

It is no surprise that research conducted during the pandemic reveals that many teachers cited the 

imbalance of pay compared to the health risk as a factor (Diliberti, Schwartz et al., 2021). 

The RAND Corporation, supported by the National Education Association and the 

American Federation of Teachers, conducted a study in January and February of 2021with a 

nationally representative sample of K-12 teachers through the RAND’s American Teacher Panel 

(ATP). The report focused on four key indicators of well-being as reported by teachers:  1.) 
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frequency of experiencing job-related stress 2.) ability to cope with the stress 3.) symptoms of 

depression 4.) feelings of burnout. This report revealed that 1 in 4 teachers said they were likely 

to leave their jobs by the end of 2020-21 school year (Stiener and Woo, 2021). One in five 

teachers reported that they were not coping well with the stress of their job, and half of teachers 

reported feeling burned out. Forty percent of employed adults reported experiencing frequent 

job-related stress, compared with seventy-eight percent of teachers and more teachers reported 

experiencing depressive symptoms than did the general population. This comparative data was 

taken from the Understanding America Study (UAS) which was administered at the same time as 

this study (Stiener and Woo, 2021). 

Catholic School Context 

For the purpose of this study, it is important to understand the context of the Catholic 

School and the impact retention of teachers has on its mission. The first Catholic school in the 

United States was founded in 1606 in St. Augustine, Florida by the Franciscans and over the next 

century, Catholic schools spread across the country (Byrne, 2006). The height of this growth was 

due to the tremendous influx of Irish Catholic families in the mid-1800s that created the 

establishment of the Catholic School model. The Catholic population increased from five percent 

in the mid-1800s to seventeen percent in the early 1900s, representing the largest religious group 

in the country (Byrne, 2006). As Catholic Schools grew in the early 20th century, they mirrored in 

most ways the American public school system, but existed primarily to serve the children of the 

church parish. The Catholic Church wanted to ensure that every child had access to Catholic 

education.  These schools were staffed by priests or religious brothers and sisters, thus a low-cost 

labor supply was available and together with church financial support, kept costs low.   
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A great deal has changed in the last four hundred years in Catholic education primarily in 

the increase of lay teachers in its schools shifting the need for the drastic increase of tuition and 

other funding sources to provide adequate living wage salaries for qualified teachers (Neal, 

1997). The shift to lay teachers continues to witness tremendous success measured in high 

graduation rates, educational attainment levels, and earnings (Neal, 1997). Since the 1960s there 

were over 112,000 religious and almost 40,000 lay staff and in 2011 there were 5500 religious 

and 151,310 laities (McDonald & Schultz, 2011). The combination of more lay teachers and 

more teachers in total continues to significantly impact finances of the Catholic School model.   

The research on teacher stress, resiliency and retention can be applied to the Catholic 

School teacher (Ingersoll, 2003). Ingersoll argues that schools need a balance of centralized 

control and teacher autonomy for a satisfactory work environment (2003). This balance of 

support and collaboration with autonomy is found in various research studies (Schoepner, 2010; 

Riggs, 2013). The Catholic Church principle of subsidiarity fits this ideal model for teachers.   

In general, the principle of subsidiarity in Catholic social teaching is formally traced back 

to Pius XI in his social encyclical Quadragesimo Anno written in 1931. The Oxford English 

Dictionary, paraphrasing Pope Pius XI in describes subsidiarity as: “the quality of being 

subsidiary; the principle that a central authority should have a subsidiary function, performing 

only tasks which cannot be performed effectively at a more immediate or local level” (Oxford 

Dictionary, n.d.). The work of Bryk, Lee and Holland (1993) suggest two core ideas that shape 

Catholic schools: Christian personalism and subsidiarity. Christian personalism was found in the 

communal norm of teachers focused on caring for the growth of the whole person rather than just 

academic growth. The idea of subsidiarity was found in the school organization, which rejected 

large bureaucracy and placed emphasis on small school communities organized by individuals. 
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This organization provides greater autonomy to administrators and teachers. These small 

communities also assist in closing the gap between the family and the school. Both Christian 

personalism and subsidiarity are supported by a Catholic social ethic which promotes education 

that values human development and democratic citizenship and promotes work toward a just 

community (Bryk et al., 1993). 

Ingersoll’s (2003) research supports the importance of cohesion among employees as 

being a necessary part of sustaining an organization and preventing attrition. His research 

focused on three main categories of teacher retention:  teachers’ characteristics, school 

characteristics, and organizational characteristics. Cho’s (2012) research examined four main 

dimensions of teacher commitment in order to determine a primary area of commitment:  1.) the 

mission 2.) the school 3.) teaching as a vocation/profession 4.) the students. He found there was 

strong relationships between these dimensions of commitment and four primary dimensions of 

faith: 1.) personal faith 2.) intimacy of God 3.) actions 4.) living faith (2012). Environmental 

characteristics, such as Catholic school identity factors, were important predictors of 

commitment in two main areas: the school’s culture as one based on Gospel values and the 

spiritual leader of the school (Cho, 2012). Catholic School teachers are primarily motivated by 

the mission of the school as it aligned to their mission or beliefs (Convey, 2014; Squillini, 2001; 

Tarr, 1992).   

Research continues to support the concept that in today’s work there is an increase of 

value placed on intrinsic rewards, and implicit self-fulfillment which are instrumental in building 

a highly engaged workforce (Thomas, 2009). Thomas’ research notes that there are four main 

areas of this intrinsic motivation: 1.) commitment to a meaningful purpose 2.) the ability to 

choose the best means to fulfil a given task 3.) the competence in your given area to perform the 
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work 4.) being able to see that you are progressing toward a goal (2009). He contends that many 

under-estimate the power of the internal reward and higher level of intrinsic motivation are 

predictive of better retention of the right kind, the retention of quality personnel (Thomas, 2009).  

Theories on school climate and culture provide a lens through which to view Catholic 

school identity and defines school climate as the way participants experience the environment 

and the way it affects their behavior (Hoy et al., 1990). Hoy posits that symbols of culture such 

as stories, myths, legends, icons, and rituals which strongly parallel the symbols in Catholic 

Schools and the Catholic identity, in addition to culture and climate have been shown to be 

valued aspects of school effectiveness. In a Catholic School, where strong culture must permeate 

in order to advance the mission, it is important to examine how the culture, also viewed as 

Catholic school identity factors, may influence decisions of teacher retention or attrition. This 

unique culture of Catholic Schools comes primarily from the fact that its main purpose is mission 

advancement of faith formation and evangelization (National Standards, 2012). The National 

Standards and Benchmarks for Effective Catholic Elementary and Secondary Schools (NSBECS) 

were published in 2012 to serve as both a guide and assessment tool for PK-12 Catholic school 

effectiveness and sustainability. They include research-based school effectiveness criteria, as 

well as criteria unique to Catholic school mission and identity. The defining characteristics are as 

follows: 

1.  Centered in the Person of Jesus Christ 

2. Contributing to the Mission 

3. Distinguished by Excellence 

4. Committed the Educate the Whole Child 

5. Steeped in Catholic Worldview 
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6. Sustained by Gospel Witness 

7. Shaped by Communion and Community 

8. Accessible to All Students, Physically and Fiscally 

9. Established by the Expressed Authority of the Bishop 

This guiding document describes how the most mission-driven, program effective, well 

managed, and responsibly governed Catholic Schools should operate. The emphasis placed on 

identity in the national benchmarks for Catholic Schools further illustrates the uniquely 

important role and value of Catholic school identity in defining the Catholic school and its 

culture. The mission, Catholic Identity and the strong sense of community within Catholic 

schools may be factors that influence teacher retention (Schuttoffel, 1999). A teacher’s 

perception of job satisfaction is based on what he or she values. Catholic school teachers who 

remain in the profession are satisfied with their job in ways other than salary (Knauer, 2014). 

Convey (2012) has done extensive work regarding Catholic School identity and 

examined perceptions of administrators and teachers in Catholic schools. He found that these two 

groups of stakeholders felt the school’s culture was the most important and compelling factor 

related to Catholic identity. These stakeholders identified this as being a highly-valued aspect of 

effective Catholic schools. Hawley’s study of perceptions of Catholic identity among its 

stakeholders echoes the importance of this culture in a Catholic school (2016). Studies have 

shown that in Catholic schools, teachers’ perceptions of Catholic Identity factors were important 

predictors of their school’s vitality and when teachers perceive their school to have a strong 

Catholic identity as well as a leader who strongly embodied the mission and provided support, 

they also perceived their schools to be successful (Hobbie, 2010). These findings are consistent 

with Hoy’s research that found that teachers who were optimistic that they could achieve their 



TEACHING DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 37 

objectives in the school were more successful than those who did not see their objectives as 

being aligned with the school objectives (Hoy et al., 1990).  

Education During Crisis Situations 

Education-in-emergencies research suggests that contingency plans are critical in dealing 

with emergency and post-emergency situations. Most of this research is based in situations of 

natural disasters and war/conflict (Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergencies, 2010). A 

certain level of preparedness is critical in order to provide an effective response at the onset of a 

crisis, and to be prepared, cope with the disaster, and recover overtime (UN IACS 2007, 2015; 

Anderson, 2020; Azzi-Huck & Shmis, 2020). Most educational systems have a plan to deal with 

short-term disruptions such as snow days, but for extended closures, it is less common to have a 

plan. 

Most research regarding education in crisis situations focuses on natural disasters or 

human conflict, such as education during war (Inter-Agency Network for Education in 

Emergencies, 2010). The Inter-agency Network for Education in Emergencies defines education 

in emergencies as all learning opportunities provided for people of all ages during an emergency 

situation: it encompasses early childhood development, primary, secondary, non-formal, 

technical, vocational, higher and adult education (Inter-agency Network for Education in 

Emergencies, 2010).   

USAID (2014) notes that a disaster affects the right to education on three levels: personal, 

systematic, and societal. On a personal level, children often witness or directly experience mass 

destruction of life or property, their homes are destroyed, they may be separated from their 

family or guardians, they may face displacement, loss of hope in the future, loss of family’s 

financial resources to send children to school. On a systematic level, the government is 
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overwhelmed with immediate needs of the population, and it is not able to cope with the 

necessity of supporting schools, that can be destroyed or used as a shelter by homeless and 

displaced people; there can be a teacher shortage due to death or injuries; the disaster makes 

access and movement difficult for the remaining teachers, and the teacher salary system breaks 

down. On a societal level the main effects are the loss of livelihoods, the high level of physical 

danger, the fact that populations move in large numbers to concentrate in one safer area, and that 

the damage to roads and infrastructure slows the immediate response.  

In emergency situations, education is often significantly disrupted (Nicolai, 2003). This is 

a loss that strikes children at the very time when they are most vulnerable because they suddenly 

find themselves in a new reality where their present and their future are uncertain (Nicolai, 

2003). Nicolai also argues that education also reinforces the community’s belief in the future. 

Especially in smaller rural communities, school symbolizes the opportunities that younger 

generations could have to build a better life. If children stop going to school and postpone 

learning until after the emergency, it is very likely that they will never attend school again, while 

if their learning continues (although in a less formal way) this provides a more optimistic vision 

of life. It is crucial that parents and children’s aspirations are kept alive, and education should be 

given importance during crises also because it increases children’s ability to participate 

positively and fully in the life of their society (United States Department of Education, 2021).   

The Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergencies (INEE) created its Minimum 

Standards Handbook published in 2003-2004 and updated in 2009-2010: it contains a set of 19 

rules, accompanied by key actions and guidance notes, to be adopted in emergency situations. 

The INEE Minimum Standards Handbook is conceived to ensure quality, coordinated 

humanitarian response: meet the educational rights and needs of people affected by disaster 
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through processes that assert their dignity (Inter-agency Network for Education in Emergencies, 

2010). One such domains includes a focus on teachers. In a disaster situation, teachers and other 

education personnel work in very difficult conditions, and they have to be supported both 

personally (the disaster may have affected their family) and professionally; they need to be 

appropriately compensated and supervised (Inter-agency Network for Education in Emergencies, 

2010). 

Chapter 3: Methods 

This purpose of this study was to explore the essence of teaching in a large Catholic 

Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic through a focus on factors influencing teacher 

stress, self-care, and Catholic identity. The research design was a phenomenological case study 

which explores what people experienced and focuses on their experience of a phenomenon 

(Vagle, 2014). This bounded case-study approach allowed for the exploration of the essence of 

teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic in a large Catholic Archdiocese. The goal of this study 

was to explore positive and negative factors and influences on teachers during the pandemic to 

understand the essence of teaching during this phenomenon. The researcher identified teachers' 

perceptions of their teaching experiences and explored determinants of those experiences. 

Research questions; description of the research design; population involved; survey instruments; 

data collection, and procedures for data analysis are included in this chapter.  

Research Questions 

Researchers design qualitative case study questions to understand the lived experiences 

of the people that are being studied (Creswell, 2013). The use of these types of research 

questions helps the researcher to narrow and specify the focus of a study in a field, while the sub-

questions direct the central question into more specific themes (Creswell, 2013). The researcher 
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designed one overarching question and three sub-questions. The overarching research question 

enabled the researcher to address the influences and factors that created this experience as well 

as the ways these teachers coped. The overall research question and sub-questions directed the 

researcher's inquiry toward an understanding of teachers' perspectives of teaching during the 

pandemic.  

This bounded phenomenological case study was guided by one question: What is the 

essence of the experience of teaching in a large Catholic Archdiocese, during the COVID-19 

pandemic? Understanding the positive and negative factors of teaching during the COVID-19 

pandemic; the self-care measures that worked and did not work, and how Catholic Identity 

impacted the teaching experience are essential for getting to the essence of this experience.  

Hearing the experiences of these teachers within each of these areas allowed the researcher to 

find common themes and categories that point to this true essence. Additional sub-research 

questions guided the study of this essence of teaching during COVID-19 to provide more clear 

insight to the larger research question. These included:   

1. What factors contributed to or alleviated the additional stress of teaching in this 

Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

2. What types of teacher self-care were effective for Catholic school teachers while 

dealing with the stressors of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

3. Does Catholic school identity influence the teacher experience during COVID-19?  

Purpose, Research, Method & Design 

The purpose of this bounded phenomenological case study (Yin, 2014) was to explore 

influences and factors that contributed to the essence of teaching in a Catholic Archdiocese 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. As the COVID-19 pandemic lingered in classrooms across the 
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world, the impact on teachers is important to understand. Creswell (2013) contends that a 

phenomenological study describes the individual experiences and common meaning of a group 

of individuals who have a shared life experience. Identifying the emergence of shared themes, as 

reported by individual participants, was the desired outcome of this phenomenological case 

study. Exploring the lived experiences of individuals was the purpose of a phenomenological 

study. It was important for the researcher to express an open attitude when identifying the 

phenomenon, choosing participants, gathering data, analyzing data and when presenting results 

(Dahlberg et al., 2008). This approach demands that the researcher pay attention to how she or he 

influenced and was also influenced by the phenomenon.   

The common phenomenon studied was the lived experiences of one school district’s 

experience of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. The clear boundaries of this particular 

Archdiocese as well as the clear boundary of the particular timing of the COVID-19 pandemic 

create this case. This case study was designed to collect specific experiences of those who shared 

the same phenomenon during this time (Creswell, 2013). In addition to the boundaries of the 

COVID-19 pandemic timeline, the geographic boundaries of this particular county’s health 

department create an additional boundary layer to this bounded case study. This study meets the 

criteria for a case study because it is a detailed investigation of the development of the single 

event (teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic), using a phenomenological approach to 

understand the individual lived experiences of teachers.  

Using a bounded phenomenological case study facilitated the researcher’s ability to 

identify the personal experiences each participant lived and what effect the COVID-19 pandemic 

had on his/her stress level, self-care initiatives and experiences of Catholic Identity (Creswell, 

2013). Creswell named the qualitative inquiry as a process to research with a specific intent to 
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not generalize to a specific population but rather to advance a comprehensive exploration of a 

central phenomenon. Furthermore, in order to accomplish this task, Creswell suggested 

intentional selection of sites and people who can best help us understand the phenomenon. The 

phenomenological approach enabled the researcher to collect information on teachers who 

experienced the phenomenon while in turn allowing the researcher to increase understanding of 

the effects on teaching. Creswell defined a case study as a comprehensive exploration of a 

bounded event or activity.  

Qualitative case studies can facilitate understanding how people interpret their 

experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their 

experiences (Merrium & Tisdell, 2016). Case study research provides an opportunity to deeply 

and richly consider a specific group of teachers and the significance they gleaned from their 

experiences. The research focused on a bounded system of a particular group studied during a 

specific period of time so as to help construct meaning that could deepen understanding of a 

particular construct or phenomenon in the field of education (Yin, 2014).   

This research study incorporated both phenomenological and case study methodologies to 

understand the essence of teaching in this Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Research Instrument Statement 

Identity 

As the primary instrument in this research, I acknowledge that I am Catholic and an 

educator in this Catholic School system for the past 24 years. I have served in the role of teacher, 

principal and now president within this Catholic School Archdiocese. I acknowledge that my 

tenure and involvement may create some bias as well as the existence of blind spots. It took great 

efforts to make the familiar, unfamiliar during this research. I did this by carefully constructing 
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concentrated group or individuals. This tiered sampling approach began with a wide reach of as 

many teachers as possible within this bounded case study using the questionnaire. This allowed 

for a larger collection of data as it relates to the overall research question as well as the sub-

questions. From this questionnaire, the researcher then moved into focus groups to learn more of 

the context of the essence of teaching in this Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Focus groups allowed for more open-ended responses from subjects. After the focus groups the 

researcher moved into one-on-one interviews to hear a greater depth of individual experiences of 

teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic. This three-step approach enabled the researcher to 

gather strong data to support the overall research question. Each step in this approach allowed 

the researcher to take large responses from a wider selection of participants to inform questions 

within a semi-structured protocol to drill down into a smaller sample of participants. From this 

data the researcher then could ask more relevant questions within the semi-structured protocol to 

participants in the one-on-one interviews. Each step was informing the next and thus made the 

data strong. 

Questionnaire 

This study began with an invitation (Appendix A) to participate in an online 

questionnaire that was distributed by the superintendent and the researcher to all teachers in the 

Archdiocese within the bounded geographic area. If a teacher chose to participate, he/she 

completed the informed consent question within the online questionnaire. This anonymous 

online questionnaire (Appendix B) asked participants to identify their demographic information 

and answer 20 questions regarding their teaching experience during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The researcher used this online questionnaire to gather a broad understanding of the teachers in 

the Archdiocese and their experience of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. The purpose 
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of this questionnaire was to help frame the semi-structured protocols of the focus groups and 

one-on-one interviews. This broad reach of this Archdiocese allowed for the researcher to study 

larger themes and trends to answer the overall research question of what is the essence of 

teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. This questionnaire was successful in gathering a wide 

range of responses among participants in this bounded case study. In order to fully understand 

the essence of teaching in this Archdiocese the researcher used this questionnaire to frame the 

more detailed accounts of the focus groups and one-on-one interviews.   

Participants. Two hundred and eight teachers completed this questionnaire. Of the 

teachers who participated, 132 (sixty-three percent) of them were elementary school teachers and 

75 (forty-seven percent) high school teachers. 98 (forty-seven percent) of these teachers had 15 

years and more experience while 109 (fifty-three percent) of the teachers had less than 15 years 

of teaching experience. Fifty-one percent of the teachers who participated had at least one child 

at home during the COVID-19 pandemic. Fifty-seven percent of the teachers who participated 

spent more than 3 months teaching virtually/online during the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants 

in the questionnaire who answered “yes” to the final question clicked on a separate link that 

allowed them to register for one of the five focus group sessions. This link was independent of 

the survey.   

Focus Groups 

A formal invitation to participate in the focus group was sent to individuals who indicated 

interest (Appendix D). The researcher conducted 5 focus group sessions using a semi-structure 

protocol at 5 different locations throughout the studied Archdiocese in private meeting spaces.  

Before the focus group sessions, the researcher explained the purpose of the study, the intended 

use of the data, and the confidentiality of the participants. Participants reviewed the informed 
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consent guidelines, and the researcher reminded them that the sessions would be recorded for the 

purpose of review and coding responses. Guided by the research question, what is the essence of 

teaching in this Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic, each focus group session was 

conducted in 3 parts, one for each of the sub questions of the study: 

1. What factors contributed to or alleviated the additional stress of teaching in this 

Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

2. What types of teacher self-care were effective for Catholic school teachers while 

dealing with the stressors of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

3. Does Catholic school identity influence the teacher experience during COVID-19?  

In these focus groups the researcher followed an established script using a semi-

structured protocol and allowed for participants to share their thoughts and experiences 

(Appendix E). Participants were asked to indicate by a show of hands their teaching stress level 

as more, same or less that before the pandemic. This process was used for the researcher to get 

an initial “read of the room” regarding the participants. This also allowed the researcher to make 

decisions within the semi-structured protocol. Once these numbers were recorded each group 

was asked the follow-up question as to factors, they felt contributed to their state. Participants 

were then asked to indicate by a show of hands if they considered leaving the teaching profession 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Once these numbers were recorded those who said they 

considered leaving were asked what factors contributed the most to this feeling and why they 

decided to stay. Participants were then asked to indicate by a show of hands if they employed any 

self-care initiatives to alleviate stress while teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. Once 

these numbers were recorded, a follow-up question as to which were most effective and perhaps 

what if any, strategies could the school have deployed that would help teachers. Finally, 
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participants were asked to indicate by a show of hands how many believed that teaching in a 

Catholic School during COVID-19 had been less stressful than teaching in a public school. Once 

these numbers were recorded, follow up questions such as what elements of Catholic Identity 

were evident during the pandemic and what areas could have been better expressed. Each follow-

up question to the three main questions was derived from data revealed in the questionnaire. 

These responses were collected using a note taking process as well as audio recorded using 

Microsoft Word transcribe feature to allow for more detailed coding using the transcriptions of 

these sessions. 

 Focus groups allowed the researcher to drill deeper into the experiences of teachers.  

While the questionnaire provided a wide reach of teachers, the focus groups allowed the 

researcher to hear the context of these experiences. Focus groups also allowed the researcher to 

use a semi-structured approach to select follow-up questions when appropriate for responses 

given in the focus groups. Listening to the lived experiences of teachers in the focus groups was 

important to the overall design of the research. 

  Participants. A total of thirty-two teachers participated in one of the five focus groups 

for this study. The focus groups were held at five different grade schools at various locations 

around the Archdiocese. Of the thirty-two teachers who participated, twenty-five were grade 

school teachers (K-8) and seven were high school teachers. Of the teachers who participated in 

the focus groups, eighty percent were women, seventy-one percent had ten or more years of 

teaching experience and fifty-five percent had children living at home during the pandemic. All 

participants completed the informed consent form (Appendix F).    

One-On-One Interviews 
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Using Joseph Maxwell’s (2013) concept of purposeful sampling, participants in the focus 

groups were invited by the researcher to participate in one-on-one interviews. Purposeful 

sampling allowed for the researcher to choose particular participants to provide information that 

is particularly relevant to the study’s questions and goals. The researcher for this study invited 6 

participants to engage in one-on-interviews to explore more deeply the individual experiences of 

teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic. The researcher chose to invite a variety of years of 

experience and levels of teachers to be interviewed to ensure the data collected was reflective of 

the different types of teachers and teaching experiences in this Archdiocese. According to Vagle 

(2014), the “unstructured interview is the most popular [for phenomenological research] for it 

tends to be to most dialogic, open, and conversational” (p. 78). The goal of this type of data 

gathering is to find out as much as you can from different participants, even if the questions are 

not the exact same for all participants (Vagle, 2014). The researcher recorded the sessions to 

review the transcriptions later to allow for coding and analysis and took notes during these one-

on-one interviews to capture things that the recording may not be able to provide such as body 

language. 

Participants. Of the 6 teachers invited to participate in the one-on-one interviews, 3 were 

high school teachers and 3 were elementary school teachers. Four of these teachers had more 

than 25 years of experience while 2 of these teachers had less than 10 years of experience. None 

of the participants were also members of any of the focus groups, but all participated in the 

online questionnaire. The researcher contacted these participants via email and invited them to be 

a part of the interview portion of the study (Appendix G). This email included available dates 

and times for such interviews as well as giving the participants options of locations of the 

interview as to accommodate participants’ schedules as much as possible. Each of the interviews 
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were held at the teacher’s current school setting. The one-on-one interviews lasted approximately 

60 minutes each and were recorded using the Office 365 Microsoft Word transcribe feature. 

Participants completed the informed consent form to participate in the one-on-one interview 

(Appendix H).  Using the semi-structured protocol (Appendix I), each of the one-on-one 

interviewees were reminded of the central research question, what is the essence of teaching in 

this Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic and were asked to describe a situation(s) in the 

past two years as examples of the factors that caused/alleviated stress; the types of self-care that 

was effective; and the role of Catholic Identity in this experience.   

Memos 

Memos were recorded throughout the data collection process. These memos were treated 

as data as well as part of the data analysis process. These memos were used to collect reflections 

of the researcher as the data was collected. This included reflections on the goals of the study; 

methods that were used and why; theories that were applied and why; any prior experiences that 

the researcher had with the participants, schools, and/or experiences. The memo and transcript 

collection and analysis allowed the researcher to facilitate the analytic process.  

Data Analysis Design 

Data analysis began immediately upon the first data collection with the questionnaires 

and continued throughout each data point. There are three forms of data that were analyzed in 

this research:  questionnaire responses, memos, and transcriptions. Coffey and Atkinson (1996) 

stated, “We should never collect data without substantial analysis going on simultaneously” (p.  

2). Whole-part-whole analysis methods employ the practice of thinking about the smaller 

moments in relation to the broader context from which they are embedded (Vagle, 2014).  
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Vagle’s six-step process was employed for both the memos and transcriptions to create this 

whole-parts-whole analysis: 

• Holistic Reading of Entire Text 

• First Line-by-Line Reading 

• Follow-Up Questions 

• Second Line-by-Line Reading 

• Third Line-by-Line Reading 

• Subsequent Readings 

The multiple data gathering points within the study: questionnaire, focus-groups, and 

interviews provide three tiers of data for analysis. This whole-part-whole process was used for 

the initial review of all questionnaire responses, memos, and transcriptions.   

Memos 

First, a full holistic reading of the memos was conducted. After the full holistic reading, a 

line-by-line reading was conducted with the memos and then questions were written in the 

margin by the researcher. These questions were created to guide and document the researcher’s 

thinking. Asking questions of the data was an important part of shaping the ongoing analysis. 

Within the collection of memos there were places for bracketing or what Dahlberg calls 

“bridling” of the researcher’s pre-understandings, assumptions, and possible biases (Dahlberg, 

2006). The task of bracketing does not mean removing all past knowledge; but rather, involves 

putting aside this knowledge (Giorgi, 1997). Bridling during this first phase of analysis ensured 

that pre-understandings did not limit openness to the phenomenon and see it as something to be 

continually understood throughout the study (Dahlberg, 2006). The researcher is closely 

connected to this district and experienced the phenomena of teaching during the COVID-19 
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pandemic, bridling during the memo process allowed for openness of prior knowledge and 

possible biases without completely disregarding the information, feelings or assumptions. 

Vagle’s final three steps included subsequent line-by-line readings which included the questions 

and bridling notes. This process was completed with the memos to review the observation and 

thoughts of the researcher.   

Transcriptions & Questionnaire Results 

The focus group sessions and the one-on-one interviews were recorded and transcribed 

using Office 365 Microsoft Word transcribe feature. The survey results were printed for review. 

All transcriptions were also printed and the process of categorizing the data was conducted 

(Vagle, 2014). First, a full holistic reading of the questionnaires and transcriptions was 

conducted. After the full holistic reading, a line-by-line reading was conducted with the 

transcriptions and questionnaires. Questions and bridling notes were written in the margin by the 

researcher. These questions were asked of the data that was revealed in the transcriptions and 

questionnaires. With each reading of the data, new questions emerged and were answered with 

closer analysis. A second line-by-line reading was conducted with the questions and bridling 

notes. On the third line-by-line reading words and themes were highlighted to begin the process 

of finding key terms and topics. Once these words and phrases were highlighted a final line-by-

line reading was done to ensure all of these key terms and topics were found within the 

transcriptions and questionnaire results. 

Categorizing 

Categorizing in qualitative research is different than in quantitative research. In 

quantitative research the purpose of categorizing is to look for frequency of a response/item in 

each category the researcher explores. In qualitative research categorizing is used for the purpose 
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of pulling apart the data and arranging them in such a way that they can be compared and thus 

divulge theoretical concepts (Maxwell, 2013). For this study, the researcher categorized 

responses from the surveys, focus groups and interviews using key terms, phrases and topics 

shared by subjects.  

After each session the researcher reviewed the recordings and categorized using a matrix 

system of categories of the main research question and the three sub-questions of the research 

study. Inductive coding was used as a ground-up approach where the codes come from the data. 

There were no preconceived notions of what the codes should be as the researcher allowed the 

categories to emerge from the raw data itself.  

Once these responses were categorized the emerging specific themes/concepts were 

further categorized in the matrix. Categorizing goes beyond just coding by analyzing how 

responses are similar and different. Consistent items were categorized, and inconsistent items 

were categorized for the purpose of clustering concepts. According to Maxwell (2013) there can 

be 3 ways of this categorization process:  organizational, substantive, and theoretical. In the 

organizational categorization process, the researcher created topics of responses for the purpose 

of simply sorting the data for future analysis. In this study the researcher organized the memos 

and transcriptions into key words, phrases, and ideas.  These responses were placed in stacks 

based on these similar ideas. For substantive categorization the researcher explored sorting 

through description of responses from participants. Participant beliefs, thoughts, and feelings 

were sorted primarily through exactly what was said and recorded by the researcher. In this study 

the researcher then created themes based on these stacks. This coding process was conducted by 

highlighting in different colors where key phrases, terms, emotions, etc. were consistently 

occurring such words as “control,” “technology,” “support,” “collegiality,” “doing nothing well,” 
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“no end in sight,” and “fear.” Once these were identified, they were collected under labeled 

headings. Special note was made when these labels were noted in all 3 points of data collection 

(questionnaires, focus groups, interviews). This process was conducted alongside the 

examination of the researcher’s memos to check the decision-making process that was used 

along the way as well as identify any bias or previous experience. Once the simple organizational 

categorization was completed, the researcher then took the actual words of participants in focus 

groups and one-one-one interviews and conducted substantive categorization. As these described 

experiences connected to the words highlighted, they were tagged in those clusters. Finally, in 

the theoretical categorization stage the researcher looked at how these key words and participant 

quotes could be grouped in larger concepts and theories. This final form of categorizing 

transitioned from the data analysis to the connecting phase. In this connecting phase the 

researcher used the overall research question as well as the three sub-questions to further connect 

the data to the study. These larger concepts were then placed within the context of the research 

questions and informed the analysis of this data. 

Once the categorizing strategies were completed by the researcher the final analysis 

phase of connecting the data was conducted. The connecting process within data analysis 

involves trying to make meaning of these various categorizations and to see relationships 

between them (Maxwell, 2013). Looking for connections between words, statements, feelings, 

and theories is essential to data analysis. The connecting phase of data analysis allowed the 

researcher to develop its final analysis and research summary.(Appendix J) 

 

Chapter 4: Findings 



TEACHING DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 57 

The research design was a phenomenological case study that explored what teachers in 

this Archdiocese experienced and focused on their experience of the phenomenon of the COVID-

19 pandemic. The researcher identified themes within these teachers' perceptions of their 

teaching experiences and analyzed these findings using the overall research question and the 

three research sub questions identified from the onset of this study: 

 What is the essence of teaching in a large Catholic Archdiocese during the COVID-19 

pandemic? 

1. What factors contributed to or alleviated the additional stress of teaching in this 

Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

2. What types of teacher self-care were effective for Catholic school teachers while 

dealing with the stressors of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

3. Does Catholic school identity influence the teacher experience during COVID-19?  

This bounded case-study approach allowed for the exploration of the phenomenon of the essence 

of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic in a large Catholic Archdiocese and the following 

overarching themes emerged from this guiding research question: 

Figure 4 

Data Analysis Findings 
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This diagram above (Figure 4) attempts to capture the imbalance of alleviators and contributors 

of stress for teachers in this Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic. These five themes are 

extrapolated from the data. One theme captures both alleviators and contributors of teacher stress 

and acts a core theme to the essence of the teaching experience during this phenomenon. 

Technology is the driver that makes the difference of balance and is the heart of the experience. 

The researcher explored the positive and negative factors and influences on teachers during the 

pandemic to be able to understand the essence of teaching during this phenomenon.  

Descriptive Summary of the Themes 

In this section, a descriptive summary of the findings for each of the themes is offered.  

The themes that emerged from the participant data in the questionnaire responses, focus groups 

and one-on-one interviews describe the source of their stress and captures part of the essence of 

teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Technology 
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During the COVID-19 pandemic technology was the mechanism by which education 

could continue while maintaining social distance. From March 2020 through the time of this 

research, technology was used by educators in various ways in this Archdiocese. Some teachers 

experienced synchronous learning with students live in online classrooms using Google Meet, 

Zoom, Microsoft Teams, etc. Some teachers experienced asynchronous learning by recording 

lessons for students to view and practice on their own time. Some teachers experienced teaching 

students in the classroom while at the same time asynchronously teaching students who were in a 

hybrid situation. Within this Archdiocese, depending on the school where a teacher was 

employed, the various forms of delivery were experienced. In the questionnaire sixty-one percent 

of teachers expressed they felt “somewhat effective” during virtual/online instruction. When 

asked what factors contributed most to their stress while teaching during the COVID-19 

pandemic the top response was: Managing hybrid learning situations with half or more students 

learning at home synchronously or asynchronously while the other students were in-person.  

   Within this theme there were two types of stress regarding technology that emerged:  

learning how to use the technology required to feel comfortable implementing hybrid teaching 

with students and the amount of screen time this required of teachers to learn, teach and prepare.  

Table 1 below captures participant thinking across multiple focus groups and interviews and the 

quantity of similar responses is delineated by the bold text.  

Table 1 

Technology as Contributor of Stress Findings 

Focus Group 4- 

Participant 1 

I’d never Zoomed before.  I’d never done a Google meet before.  

I’d never done SeeSaw before.  There were literally times I was in 

tears and almost threw my computer.  One time I really, truly came 

close.  
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Focus Group 4- 

Participant 6 

I was watching tutorials, trying to learn the best way.  I had to learn 

new technology and then learn the best way to present the same 

information you had always presented.  

Focus Group 4- 

Participant 4 

The tech support that we needed to provide the students and the 

parents which was colossal and monumental.  It was overwhelming 

and added stress.  Being expected to troubleshoot someone’s home 

Wi Fi. 

Interview- 

Participant 3 

In a hybrid situation it takes a lot of time to get things going; turn on 

the camera; make sure the online kids are there; deal with their tech 

issues; while the kids in class are staring at you.  

Focus Group 1- 

Participant 1 

There were days that I couldn’t connect or they couldn’t hear me, 

you know, whatever the glitch was and then I was trying to figure 

out when we could meet so we wouldn’t get behind.  

Focus Group 3- 

Participant 2 

 I would say the fact that we had to learn technology quickly and 

without any support face to face. The technology gap that had to be 

filled to do my job and quickly.  

 

 From these responses it is clear the challenge to learn new technologies quickly and 

implement them immediately were contributors to teacher stress while teaching during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. It was evident the lack of technology focused professional development 

contributed to this experience. Teachers also shared they felt the additional stress of parents and 

students’ expectations to troubleshoot at-home digital learning challenge. A strong desire to 

connect with students in any way possible during the COVID-19 pandemic made the reliance on 

technology especially strong. 

While many teachers shared their frustrations with technology as a source of their stress, 

others expressed the realization that without technology education would not have been able to 

move forward during the COVID-19 pandemic. Many teachers who participated in this research 

saw that turning themselves “off” to technology was an effective form of self-care. The 

technology demands of teaching increased as well as the amount of time teachers spent on 

devices. Self-care came in the form of finding solace in non-technology forms. Teachers 

expressed thankfulness to the schools who realized this technology overload and adjusted 
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schedules to allow time to “turn off.” Table 2 below captures participant thinking across multiple 

focus groups and interviews and the quantity of similar responses is delineated by the bold text 

for responses that reflect self-care measures of turning off technology and italicized responses 

that reflect the recognition that technology allowed them to continue teaching during the 

pandemic. 

Table 2 

Technology as Alleviator of Stress Findings 

Interview- 

Participant 5 

Increased technology had led to increase stress and I noticed that I 

personally decided that I needed to shut it off and not look at email 

from students and families because I had to say to myself yes, self-

care means turn it off.  I had to start actively doing that. 

Focus Group 1- 

Participant 2 

My wife and I had a cell phone bucket in our kitchen and when we 

walked in the door we put them in there.  We did not pick them up 

again until our kids went to bed and that is something we continued. 

It was because we felt ourselves being connected all of the time 

with our work email and parents asking lots of questions.  

Focus Group 1- 

Participant 2 

I considered myself a pretty tech savvy person, so it really wasn’t a 

super big inconvenience for me because my school had the 

technology and funding to support the infrastructure and it really 

helped our teachers.  It could have been substantially different if we 

didn’t have the best technology to support what we were doing.  

Focus Group 2- 

Participant 3 

 We had an online learning platform that some of us used a lot and 

some of us used a little bit. Some of us didn't use at all, so for the 

learning curve it wasn't a new system or a different system because 

we quickly found out what we were using, it could handle what we 

needed it to do. 

Focus Group 2- 

Participant 2 

 But it was like this isn't working. So we turned every Wednesday 

into what we call work day Wednesday where teachers were there in 

the morning. Doing what they needed to without teaching 

responsibilities.  Time was the self-care the school gave.  

Wednesdays were a savior. 

Focus Group 3- 

Participant 3 

I would just completely unplug and walk away for a set amount of 

time, because if I didn't do that my brain would not be able to turn 

off and then I would like spiral kind of into this panic and I tried 

very hard to avoid that because I always felt that panic right under 

the surface. 

Focus Group 4- 

Participant 4 

They had us do things we had never done before, and we just felt so 

exhausted and defeated.  So they gave us time to disconnect on 
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Fridays.  It was like a breather, and I know I still got a lot of work 

done then for the next week and that was amazing. 

 

Many teachers in this research study expressed that they realized early on that technology 

and the amount of screen time was a major cause of stress. In the questionnaire, fifty-four 

percent of teachers said they took their self-care more seriously to manage stress during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. When asked about self-care, there was a consistent theme of turning-off 

the technology was their preferred form of self-care. Several participants shared that their 

schools also recognized the need to “turn-off” and adjusted school schedules and times to allow 

for this type of self-care. Being able to step away from technology was an alleviator of stress for 

teachers in this Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Two Jobs (Quantity & Quality of Work) 

The questionnaire data indicated that forty-four percent of participants considered leaving 

the teaching profession during the COVID-19 pandemic. From March 2020-May 2020 teachers 

taught from home and schools were left to determine the method and mode by which education 

was delivered to their students. Once some students and teachers returned to classrooms in this 

Archdiocese in August 2020, new stresses were felt among teachers. Many teachers expressed 

that teaching during the pandemic, especially in hybrid classrooms where half of the class was 

in-person while the other half synchronously were learning online, felt like they were working 

two jobs. Teachers expressed that the amount of time they spent to fulfill their role and duties as 

a teacher increased significantly while still not feeling as if students were receiving a quality 

learning experience.  More work and less results were a common sentiment among teachers who 

participated in this research. Table 3 below captures participant thinking across multiple focus 

groups and interviews and the quantity of similar responses is delineated by the bold text for 



TEACHING DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 63 

responses that reflect the quantity of work and italicized responses that reflect the quality of their 

work during the pandemic. 

Table 3 

Two Jobs (Quality and Quantity of Work) Findings 

Focus Group 4- 

Participant 8 

To do online kids with kids in front you were doing two jobs.  

Every night I was up til midnight getting the slides for the online 

kids ready and the lessons in-person ready.  

Focus Group 2- 

Participant 2 

I am not doing anything well and this is not why I became a teacher.  

Focus Group 5- 

Participant 1 

 I felt like I wasn't doing the kids justice or students justice. And it 

just wasn't working what I was doing just wasn't working and I 

didn't know how to make it better for the kids and so I felt like a 

failure as a teacher. 

Focus Group 5- 

Participant 3 

Workdays got significantly longer than they already were.  

Focus Group 3- 

Participant 1 

I’m embarrassed to say this, but what is the purpose? What is my 

purpose during COVID things that were not turned in things that 

were not covered and it was an industry that you can just do the best 

to make the parents happy.   

Focus Group 3- 

Participant 15 

I think for me the thing was what work looked like before COVID 

was completely obliterated, especially at times when we came home 

from work. You know, I guess I'm trying to be so on top of trying to 

figure out how to teach my classes is also how to get my own kids 

online for their classes with their homework, all my homework and I 

just couldn’t breathe.   

Interview- 

Participant 4 

I felt very unaccomplished and not very successful.  I didn’t feel 

very good about what I was doing. 

Focus Group 1- 

Participant 1 

All of the extra work, extra hours, extra expectations.  And keep 

taking time away from my family, keep sacrificing my physical 

health and my mental health to continue what I’m doing now—this 

was peak pandemic.  

Focus Group 1- 

Participant 2 

Working in a hybrid situation was like working 2 jobs and not 

feeling like you’re were doing either one very well. 

Focus Group 4- 

Participant 2 

It was spiraling down into and I can’t even think about the time I 

would get home and whatever crazy hours and people would call 

and you try to answer parents, you try to answer your other teachers 

and try to help fix the problems.  

 

 There was one sentiment that was consistent within this research study as it pertains to 

the teaching profession: the amount of time required to fulfill the profession increased. The 
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primary responses by participants in this study in hybrid situations, especially during the 2020-

2021 school year, indicated that having students in-person as well as online required two 

different paths of instruction each day. Phrases like, “working two jobs” and “requiring more 

time” were commonly used. Participants expressed that much of the stress was caused by the fact 

that while they were spending more time with preparation and instruction, the results were 

disheartening. Participant phrases such as, “feeling unsuccessful” and “like a failure” were 

commonly used. This feeling of lack of results for the extra hours and efforts they were making 

contributed heavily to the stress while teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic.       

Loss of Control 

 As protocols for social distancing, mask wearing, and quarantine lengths changed daily, 

teachers came into classrooms in this Archdiocese during the pandemic unsure of what each day 

would bring. Ultimately, while these teachers were engaging with students in classrooms and 

online the larger fear and uncertainty of one’s own health and the health of the children loomed 

around education during this time. Table 4 below captures participant thinking across multiple 

focus groups and interviews and the quantity of similar responses is delineated by the bold text 

for responses that reflect the feeling of loss of control due to the unknown of the length of the 

pandemic and italicized responses that reflect the loss of control of their classrooms, curriculum 

and students.   

Table 4 

Loss of Control Findings 

Interview 

Participant - 5 

Teachers who were planning to retire within the next 5 years told me 

they just thought that this was the time to do it because there’s not 

certainty of how long this was going to last.  

Focus Group 2- 

Participant 1 

You lose that control when you lose that ability to direct what's 

going on and I think you know. Ultimately, we learned one of the 

things we learned is that we cannot control is teaching to a screen.  
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Focus Group 2- 

Participant 3 

More veteran teachers that have been teaching the same way for so 

long. They seem to have a harder time.  The younger ones are like 

OK, what are we going to do next?  

Focus Group 3- 

Participant 6 

I had to become at peace with not doing my best because I couldn't 

teach all concepts so I had to find what was essential and I would 

teach that over and over 100 different ways and celebrate the 

successes.  

Focus Group 3- 

Participant 8 

I like to be prepared.  The stress was from the lack of preparation for 

us because it was just so unexpected.  

Focus Group 1- 

Participant 2 

At some point we just couldn’t see the end of it.  

Focus Group 1- 

Participant 1 

It was always changing.  Even when we were coming back in the 

Fall of 2020 we were told the night before we walked in to our pre-

year meetings of what we had to do to be in-person.  

Interview 

Participant- 1 

We were waiting for what would happen next.  When all the 

numbers kept coming out and everyone was watching what we were 

doing.  

Interview 

Participant- 5 

I just stop stressing over control over it and allowed it just to occur 

and keep teaching the best way I could however we were teaching at 

the time.  I think it helped that I was just at a point in my life that I 

still had the kind of stamina and I still was informing my craft as an 

educator and so I didn’t have to break a routine that I had been in for 

20 years.  

 

 The COVID-19 pandemic was a time of uncertainty and more questions than answers.  

As the many months loomed during the pandemic the changing protocols, processes, and 

expectations in classrooms in this Archdiocese created an environment of vacillation. Many 

teachers felt the stress building as the length of the pandemic expanded. Phrases like “this is 

never going to end” and “I just couldn’t see a way out” were shared. Teachers shared that they 

felt they were losing so much control of what was happening in their classrooms. Teachers also 

shared that the control they had in their classrooms as it pertained to curriculum was being 

greatly disrupted. Students were falling behind and what had been taught in previous years was 

being altered drastically. Teachers shared that this feeling of not being able to control what was 

happening with their classrooms and with their students contributed heavily to the stress of 

teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. There was a range of levels of the feeling of loss of 
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control. As evidenced in the responses from participants, some realized at various points during 

the pandemic that letting go of a need for control was a means of self-care and reduction of 

stress.  

Transitioning Back 

Although the height of the COVID-19 pandemic has subsided at the writing of this 

research, the source of the stress level expressed by teachers has somewhat shifted to the current 

realities of education. In the questionnaire, fifty-one percent of teachers expressed that their 

overall mental health/stress is worse than before the pandemic. Table 5 below captures 

participant thinking across multiple focus groups and interviews and the quantity of similar 

responses is delineated by bold text for responses addressing the learning loss; italicized text for 

concern for student social-emotional learning/executive functioning; and underlined text for what 

the future of teaching and teachers looks like for this Archdiocese.  

Table 5 

Transitioning Back Findings 

Focus Group 3- 

Participant 4 

I am teaching 2nd graders who have never been to school before.  

They don’t even know what school is.  

Focus Group 3- 

Participant 14 

 So we're essentially we're looking at that year lost everything we 

do, and so instead of what used to be a 7th grade math is now 6th 

and 7th grade math used to be the 8th grade pre-algebra. Now the 

entire course work is different. 

Focus Group 2- 

Participant 1 

 What scares me the most is the future of education going 

forward. You know? So many teachers are so done after COVID 

with this experience. And I have young teachers in my family. My 

daughter is a teacher. My son-in-law is a teacher and they had to go 

through this.  Young people who never saw the best in the job. 

Focus Group 1- 

Participant 2 

We can't find substitutes in our building, and we've got a teacher who 

has left for a different position. There's just nobody out 

there. Nobody wants to do this job and what's going to happen?  

Focus Group 3- 

Participant 1 

Students, our students are behind where they should be. I know that.  

Will this group ever get caught up?  And so, how is that going to 

affect us when this generation of students gets old enough to be the 

leaders in our communities and they are behind?   
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Focus Group 4- 

Participant 2 

This is now the new norm, and that's my concern about education is: 

are we still going to go back do better? Let's have high expectations 

we reduced our expectations because of COVID and I’m concerned 

that we’re never going to raise them again.  

Focus Group 1- 

Participant 2 

And I, I worry about kids who don't have social skills anyway. Going 

into that world and trying to figure out how to get along with other 

people. Just the social emotional skills are just not like that is what I 

mean. Obviously, the academics is extremely important and I'm 

trying as hard as I can, you know to get everybody where they 

should be but I worry about the social skills too.  

Focus Group 3- 

Participant 2 

 Get back on that hamster wheel, make that hamster wheel bigger 

because now we have to go back and fix the other stuff that they 

didn't get if I'm making sense and it's just like wait, let's learn from 

this and better the future instead of just going back where we were 

all the time.  

Focus Group 4- 

Participant 1 

I mean it’s bananas what these kids need, and our teachers need 

support for sure, even our experienced teachers need that support, 

but our newbies in particular, but the SEL piece our kids are missing 

is crazy.  To deal with an out of control kid or an out of control 

parent, or a child who is talking about self-harm, or a child who is 

out of control crying who is not your typical crying kid—I can’t tell 

you why they’re crying and they need you and our counselor can’t 

do it because she already has a kid in her office and our principal 

can’t do it because she has a kid in her office too.  

Focus Group 4- 

Participant 3 

Right now, we have kids in 2nd grade who don’t know their letter 

sounds with a first-year teacher. 

Focus Group 4- 

Participant 4 

The stress is still there—the expectations of what are you going to do 

to help my child who is behind because of COVID.  That stress 

level is now what the teachers have in my building.  

Interview- 

Participant 4 

They’re just so immature and very behind socially.  I don’t know 

how to fix that.  Maybe we are not doing enough counseling for 

them—but our counselor is spread thin. I see a lot of stress coming 

out of kindergarteners in different ways.  Behaviors that we haven’t 

been seeing—they are so frustrated.  

Focus Group 1- 

Participant 1 

You’re not only dealing with the current present reality but even 

those thoughts of what does this look like in two years and three 

years with learning loss that is always in your mind.  

Focus Group 1- 

Participant 2 

I’m going to have to prioritize and we’re still kind of paying back 

from what kids lost.  It’s happening, and they are so behind 

especially those little pumpkins who were already struggling before 

COVID—now they are just that further behind.  It’s that feeling 

that you’re always trying to dig out. 
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Meeting with teachers after school for focus groups and interviews during the fall of 2022 

was also a temperature check of the current stressors the COVID-19 pandemic had created for 

education. This was one of the most emotional areas of response from participants in each focus 

group and one-on-one interviews: addressing the current reality of teaching in this Archdiocese.   

Teachers shared their strong concerns about the amount of learning loss students exhibited and 

the growing gaps between students. Realigning curriculum expectations and the inner conflict of 

lower expectations for students to meet developmental levels as opposed to their grade levels 

was creating additional stress now. Teachers shared that they also see much more 

social/emotional need among students and the lack of support in their school to address this 

growing need. A general concern for the future of teaching in this Archdiocese in these kind of 

circumstances with lack of financial compensation was shared by 15 participants. Although the 

height of the COVID-19 pandemic had succumbed by the time of these focus groups and one-on-

one interviews, the participants in this study clearly shared the stress of teaching in this 

Archdiocese has not returned to realistic levels.  

Faith Community 

Teachers expressed that community gave them a sense that “we’re all in this together” 

and that teaching in a Catholic School during the COVID-19 crisis was easier to endure with this 

sense of community. Teachers expressed that they felt Catholic Identity in the sense of the 

community formed within the faculty and families of their school. COVID-19 kept people from 

physically gathering but teachers sought connections in other ways to prevent isolation and 

alleviate stress. Connections with fellow teachers and staff as well as others during this time of 

isolation provided outlets for expressing frustrations and sadness. Connections with students 

reminded teachers of their responsibility and their purpose. Teachers in this research study 
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expressed that sharing in prayer with their students and fellow teachers was a means to make 

sense of the chaos of the COVID-19 pandemic. Many teachers felt that prayer with their students 

was also a way to keep them grounded in their own faith during this time of confusion and 

uncertainty. Table 6 below captures participant thinking across multiple focus groups and 

interviews and the quantity of similar responses is delineated by bold text for responses 

addressing a sense of community and italicized text for responses related to prayer.  

Table 6 

Faith Community Findings 

Focus Group 2- 

Participant 3 

Unselfishness and I've always been that type and it's not about 

me. It's about you and if I can help you get what you want, then 

I'm gonna get what I want because I'm gonna see you happy and 

your happiness is what we're my happiness and you struggle I 

struggle so I don't want you to struggle and that’s, I think why some 

of us struggle so much with this because we were taking on the 

weight of the world of all these kids and parents, and other 

teachers that were suffering, you know, but that's to me why it's 

such an important thing to bring your faith every day into the 

classroom because you could help other people get a little bit 

better. And if I can help that one, that's a little bit better if I can help 

that one, it's worth it.  

Focus Group 3- 

Participant 

I saw my own children online with their Catholic Schools teachers 

and they just talked with such compassion, and you just see such 

grace and patience.  

Focus Group 3- 

Participant 8 

Keeping my mission on the child focused on child, we would say 

sometimes we might be the only face they see today. So we were 

always positive and jokes and how you feeling I miss you. I love 

you and I mean I have never said to a child, I love you because for 

me that that's I love this God's creation that I love you is something 

very personal, but on the on the screen there's like, “I love you”.  I 

felt so supported by faculty. Just because I have this support 

system is how I do this and that reassurance also meant so much.  

It was there. 

Focus Group 4- 

Participant 1 

My coworkers kept me going.  

Focus Group 1- 

Participant 1 

See how my fellow teachers responded during the pandemic.  We 

all just realized more necessary maybe than ever before to be 

compassionate and try our best to meet people where they are.  
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Focus Group 2- 

Participant 2 

Was just so we thought of other ways to pray and we would pray, 

You know, outside we'd do a rosary.  

Focus Group 2- 

Participant 3 

Prayer, it’s the cornerstone of your faith. And if it's not, then it's not 

really a faith.  

Focus Group 3- 

Participant 12 

I know that when I set up my online class, I set it up in the room 

where I had symbols and that element of prayer we could start our 

class with prayer and everyone you know to participate and be calm 

and they would care for one another and ask what we need to pray 

for each other and just be in the circumstances.  

Focus Group 3- 

Participant 2 

Catholic School system itself being able to share your love for 

God. And for Jesus and others. It comes across in your teaching.  

You can, You can always refer to your faith, and pray especially 

during difficult times. 

Focus Group 3- 

Participant 4 

And I tell the kids all the time, like God's plan is not always the 

plan we have. And I could hear myself saying that praying that 

saying that then I'm like, Oh my God and start being here. You 

have to like, really believe it, if you're going to teach. That you 

have to live that and you're like you said, #5, you just kind of have 

to let go and let God. And know that this is his plan and it's 

OK. Just get on board. 

 

 During this portion of the focus groups and one-on-one interviews the tone of the 

responses usually became more emotional. Walking the COVID-19 journey with young people 

who often were confused and scared gave many of these teachers a sense of commitment to faith 

and to sharing this faith with their students. Teachers in this Archdiocese shared a strong sense 

that although they were also confused and scared in the uncertainty, they guided their students in 

reminding them that God was in control. Many teachers shared that leading their students in this 

mission gave them a clearer vision of finding calm in the complexities of the COVID-19 

pandemic. The sense of collegiality in this Archdiocese among teachers was a strong alleviator of 

stress for participants in this research study. 

Relationship Across Themes 

Looking for connections between words, statements, feelings, and theories is essential to 

data analysis. Teachers in this Archdiocese who participated in this study understood the 
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challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic and could express the sources of their stress, ways they 

attempted to engage in self-care, and explain how teaching in a Catholic school was different 

than in public schools. The connecting phase of data analysis allows the researcher to develop 

the final analysis and research summary (Vagle, 2014). Across the research questions in this 

study the common findings relate to technology, both its opportunities and challenges and the 

role of relationships and a feeling of responsibility to community.   

 As shown in figure 2 the duality of technology being both a contributor and alleviator of 

stress for teachers in this Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic creates a unique overlap 

of themes. Teachers recognized that technology allowed education to continue during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and many expressed appreciation for the mode of instructional delivery. 

Those teachers who had previously used technology in their classrooms felt comfortable with 

these technologies and saw teaching with technology during the COVID-19 pandemic as a 

somewhat smooth transition. Those who had created a more traditional teaching approach in 

their classrooms and who had not embraced many of the changing technologies shared a higher 

stress level than teaching with technology caused during the COVID-19 pandemic. This theme 

was overwhelmingly clear and placed technology as both an alleviator and contributor of stress.   

 Teachers who had to learn instructional technologies while being expected to utilize these 

systems simultaneously were spending exorbitantly more time learning and implementing during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. This feeling of having to fulfill two jobs was shared more often with 

teachers in this situation. The push-pull of technology was also expressed by teachers to 

recognize when the technology was too much. This theme overlap of technology being both a 

contributor and alleviator of stress occurred when teachers had these deep commitments to their 

students, they did not feel productive as a teacher and thus spent more time with technology to 
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perfect their craft. Those that recognized this struggle expressed moments of greater clarity of 

that which they could control and that which they could not. 

Teachers shared that one of the most important ways that they alleviated stress was 

finding colleagues with whom to share their frustrations and stress. Participants in this study 

shared that they felt closer to their colleagues than before the COVID-19 pandemic. Those who 

struggled with technology implementation shared that having someone on the faculty who helped 

answer their questions with these technologies was helpful and reduced stress. Making these 

strong bonds of connections and a sense of teamwork reminded teachers of why they continued 

to push-through. Many teachers expressed they would have left the teaching profession during 

the COVID-19 pandemic had it not been for their sense of commitment to their team of teachers 

in their school.   

Conclusion 

 This phenomenological case study explored the essence of teaching in a large Catholic 

Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic. The data collected from teachers in this 

Archdiocese came in the form of a questionnaire, focus groups and one-on-one interviews. 

Through the data analysis process five themes emerged from this research: technology; loss of 

control; feeling of doing two jobs; coming back and the current reality; and faith community 

connections. From these themes the overlapping elements point to technology as the driver of the 

essence of teaching in this Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic. Its function as a 

contributor to stress and its function as alleviator of the stress creates the imbalance when added 

to other stressors of this experience.   

 

Chapter 5: Discussion and Significance 
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Overview of the Study 

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic research showed that teacher attrition among new 

teachers (less than five years) was a problem for schools throughout the country and Catholic 

Schools were facing an even higher rate (Ingersoll, 2003). Research also shows that there are 

often cultural and structural components of Catholic schools that influence teachers to stay 

(Youngs, 2013; Convey, 2012, 2014). The COVID-19 pandemic has forced the education system 

to pivot by: 

• Sudden shift to online learning 

• Long-haul of online learning 

• In-person, socially-distant, masked learning 

• Hybrid learning 

• Returning to the classroom with enormous learning gaps 

Teachers are expected to continue to have high standards for education while making these shifts. 

In the early period of COVID-19 pandemic research was already suggesting attrition rates were 

rising and teachers were reporting higher stress and depression rates (Steiner & Woo, 2021). An 

already high-stress, high-attrition profession has become even more vulnerable. This research 

used a phenomenological approach to examine the essence of the reality of teaching in an 

Archdiocesan district during the COVID-19 pandemic. It examines the influence of the social 

and cultural factors during the COVID-19 pandemic on teachers’ beliefs, feelings, and behaviors. 

This study analyzed how these teachers describe their own experiences of teaching during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Guided by the overarching research question: What is the essence of 

teaching in a large Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic? To explore this essence the 

following sub-questions were addressed: 
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4. What factors contributed to or alleviated the additional stress of teaching in this 

Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

5. What types of teacher self-care were effective for Catholic school teachers while 

dealing with the stressors of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

6. Does Catholic school identity influence the teacher experience during COVID-19?  

The Archdiocese at the center of this study employs the principle of subsidiarity. This 

tenet holds that nothing should be done by a larger and more complex organization which can be 

done as well by a smaller and simpler organization. In other words, any activity which can be 

performed by a more decentralized entity should be. A particular county within this Archdiocese 

was used for this study because policies, protocols and procedures during the COVID-19 

pandemic were governed by the county’s health department. In this county within this 

Archdiocese, 16,276 Catholic Schools students and 1583 teachers was the bounded case used for 

this study. There are 30 elementary schools and 8 high schools within this Archdiocese. 

Participant sample followed a purposeful and tiered approach. Data collection included an online 

questionnaire (208 participants), five focus groups (36 participants), and individual interviews (6 

participants).    

This research contributes to extant literature about teacher attrition specifically in disaster 

situations. Further, this research provides a deeper understanding of the specific conditions of 

self-care that provide teachers with the ability to continue their work in a healthy way.  

Support in the Literature 

Key seminal research frames this study. Teacher attrition rates are on the rise. Carver-

Thomas and Darling-Hammond (2017) found that “ninety percent of open teaching positions are 

created by teachers who leave the profession. Some are retiring, but about two-thirds of teachers 
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leave for other reasons, most due to dissatisfactions with teaching” (para. 1). They also found 

that teacher attrition rates are roughly twice as high in the United States as they are in high-

achieving countries such as Finland and Singapore. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

research showed that teacher attrition among new teachers was problematic and even more so 

among Catholic School teachers (Ingersoll, 2003). In this study the data from the questionnaire 

found that forty-four percent of teachers in this Archdiocese considered leaving the teaching 

profession during the COVID-19 pandemic. This included teachers from all levels of teaching 

experience. Teachers in this study expressed a strong concern for the future of the profession in 

general as well as specifically in Catholic Education where salaries are significantly behind those 

of public schools.   

Education in emergency situations depends heavily on teachers to be successful. In a 

disaster situation, teachers and other education personnel work in very difficult conditions, and 

they have to be supported both personally (the disaster may have affected their family) and 

professionally; they need to be appropriately compensated and supervised (Inter-agency Network 

for Education in Emergencies, 2010). In this study teachers shared that part of the self-care that 

made it possible for the continuance of education during the COVID-19 pandemic was the 

support that they felt from their schools and colleagues. Many shared an appreciation of the 

adjustment of schedules to allow for more time off of technology.    

Research around teacher stress and self-care indicate that causes of stress can include 

lack of resources, class behavioral problems, or pressure relating to standardized test 

expectations, just to name a few, but they all lead to the same outcomes: weakened physical and 

emotional health. When left unchecked, teacher stress can lead to burnout and contribute to the 

high turnover rate in education. But self-care can turn this around and help keep teachers from 
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getting burned out (Larrivee, 2012). An overwhelming sense of more work during the pandemic 

created a sense of burn-out for teachers in this Archdiocese. While prior to the pandemic things 

like standardized test scores and classroom behavioral issues were at the top of the list, the burn-

out sources during the COVID-19 pandemic stemmed from technology implementation and the 

amount of hours required to teach online and in hybrid conditions. 

The research is clear that Catholic School teachers are primarily motivated by the mission 

of the school as it aligned to their mission or beliefs (Convey, 2014; Squillini, 2001; Tarr, 1992). 

One of the strongest means of making it through the COVID-19 pandemic was expressed in the 

feeling of being part of a strong faith community. Teachers in this study were clearly motivated 

by the mission of their schools and the belief in service to their students. 

Research suggests that what educators are learning from COVID-19 is that preparedness 

is crucial which means the process of addressing it should be cyclical (Azzi-Huck & Shmis, 

2020). In the early period of COVID-19 pandemic research was already suggesting attrition rates 

were rising and teachers were reporting higher stress and depression rates (Steiner & Woo, 

2021). Teachers in this study recognized that as they understood the COVID-19 pandemic as 

something that was here for a long period the feeling of ‘when will this ever end?’ caused 

additional stress.  The constant shuffles of policies and procedures made it difficult to find a 

rhythm of teaching. Findings suggest the importance of teacher competence and perceived 

efficacy in managing student behavior and engaging them in learning to help them adapt to the 

stressors of a pandemic. Additionally, aspects of organizational health and climate may also help 

facilitate or hinder teacher adjustment (Herman et al., 2021). Teachers in this study shared they 

still felt a sense of stress caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and its current form is in the stress 

of the learning and social emotional gaps that are in their current classrooms. 
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 As discussed previously in the literature review, educational technology is still a 

somewhat arduous learning curve for educators. For teachers to feel comfortable with 

implementing educational technology the proper training and practice should be available to 

create an ideal learning experience for students. When teachers across the world were thrown 

into this situation in March of 2020 this served as a source of stress for teachers.  

Teachers are used to establishing certain protocols and procedures within a classroom.  

Research shows that teachers have expressed lack of digital competence and fear of losing 

control of students and their classroom management when digital technology is introduced and 

implemented (Bolick & Bartels, 2015). The previous work of Bolick and Bartels is evident in 

this study as teachers expressed the loss of control they felt while teaching during the pandemic.  

Lack of digital competence was also a contributing factor for these teachers who were not 

confident in the implementation of necessary digital tools during the COVID-19 pandemic which 

resulted in a feel of loss of control.   

Summary & Discussion of the Findings 

The themes and categories emerged from the participants’ responses to the questionnaire, 

focus groups and one-on-one interviews revealed the true essence of teaching in a large 

Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic. Data analysis revealed 5 consistent themes that 

emerged from the research that spoke to the essence of teaching in this Archdiocese during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The first finding in this area is the role of technology. Technology was 

seen as a source of stress when teachers did not have a high level of prior instructional 

technology integration. This data emphasizes the need for schools to continue to ensure that all 

teachers are receiving professional development in the area of technology. The technical divide 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2022.841385/full#B8


TEACHING DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 78 

between teachers who have many years of experience and those who are younger was evident in 

the comfortability of implementing digital instructional tools during the COVID-19 pandemic.   

Even teachers who knew how to implement the logistics of carrying out instruction using 

technology saw technology as a source of stress as it relates to difficulty of “turning off” during 

the pandemic. While technology was seen as a source of stress, there were teachers who 

recognized that it was technology that saved the ability to keep education moving forward in 

Catholic schools in this Archdiocese. Turning off technology was seen as an essential part of 

self-care for teachers during the pandemic. Teachers expressed thankfulness that schools 

recognized the toll technology was taking and that self-care needed to take the form of time and 

gave teachers that gift. Moving through and beyond the pandemic schools should monitor closely 

the amount of screen time it is requiring of their teachers. While the use of technology in 

education is essential, balancing this screen time with human interaction is essential.   

The second finding in this research question is the overwhelming sense of the quantity of 

work that was expected of teachers during the pandemic. Most teachers expressed the feeling of 

doing two jobs instead of one during the pandemic and because teachers felt pulled in so many 

directions their own self-efficacy was diminished. Many teachers expressed a sense of feeling 

defeated and not as productive in their teaching. Shifting instruction to online forms continues in 

education even without a pandemic. More and more schools are using online instruction for 

inclement weather, extended day services, credit recovery, long term injury/sickness of a student 

and other situations. Schools should closely check the stress that this puts on teachers as it calls 

for additional planning and preparation especially in the situations in which there are students in-

person in the classroom and students who are learning online. Serious consideration should be 
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made for teachers to have assistance in the physical classroom and/or the online classroom to 

prevent this feeling of having two jobs at once.    

The third finding in this research question is the loss of control that teachers felt. With 

policies and protocols changing often many teachers expressed a feeling of not being able to 

predict what education would look like from day to day. Loss of control came into play in the 

online classroom environment and being able to have control of students and their learning in the 

same way they did in the physical classroom. Fear for the health and safety of students and their 

own person was also a part of the loss of control that added stress to teachers during this time. 

During this transition of education into the new normal it is important for schools to reestablish 

routine and predictability for teachers. The feeling of the constant change of schedules, policies 

and protocols was difficult for many teachers and schools can help teachers de-escalate these 

feelings by giving them as much routine as possible.    

The fourth finding in this research question is the present feeling of what is happening in 

schools today. Learning loss is a source of stress for teachers who are addressing learning gaps 

and trying to rewrite curriculum to address these needs. A lack of social skills and executive 

functioning is also a real concern of teachers as they try to create the new normal for their 

classrooms. Teachers expressed concern that kids seem less mature, less emotionally stable, and 

less likely to exhibit normal social behaviors than before the pandemic.  Schools need to 

strategically plan for the gaps in learning and the gaps in executive functioning.  Administrators 

and teachers should re-examine curriculum as well as the scope and sequence that has been 

previously used for appropriate grade levels.  Administrators and teachers should ensure that 

assessment data is driving a growth mentality for students and a realistic expectation for 

classroom teachers.  Schools should ensure that all teachers are properly trained and educated to 
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recognize the signs of socio-emotional distress and trained to implement basic levels of 

intervention.  Schools should seriously consider the number of counselors, therapists and/or 

interventionists in its school and make a financial long-term investment in ensuring these 

positions are properly filled.   

Finally, the theme of faith community that teachers felt came from being in a Catholic 

school. Participants expressed a feeling of being “in it together” and a sense of responsibility to 

each other as faculty members. Connections that teachers felt with colleagues and students 

alleviated some of the stress. Teachers saw these connections as a form of self-care to deal with 

the stress of teaching during COVID-19. Teachers shared that a strong responsibility to student 

growth was part of the expression of Catholic Identity. Teachers shared that praying with 

students and finding meaning through giving struggles to God during the uncertain times of the 

COVID-19 pandemic were true forms of the expression of Catholic Identity.  Catholic Schools 

should continue to lean in on the role of faith community as a source of strength for retention of 

its teachers.  Schools should create more opportunities for teachers to gather with colleagues and 

strengthen their spiritual development.   

Potential Areas for Future Research 

 This study revealed several potential areas for future research on this issue. Future 

research could include how teachers come to feel comfortable with instructional technologies. 

This topic could be explored in terms of differentiated techniques and approaches that can be 

taken with different ages of teachers. This study revealed that connections among teachers and a 

feeling of collegiality can alleviate stress in teaching. Future research could explore how teachers 

can form meaningful relationships with each other to give teachers stamina in the stress of 

teaching. This study revealed that Catholic School teachers in this study had difficulty 
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articulating what Catholic Identity indicators looked like, sounded like, felt like, etc. during this 

study. Future research could explore how Catholic School teachers define Catholic Identity and 

how they are onboarded during the initial process of coming to a school and how Catholic 

Identity is explained, taught, and cultivated. Another possible area for future research would be 

to follow a cohort of new teachers in Catholic Schools over the period of 10 years to study how 

they come to form connections and understand Catholic Identity. Several teachers sought or 

continued therapy/counseling as a way of self-care during the COVID-19 pandemic while others 

lamented that if offered, would have been something they would have taken advantage of as a 

means of dealing with the stress.   

Table 7 

Participant Responses Related to Therapy/Counseling 

Focus Group 4- 

Subject 5 

I will say I appreciate the opportunity to talk about this 

because I think we all have a shared trauma with COVID, but I 

don't think we've ever sat down as staff and talked about our 

individual trauma in this way, so I appreciate the opportunity 

you've given us to do that today. 

Focus Group 3- 

Subject 3 

 I'm sorry I lost myself. I lost myself and had to take a week 

off to consider what I was going to do with my life. Because I, 

I apologize, I'm here for closure. This is therapy.  

 

The data demonstrated in the above table demonstrates the way in which this study gave 

teachers an outlet to share their feelings about the experience of teaching during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Although this was not the intent of this study it did occur within it. Even after data 

was collected and the transcriptions ended teachers in this study would seek out the researcher 

after the focus groups and interviews off the record to expresses a sense of relief of finally 

talking about the experience. Another area of possible research is how schools can better provide 

these therapy/counseling services to teachers especially during times of crisis as a way to 
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alleviate stress for teachers.  In addition to the earlier concern for socio-emotional development 

of students, future research should explore the impact of counselor/therapist availability in 

schools for teachers and the impact it has on teacher retention. 

Limitations  

There are several identified limitations to this research study. Although the researcher 

ascertained the desired numbers for the participants in the focus groups and the one-on-one 

interviews, there is always a possibility that the sample is not the proper representation of the 

target population. The inability to control the environment of a focus group is another possible 

limitation to this type of research. Participants in a focus group can be influenced by others to 

respond in group think or to not respond when he/she feels his/her responses are in contrast the 

majority of the group. Other limitations include the issue of time and the ability to spend enough 

time in the field gathering participants. With any qualitative data gathering, the limitation of 

researcher bias in the data analysis decision-making process can be present. The researcher has a 

very direct connection, as a current administrator in this Archdiocese who led a school during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, to the research topic and participants in the study. This connection 

required the researcher to check for bias during the research study and could be a limitation to 

the study. 

Conclusion 

As education makes its way into a post-pandemic world, teachers are needed more than 

ever. Children need good teachers to remain in the field, to feel supported, to receive meaningful 

professional development and to have connections with their communities. Statistics are showing 

that this is not the current state of the field of education (Schmitt & deCourcy, 2022). Teachers 

have been through a war and need triage. This study finds that educational leaders should 



TEACHING DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 83 

provide spaces for teachers who need it to have therapy and/counseling to process the trauma of 

teaching during the pandemic. It also finds that the current stressors of teachers dealing with 

learning loss and the responsibility teachers feel to fill in those gaps need to be addressed.  

Resources and professional development need to be aligned to address the learning loss caused 

by the disruption to education especially in the area of differentiation. Teachers need space to 

talk about this stress and have meaningful ways to work with colleagues to prevent the isolation 

of this challenge. It is impossible to think that schools will have enough counselors to address the 

social emotional challenges of post-pandemic children. Teachers need to be given professional 

development to be able to incorporate social emotional learning alongside their curriculums. 

Catholic Education has a unique opportunity with less government testing accountability to focus 

on growth mindset and allocate resources for socio-emotional learning needs of students and 

teachers. These types of initiatives will help current teachers as well as make teaching a place 

where more young people will want to spend their careers and ultimately will serve children in a 

more effective way to provide a better future.  
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Appendix A 

 

Invitation to Participate in the Online Questionnaire 

 

04/15/2022 

 

Dear Catholic School Teacher: 

 

You are being invited to complete the attached questionnaire about the essence of the reality of 

teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. This research will be conducted to identify 

experiences of Catholic School teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic so the leaders in 

education can ensure the quality of education and teacher retention are strong during and after 

this pandemic.  

There are no reasonably foreseeable risks associated with your participation in this study.  Your 

participation may or may not benefit you directly.  However, the information learned in this 

study may be helpful to others. The data you provide will give leaders a better understanding of 

the essence of teaching during a crisis, emergency or in uncertain situations.  The information 

learned from this research may be helpful to others in the future. 

 

The questionnaire will take approximately 10-20 minutes time to complete.  Your completed 

questionnaire will be stored in the researcher’s Microsoft Office 365 account. Individuals from 

Bellarmine University School of Education and the Bellarmine University Institutional Review 

Board may inspect these records.  In all other respects, however, the data will be held in 

confidence to the extent permitted by law.  Should the data be published, your identity will not 

be disclosed. 

 

Please remember that your participation in this study is voluntary.  By submitting the attached 

questionnaire, you are voluntarily agreeing to participate.  You are free to decline to answer any 

particular question that may make you feel uncomfortable, or which may render you 

prosecutable under law. Further, your provided identifiable private information or biospecimens 

collected as part of this research, even if identifiers are removed, will not be used or distributed 

for future research studies. 

You acknowledge that all your present questions have been answered in language you can 

understand.  If you have any questions about the study, please contact Danielle Atzinger 

Wiegandt 502-797-8595.  If you have any questions about your rights as a research subject, you 

may call the Institutional Review Board (IRB) office at 502-272-8032. You will be given the 

opportunity to discuss any questions about your rights as a research subject, in confidence, with a 

member of the committee.  This is an independent committee composed of members of the 

University community and lay members of the community not connected with this institution.  

The IRB has reviewed this study.  

 

Sincerely, 

Danielle Atzinger Wiegandt 
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Appendix B 

Microsoft Form Text for Participants who Click “YES” to Participate in the Survey 

As a Ph.D. candidate in the Education and Social Change Program at Bellarmine 

University, I thank you for your participation in this confidential survey to gather important 

information for my dissertation project.  Your participation in this study is crucial to exploring 

the essence of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic.   

The study will be shared with my dissertation committee and other appropriate members 

of the Bellarmine University community. The results of the work may be published but your 

identity will not be disclosed.  

1. School setting (elementary, high school) 

2. Primary grades taught (Pre-K-3rd, 4th-5th, 6th-8th, 9th-10th, 11th-12th) 

3. Years of teaching experience (first year, 2-5 years, 6-10 years, 11-15 years, 16-20 

years, 21-25 years, 26-30 years, 31-35 years, 36 and over) 

4. Gender (male, female, choose not to answer) 

5. Race/Ethnicity (African American, Hispanic, Caucasian, combination, choose not 

to answer) 

6. School zip code 

7. Vocation (single, married, religious) 

8. Children living at home (yes, no)- if yes, ages of children? 

9. My stress level as a teacher during the COVID-19 pandemic is: (lower than 

before pandemic, same as before the pandemic, higher than before the pandemic) 

10. Support from my administration during the COVID-19 pandemic has been: (very 

good, good, adequate, poor, very poor) 

11. Communication from my administration during the COVID-19 pandemic has 

been: (very good, good, adequate, poor, very poor) 

12. In the past two years, during the COVID-19 pandemic, I have considered leaving 

the teaching profession? (agree, disagree) 

13. In the past two years, during the COVID-19 pandemic, my relationship with 

school parents has been (better than before the pandemic, same as before the 

pandemic, worse than before the pandemic) 

14. At any point during the COVID-19 pandemic I taught virtually/online? (yes, no) 

(if yes, approximately how long?  3 months or less, 3 months or more) (what was 

the effectiveness of your virtual/online instruction? Less effective than in-person 
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instruction, same effectiveness as in-person instruction, more effective than in-

person instruction 

15. What factors made/make teaching during the COVID-19 most stressful? (masks, 

social distancing, no large gatherings, balancing home/work responsibilities, 

technology difficulties, added school parent demands, lack of administrative 

support, managing student absences, managing hybrid learning, other) 

16. Teaching in a Catholic School and the continued presence of Catholic Identity in 

my school during the COVID-19 pandemic has helped me manage stress. (agree, 

disagree) 

17. In the past two years, during the COVID-19 pandemic, I have participated in the 

following self-care activities to manage/relieve stress: (exercise, prayer, 

meditation, cooking, journaling, counseling, reading, gathering with friends, 

volunteer, take on a new hobby, other) 

18. In the past two years, during the COVID-19 pandemic, I now take my self-care 

more seriously. (agree, disagree) 

19. In the past two years, during the COVID-19 my mental health is (better than 

before the pandemic, same as before the pandemic, worse than before the 

pandemic) 

20. I would be willing to participate in a focus group related to this study (yes, no) (if 

yes, this link will take you to a different site to register to participate in the focus 

group) 
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Appendix C 

Subject Informed Consent-Online Questionnaire 

Introduction and Background Information 

You are invited to participate in a research study.  The study is being conducted by Dr. Elizabeth 

Dinkins and Danielle Atzinger Wiegandt. The study is sponsored by the Department of 

Education, Bellarmine University.  The study will take place online.  Approximately 1580 

subjects will be invited to participate.  Your participation in this study will last for approximately 

15-20 minutes. 

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this research study is to examine the essence of the reality of teaching during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. This research will be conducted to identify experiences of Catholic School 

teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic so the leaders in education can ensure the quality of 

education and teacher retention are strong during and after this pandemic.  

 

Procedures   

In this study, you will be asked to complete an online questionnaire of 20 questions to gather a 

broad-based understanding of the teachers in the Archdiocese of Louisville and their experience 

of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic.  Subjects may decline to answer any questions. The 

final question will ask if participants are willing to participate in a focus group.  See Appendix B 

for consent for focus group participation. 

Potential Risks   

There are no reasonably foreseeable risks associated with this study. 

 

Benefits   

The possible benefits of this study include a better understanding of the essence of teaching 

during a crisis, emergency or in uncertain situations.  The data collected in this study may not 

benefit you directly.  However, the information learned from this research may be helpful to 

others in the future. 

Confidentiality   

Although absolute confidentiality cannot be guaranteed, confidentiality will be protected to the 

extent permitted by law. All steps to maintain confidentiality will be adhered but with any online 

survey 100% confidentiality cannot be guaranteed.  The study sponsor or the Institutional 

Review Board may inspect your research records.  Should the data collected in this research 

study be published, your identity will not be revealed.  
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Potential Future Research Statement 

Your provided identifiable private information collected as part of this research, even if 

identifiers are removed, will not be used or distributed for future research studies. 

Voluntary Participation    

Your participation in this research study is voluntary.  You may refuse to participate or withdraw 

your consent at any time without penalty or losing benefit to which you are otherwise entitled.  

Your Rights as a Research Subject and Contact Persons    

If you have any questions about your rights as a research subject, you may call the Institutional 

Review Board Office at 502.272.8032.  You will be given the opportunity to discuss any 

questions, in confidence, with a member of the Board.  This is an independent committee 

composed of members of the University community and lay members of the community not 

connected with this institution.  The Board has reviewed this study.  

You acknowledge that all your present questions have been answered in language you can 

understand.  If you have any questions about the study, please contact Danielle Atzinger Wiegandt 

at 502-797-8595  

Consent 

You have discussed the above information and hereby consent to voluntarily participate in this 

study.  You have been given a copy of this consent form. 

 

___________________________________________  _____________________ 

Signature of Subject or Legal Representative     Date Signed 

 

 

___________________________________________  _____________________ 

Signature of Investigator       Date Signed 

 

 

___________________________________________  _____________________ 

Signature of Person Explaining Consent if other than Investigator  Date Signed 
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Appendix D 

 

Invitation to Participate in a Focus Group 

 

09/19/2022 

 

Dear Catholic School Teacher: 

 

You are being invited to participate in a focus group about the essence of the reality of 

teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. This research will be conducted to identify experiences 

of Catholic School teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic so the leaders in education can ensure 

the quality of education and teacher retention are strong during and after this pandemic.  

 

There are no reasonably foreseeable risks associated with your participation in this study.  

Your participation may or may not benefit you directly.  However, the information learned in this 

study may be helpful to others. The data you provide will give leaders a better understanding of 

the essence of teaching during a crisis, emergency or in uncertain situations.  The information 

learned from this research may be helpful to others in the future. 

 

The focus group will last approximately 1-1 ½ hours.  The notes and recordings of the 

focus group will be stored in the researcher’s Microsoft Office 365 account. Individuals from 

Bellarmine University School of Education and the Bellarmine University Institutional Review 

Board may inspect these records.  In all other respects, however, the data will be held in 

confidence to the extent permitted by law.  Should the data be published, your identity will not 

be disclosed. 

 

Please remember that your participation in this study is voluntary.  You are voluntarily 

agreeing to participate.  You are free to decline to answer any particular question that may make 

you feel uncomfortable, or which may render you prosecutable under law. Further, your provided 

identifiable private information collected as part of this research, even if identifiers are removed, 

will not be used or distributed for future research studies. 

 

You acknowledge that all your present questions have been answered in language you can 

understand.  If you have any questions about the study, please contact Danielle Atzinger 

Wiegandt 502-797-8595.  If you have any questions about your rights as a research subject, you 

may call the Institutional Review Board (IRB) office at 502-272-8032. You will be given the 

opportunity to discuss any questions about your rights as a research subject, in confidence, with a 

member of the committee.  This is an independent committee composed of members of the 

University community and lay members of the community not connected with this institution.  

The IRB has reviewed this study.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Danielle Atzinger Wiegandt 
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Appendix E 

Format & Semi-Structured Protocol for Focus Groups 

The focus group sessions will be held in private rooms at each location.  The researcher will 

provide snacks and drinks for participants to grab as they arrive.  Each participant will have a 

name tag provided.  Participants will be arranged in a circular format in the room.   

Researcher:   Good evening and welcome my name is Danielle Wiegandt and I am a Ph.D. 

candidate in the Education and Social Change Program at Bellarmine University.  

I am also an administrator in this Archdiocese.  Thank you for your participation 

and willingness to be a part of this focus group in my dissertation project.  Your 

participation in this study is crucial to exploring the essence of teaching in a 

Catholic Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic.   

Tonight, our focus group session will last between 1 ½ to 2 hours.  I will be 

asking you to reflect and think about your experiences of teaching during the 

COVID-19 pandemic from March 2020 to today.  Tonight’s focus group session 

will be recorded for the purpose of review and coding for the researcher only.  All 

recordings will be destroyed after the research has been conducted and presented 

The results of the study will be shared with my dissertation committee and other 

appropriate members of the Bellarmine University community. The results of the 

work will be published. However, every attempt would be made to protect your 

confidentiality and anonymity.  Are there any questions? 

Researcher: By a show of hands:  How many of you would say that your professional 

(teaching) stress level is the same as before March 2020?  Less than before March 

2020?  More than before March 2020? 

Researcher: For those of you who said more, what specific factors have contributed to 

or are contributing to additional stress of teaching during the COVID-19 

pandemic? 

Researcher:   For those of you who said your stress level is less or the same, what 

specific factors have alleviated/lessened the stress of teaching during the 

COVID-19 pandemic?  

 

Researcher: By a show of hands:  How many of you have considered leaving the teaching 

profession during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

Researcher:   For those of you who considered leaving the teaching profession what was 

the most contributing factor to this thought? 

Researcher: For those of you who did not consider leaving the teaching profession, 

why? 
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Researcher: For the past two years, during the COVID-19 pandemic, have you employed any 

self-care initiatives in your life to alleviate stress?  

 Researcher:  What were these self-care initiatives?  How did they help? 

 Researcher:  Where there any self-care initiatives that the school employed that 

helped during the COVID-19 pandemic?  Were they effective? 

 Researcher:  What are initiatives that you believe could have helped teachers? 

 

Researcher: By show of hands:  How many of you believe that teaching in a Catholic School 

during COVID-19 has been less stressful than if you were teaching in a public 

school?  Why or why not? 

 Researcher:  What elements of Catholic Identity have you experienced during the 

COVID-19 pandemic that supported you while teaching? 

 Researcher:  How was faith a part of the COVID-19 teaching experience? 

   

Researcher: Are there any other thoughts, ideas, experiences you would like to share? 

 

Thank you for your participation in this focus group.  Your input is invaluable to the process of 

this research. 
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Appendix F 

Subject Informed Consent for Participation in Focus Groups 

Introduction and Background Information 

You are invited to participate in a research study.  The study is being conducted by Dr. Elizabeth 

Dinkins and Danielle Atzinger Wiegandt. The study is sponsored by the Department of 

Education, Bellarmine University.  The study will take place in one of five identified locations 

within the geographic area of the research study.  Approximately 30-50 participants will be used 

for the focus groups.   Your participation in this focus group will last for approximately 1- 1 ½ 

hours. 

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this research study is to examine the essence of the reality of teaching during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. This research will be conducted to identify experiences of Catholic School 

teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic so the leaders in education can ensure the quality of 

education and teacher retention are strong during and after this pandemic.  

 

Procedures   

The researcher will conduct 5 focus group sessions with no more than 15 participants in each 

focus group.  These focus groups will consist of a range of 30-50 participants total. These focus 

groups will be conducted at 5 different locations throughout this Archdiocese in private meeting 

spaces.  Before the focus group sessions, the researcher will explain the purpose of the study, the 

intended use of the data, and the confidentiality of the participants.  Participants will sign a 

release form that ensures their privacy and notifies them that the sessions will be recorded for the 

purpose of review of the researcher in coding responses.  Each focus group session will be 

conducted in 3 parts, one for each of the sub questions of the study: 

• What factors contribute to or detract from the additional stress of teaching in this 

Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

• What types of teacher self-care are effective for Catholic school teachers while 

dealing with the stressors of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

• What role, if any, does Catholic school identity influence the teacher experience 

during COVID-19?   

These focus groups will follow a semi-structured protocol (Appendix E) as the researcher will 

ask sub questions to allow for participants to share their thoughts and experiences.  These 

responses will be collected using a note taking process as well as recorded to allow for more 

detailed coding after the sessions.  Each question’s responses will be coded separately. 

Potential Risks   

There are no reasonably foreseeable risks associated with this study. 
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Benefits   

The possible benefits of this study include a better understanding of the essence of teaching 

during a crisis, emergency or in uncertain situations.  The data collected in this study may not 

benefit you directly.  However, the information learned from this research may be helpful to 

others in the future. 

Confidentiality   

Although absolute confidentiality cannot be guaranteed, confidentiality will be protected to the 

extent permitted by law. The study sponsor or the Institutional Review Board may inspect your 

research records.  Should the data collected in this research study be published, your identity will 

not be revealed. 

Potential Future Research Statement 

Your provided identifiable private information collected as part of this research, even if 

identifiers are removed, will not be used or distributed for future research studies. 

Voluntary Participation    

Your participation in this research study is voluntary.  You may refuse to participate or withdraw 

your consent at any time without penalty or losing benefit to which you are otherwise entitled.  

Your Rights as a Research Subject and Contact Persons    

If you have any questions about your rights as a research subject, you may call the Institutional 

Review Board Office at 502.272.8032.  You will be given the opportunity to discuss any 

questions, in confidence, with a member of the Board.  This is an independent committee 

composed of members of the University community and lay members of the community not 

connected with this institution.  The Board has reviewed this study.  

You acknowledge that all your present questions have been answered in language you can 

understand.  If you have any questions about the study, please contact Danielle Atzinger Wiegandt 

at 502-797-8595  

Consent 

You have discussed the above information and hereby consent to voluntarily participate in this 

study.  You have been given a copy of this consent form. 

 

___________________________________________  _____________________ 

Signature of Subject or Legal Representative     Date Signed 

 

 

___________________________________________  _____________________ 

Signature of Investigator       Date Signed 

 

 

___________________________________________  _____________________ 

Signature of Person Explaining Consent if other than Investigator  Date Signed 
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Appendix G 

Email Invitation to Participate in One-on-One Interview 

Dear XXXX, 

Thank you for your participation in the dissertation focus group held on XXXX at XXXX.  I 

appreciate your input as I gather data relating to my research study on the essence of teaching in 

a Catholic Archdiocese during the COVID-19 pandemic.  In keeping with best practice in 

qualitative research, the next step to data collection comes in the form of conducting one-on-one 

interviews.  Based on the data that was collected in the focus groups, and specifically your 

responses, I am inviting you to be a participant in a one-on-one interview that I will be 

conducting this month.  These one-on-one interviews will be between 45 minutes-1 hour in 

length and can be completed when and where best meets your schedule. 

These one-on-one interviews will allow my research to go deeper into specific themes that have 

emerged in my data collection phase.  I hope that you will be willing to be a part of this 

important next step.  If you are willing, please respond to this email by XXXX stating your 

interest and a few dates, times and locations that work best for you.  The location can be at your 

school, at your home, in a coffee shop, etc.  I will make every effort to make this as easy on your 

schedule as possible.   

Thank you again for your participation in the focus group and I hope that we can meet soon for a 

one-on-one interview! 

 

Sincerely, 

Danielle Atzinger Wiegandt 

Ph.D. Candidate 

Bellarmine University  
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Appendix H 

Subject Informed Consent for Participation in One-On-One Interviews 

Introduction and Background Information 

You are invited to participate in a research study.  The study is being conducted by Dr. Elizabeth 

Dinkins and Danielle Atzinger Wiegandt. The study is sponsored by the Department of 

Education, Bellarmine University.  The study will take place at various locations convenient to 

each of the interviewees.  Approximately 5-15 subjects will be invited to participate.  Your 

participation in this study will last for approximately 1-1 ½ hours. 

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this research study is to examine the essence of the reality of teaching during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. This research will be conducted to identify experiences of Catholic School 

teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic so the leaders in education can ensure the quality of 

education and teacher retention are strong during and after this pandemic.  

 

Procedures   

Using Joseph Maxwell’s (2013) concept of purposeful sampling participants in the focus groups 

(see Appendix B) will be invited by the researcher to participate in one-on-one interviews.  

Purposeful sampling allows for the researcher to choose particular participants to provide 

information that is particularly relevant to the study’s questions and goals (2013).  The 

researcher for this study will invite 5-15 participants to engage in one-on-interviews to explore 

more deeply the individual experiences of teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic.   

 

The researcher will contact via email these participants to invite them to be a part of the 

interview portion of the study (Appendix F).  This email will also include available dates and 

times for such interviews as well as give the participants options of locations of the interview as 

to accommodate participants’ schedules as much as possible.  These one-on-one interviews will 

last approximately 45-60 minutes each and will be recorded.  Using a semi-structured protocol 

(Appendix I) each of the one-on-one interviewees will be asked to describe a situation(s) in the 

past two years that is an example/are examples for each of the 3 sub questions:  

  

• What factors contribute to or detract from the additional stress of teaching in the 

Archdiocese of Louisville during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

• What types of teacher self-care are effective for Catholic school teachers while 

dealing with the stressors of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

• What role, if any, does Catholic school identity influence the teacher experience 

during COVID-19? 

 

Potential Risks   

There are no reasonably foreseeable risks associated with this study. 
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Benefits   

The possible benefits of this study include a better understanding of the essence of teaching 

during a crisis, emergency or in uncertain situations.  The data collected in this study may not 

benefit you directly.  However, the information learned from this research may be helpful to 

others in the future. 

Confidentiality   

Although absolute confidentiality cannot be guaranteed, confidentiality will be protected to the 

extent permitted by law. The study sponsor or the Institutional Review Board may inspect your 

research records.  Should the data collected in this research study be published, your identity will 

not be revealed. 

Potential Future Research Statement 

Your provided identifiable private information collected as part of this research, even if 

identifiers are removed, will not be used or distributed for future research studies. 

 

Voluntary Participation    

Your participation in this research study is voluntary.  You may refuse to participate or withdraw 

your consent at any time without penalty or losing benefit to which you are otherwise entitled.  

Your Rights as a Research Subject and Contact Persons    

If you have any questions about your rights as a research subject, you may call the Institutional 

Review Board Office at 502.272.8032.  You will be given the opportunity to discuss any 

questions, in confidence, with a member of the Board.  This is an independent committee 

composed of members of the University community and lay members of the community not 

connected with this institution.  The Board has reviewed this study.  

You acknowledge that all your present questions have been answered in language you can 

understand.  If you have any questions about the study, please contact Danielle Atzinger Wiegandt 

at 502-797-8595.  

Consent 

You have discussed the above information and hereby consent to voluntarily participate in this 

study.  You have been given a copy of this consent form. 

 

_________________________________     _______________ 

Signature of Subject or Legal Representative     Date Signed 

 

 

_________________________________     _______________ 

Signature of Investigator       Date Signed 

 

 

_________________________________     ________________ 

Signature of Person Explaining Consent if other than Investigator  Date Signed 
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Appendix I 

Format & Semi-Structured Protocol for One-on-One Interviews 

The focus group sessions will be held in convenient location agreed upon by the interviewee(s?).  

The researcher will provide snacks and drinks as appropriate to the location.   

Researcher:   Thank you for your participation and willingness to be interviewed in my 

dissertation project.  Your participation in this study is crucial to exploring the 

essence of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic.   

This interview will last no longer than 1 hour.  I will be asking you to reflect and 

think about your experiences of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic from 

March 2020 to today.  This interview will be recorded for the purpose of review 

and coding for the researcher only.  All recordings will be destroyed after the 

research has been conducted and presented. 

The results of the study will be shared with my dissertation committee and other 

appropriate members of the Bellarmine University community. The results of the 

work will be published. However, every attempt would be made to protect your 

confidentiality and anonymity.  Are there any questions? 

Researcher: When you think back over the past 2 years of teaching during the COVID-19 

pandemic, can you identify a specific time and situation that you felt the most 

stress? 

 Researcher- Possible follow-up questions:  What was the feeling?  Why do you 

think you felt this way?  What could have made this situation less stressful for 

you as a teacher?  Were there protocols and procedures in place to de-stress the 

situation that did not work?  Were there those that did work? 

Researcher: When you think back over the past 2 years of teaching during the COVID-19 

pandemic, what was something specific you did to alleviate the stress of teaching? 

 Researcher- Possible follow-up questions:  How did you discover these self-care 

measures?  Were these present in your life prior to COVID-19?  Did your school 

(administrative team, teacher leaders, parish staff) employ self-care measures for 

teachers?  If so, were they effective?  What could have been more effective? 

Researcher:   When you think back over the past 2 years of teaching during the COVID-19 

pandemic, tell me about a time when Catholic Identity was evident in the way 

teachers were cared for and treated. 

 Researcher- Possible follow-up questions:  How did your school express its 

Catholic Identity during the pandemic?  How were teachers supported in their 

faith journey during this time?  What factors made the expression of Catholic 

Identity more difficult?  What were the opportunities seized by your school to 

strengthen Catholic Identity?  
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Researcher: Are there any other thoughts, ideas, experiences you would like to share? 

 

Thank you for your participation in this interview.  Your input is invaluable to the process of this 

research. 
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Appendix J 

Data Analysis Matrix 

Research Question Themes Categories 

What factors contribute to or 

alleviate the additional stress of 

teaching in this Archdiocese during 

the COVID-19 pandemic? 

  

 
Technology Learning Curve   

Screen time    
 

Quantity & Quality of 

Work 

2 jobs 

  
Feeling unsuccessful     

Loss of Control Daily changes   
Online classroom   
Uncertainty/Fear    

 
Current Reality/Coming 

Back 

 

  
Loss of Learning   
Lack of executive 

functioning   
Future of teaching/teachers    

What types of teacher self-care are 

effective for Catholic school 

teachers while dealing with the 

stressors of teaching during the 

COVID-19 pandemic? 

  

 
Technology System of support   

Turning off: self/school    
 

Connections With Colleagues   
With Students    

 
Therapy/Counseling Taken/Missed Opportunities    

What role, if any, does Catholic 

school identity influence the teacher 

experience during COVID-19? 

  

 
Community Among faculty/staff   

"in this together"    
 

Prayer Way to face the chaos 
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