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ABSTRACT 

CONSTRUCTIVIST GROUNDED THEORY APPROACH TO UNDERSTANDING 

TEACHING KINDERGARTENERS HOW TO READ DURING THE COVID-19 

PANDEMIC 

Mary Carney Hagan 

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused a variety of problems around the world, 

including isolation, school closure, contact restriction, and economic shutdown; these 

problems have completely changed the psychosocial environment and physical well-

being of children everywhere (Fegert et al., 2020). Education underwent tremendous 

changes almost overnight: As a result of the pandemic, students were forced to embrace 

virtual learning to finish the 2019–2020 academic year and begin the 2020–2021 

academic year. This change caused anxiety and trauma to adults and young children. DC 

Public Schools (2020) described the experience of virtual learning as a “shared traumatic 

experience” (p. 1). 

Virtual learning has many negative consequences, including isolation, loneliness, 

and a sense of detachment. These consequences were bound to affect education and have 

implications for the future learning of students, particularly those students learning 

fundamental reading skills in kindergarten. Kindergarteners are rapidly developing 

reading skills that will serve them for the rest of their lives. This study investigated what 

literacy instruction looked like during a period of virtual learning. 



This study took place in a kindergarten classroom in a public school in 

Washington, DC. I studied the class of kindergarteners I taught during the 2020–2021 

academic year because they were learning virtually. The class included 23 students: 13 

girls and 10 boys. One student had an individualized education plan, and seven students 

spoke English as a second language. The study relied on a constructivist grounded theory 

approach to address the research question.  

The findings provide meaningful insights for practitioners in early childhood 

education.  They let educators know that there is work to be done surrounding the explicit 

teaching of phonemic awareness. We can see some of the immediate effects of COVID-

19 in our early childhood education classrooms across the city of DC and elsewhere but 

more in-depth longitudinal data will need to be collected to see the lasting effects on 

children.    
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Purpose of the Study 

My intention in conducting this study was to use an approach based on 

constructivist grounded theory to understand teaching kindergarteners foundational 

literacy skills during a period of distance learning for over a year followed by a return to 

in-person instruction. By conducting the study, I amplified the voices and experiences of 

parents and students in one particular kindergarten class within DC Public Schools 

(DCPS), the public school system in Washington, DC. 

Grounded Theory and Personal Context 

Grounded theory, as defined and developed by Glaser (1978), Glaser and Strauss 

(1967), and Strauss and Corbin (1998), is a methodology that involves construction of 

theory about important topics and issues in people’s lives. Those following this 

methodology attempt to construct this theory via an inductive data collection process 

(Morse, 2001). By applying grounded theory in this study, I was therefore not setting out 

to prove or disprove anything. Issues important to the study participants came up in the 

stories they told about their lives. These issues intersected with the topic of the study (see 

Mills et al., 2006, p. 27). 

I needed to identify the intersection between my interests as a literacy researcher 

and the experiences of my students as they attended kindergarten in a virtual setting and 

then transitioned back to a classroom. To begin to draw out this intersection, I begin by 

giving a brief account of my history in education and how I view literacy in my 

kindergarten classroom. In Chapter 2, I further develop my research interests. 
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I have been a kindergarten teacher, in some form or another, for 9 years, and I 

have worked in education for a total of 10 years (during the 1 year I was not in a 

kindergarten classroom I taught reading to over 60 third-grade students). I first worked in 

a kindergarten classroom in Burlington, Vermont, as an educational aide for 2 years. 

While in that position, I realized I wanted to focus my career mainly on early childhood 

education—specifically, early childhood literacy. 

During my 1st year as a kindergarten aide in Burlington, I met Jared (pseudonym). 

Jared was a Black boy in a predominantly white and middle-class school who had 

recently moved to America from Somalia, Africa. This classroom was Jared’s first 

experience with the English language and being in some type of formal school system. 

The teacher I was paired with that year had very little patience for Jared. She (a white 

woman) was thrown off by his behavior and what she perceived as an apparent lack of 

interest in learning; she did little to foster a relationship with him. That year I saw Jared 

struggling to assimilate into an educational system designed to fail students like him. By 

the end of the year, his peers were reading at a Fountas and Pinnell Level C, but Jared 

was struggling to stay in the classroom for 15 min at a time. He knew his primary teacher 

had given up on him and did not want to stay in the classroom to watch his White peers 

access materials he had not received an opportunity to learn. However, as Ladson-

Billings (1995) said, “student ‘success’ is represented in achievement within the current 

social structures extant in schools” (p. 467). The structures that existed in education were 

inherently racist, created to prevent students like Jared from “succeeding,” even in 

kindergarten. What Jared deserved that year was a teacher who not only learned to love 

him for where he was in his life journey but also could come to understand culturally 
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what it meant to be a Black boy living in one of the least diverse states in the country. 

Jared did not need the teacher he had, who dangerously categorized him as a “behavior 

issue” at such a young age. 

Jared is just one of the students who has helped form my belief that literacy 

instruction requires educators to be culturally responsive in their practice (a belief shared 

with Ladson-Billings, 1995). Jared’s kindergarten teacher unconsciously deemed him to 

have behavior issues and did not put much time or thought into trying to teach him any 

aspect of literacy. Jared left kindergarten without basic phonemic awareness and without 

knowing the letters of the alphabet. Furthermore, Jared was a victim of an inherently 

classist and racist educational system. As a first-generation American student learning 

English who also lived in poverty, Jared would likely be categorized as at risk (even as 

early as kindergarten). This categorization would likely have lasting effects on Jared. I 

could no longer just stand by and watch such injustice happen. At the end of that year, I 

made a decision to teach in Washington, DC. I wanted to teach specifically in a Title I 

school in Ward 8 in the southeast of the city. This neighborhood has historically been 

underserved, even though it is within the nation’s capital and just a few miles from some 

of the best resourced people in the world. 

As a both a researcher and someone who has taught kindergarteners facing 

growing pressure to perform well on standardized tests, I have become interested in 

understanding why the educational systems that children take part in while very young 

have been pushing children to become readers. During the COVID-19 pandemic, I have 

been witnessing families burdened by the effects of a very serious trauma. Lives have 

instantly changed, particularly the lives of the youngest learners, among them my 



 

4 

kindergarteners. Parents have been losing their jobs, students have been moving from 

house to house, and some have been barely able to access the internet. Although students’ 

lives have been changing, school districts have continued to pressure students to attend to 

standardized tests and succeed on them, despite being physically out of school for 

months. I wanted to know why this has been happening and what the experiences of my 

students have been during this time. 

In the remainder of this section, I describe the history of grounded theory and how 

I used it in this study. Grounded theory came to exist because of tensions between 

qualitative and quantitative researchers in sociology (Charmaz, 2014). In the 1960s, 

graduate students and other researchers began to create a field of thought that resulted in 

case studies and life histories (Charmaz, 2014, p. 5). Mead (1929/1960) and Dewey 

(1919/1948) laid the foundation for grounded theory; Strauss, one of the founders of 

grounded theory, was inspired by these foundational studies. 

With regard to the historical progression of grounded theory, Charmaz (2014) 

said, “What researchers did in the field and afterwards remained opaque” before 

grounded theory (p. 5). This theoretical deficit led to actualization of grounded theory by 

Glaser and Strauss (1967). Grounded theory formalizes the idea that researchers must 

become emersed in field research. The earliest works of Glaser and Strauss were 

successful collaborations that studied death and dying in hospitals. … In the U.S. 

during the early 1960s, hospital staff seldom talked about or even acknowledged 

death and dying with seriously ill patients. Glaser and Strauss’s research team 

observed how dying occurred in a variety of hospital settings; they looked at how 
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and when professionals and their terminal patients knew they were dying and how 

they handled the news. (Charmaz, 2014, p. 5) 

What distinguished grounded theory from other theories of the time, particularly 

quantitative ones, was that grounded theory involved collecting data explicitly and 

methodologically. Glaser and Strauss (1967) took the conversations they had documented 

with patients, doctors, and staff members and organized these conversations so that the 

researchers could analyze the conversations in a formal way. This resulted in a very new 

and different theory: “Glaser and Strauss (1967) first articulated strategies and advocated 

developing theories from research grounded in qualitative data rather than deducing 

testable hypotheses from existing theories” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 6). 

Social science research up to that point had generally been positivistic, and 

researchers often set out to replicate other studies scientifically. Social scientists believed 

in a very scientific and logical way of researching. They reduced the complexity of 

human experience to quantifiable data points that could be explained logically. 

Furthermore, researchers separated themselves from their research: “Positivism led to a 

quest for valid instruments, technical procedures, replicable research designs, and 

verifiable quantitative knowledge” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 6). Such positivistic research 

connotes a level of definitiveness. Positivist researchers set out to prove something, 

followed a prescribed methodology, and reached a conclusion. 

In my study, nothing was positivistic, or definite. My study occurred at a time 

when the COVID-19 pandemic had rendered literacy instruction very fluid, and my 

research practice therefore needed guidance from a methodology capable of responding 

to constant flux. This is why grounded theory alone was inappropriate for this study, 
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which also required an element of constructivism. I return to this point in the 

Constructivist Grounded Theory in This Study section. 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) expanded on their methods and made discoveries using 

those methods that challenged existing methods of social science research and led to 

increased interest in qualitative methods. Charmaz (2014) said the work of Glaser and 

Strauss stood as “a major force in igniting the qualitative revolution” (p. 10). Before this 

work, the emphasis in social science had been firmly on quantitative research. The 

defining components of grounded theory are as follows: 

• simultaneous involvement in data collection and analysis; 

• construction of analytic codes and categories from data, not from 

preconceived logically deduced hypotheses; 

• use of constant comparison methods, which involve making comparisons 

during each stage of the analysis; 

• advancement of theory development during each step of the analysis; 

• use of memos to elaborate categories, specify their properties, define 

relationships between categories, and identify gaps; 

• use of sampling aimed toward theory construction (theoretical sampling), not 

population representativeness; and 

• review of literature after development of an independent analysis (Charmaz, 

2014, p. 8). 

In this section I gave a brief historical description of grounded theory and shared 

the personal context for this study. Grounded theory was a part of the theoretical lens that 

guided this research; however, my use of constructivist grounded theory, with its deeply 
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personal nature and emphasis on reflection, added to the validity of the study. Grounded 

theory alone was inadequate to answering the research questions. 

Constructivist Grounded Theory—Historical Context 

In the early 1990s, a growing number of students, researchers, and scholars 

sought to “move away from the positivism in both Glaser & Strauss’ (1967) earlier 

versions of grounded theory” (p. 12). Charmaz was one of the major theorists who shaped 

constructivist grounded theory. Many features differentiate constructivist grounded 

theory from grounded theory. The following discussion summarizes these differences. 

Constructivist grounded theory 

adopts the inductive, comparative, emergent, and open-ended approach of Glaser 

and Straus’ 1967 work. It includes the dual emphasis on action and meaning 

inherent in the pragmatist tradition. The constructivist answers numerous 

criticisms raised about earlier versions of grounded theory. Furthermore, 

constructivist grounded theory emphasizes the high flexibility of this particular 

theory and methodology. Additionally, constructivist grounded theory researchers 

understand that reality is constructed socially, my understanding of reality, 

privileges, and perspectives must be an inherent part of the research. … The 

constructivist approach perspective shreds notions of a neutral observer and 

value-free expert. (Charmaz, 2014, p. 13) 

When applying constructivist grounded theory, a researcher must be aware of the 

social situations, perspectives, and circumstances that surround the research conducted. 

Although the researcher may not control these aspects of the research, it is important to 

explicitly talk about and explain them because they form a part of the construction of the 
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data: “The researcher and the researched co-construct the data—data are product of the 

research process, not simply observed objects of it” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 402). For this 

study, I was aware of the intricacies of DCPS and created trusting and meaningful 

relationships with the participants, my students. 

Constructivist Grounded Theory in This Study 

The specific qualitative research inquiry method used in this study was 

constructivist grounded theory, which researchers have discussed as a popular conceptual 

framework for social sciences (Charmaz, 2014; Mills et al., 2006). Constructivist 

grounded theory is a systematic methodology and a version of grounded theory that 

emphasizes the subjectivity of researchers and posits that researchers construct data and 

theory through interactions with social processes (Charmaz, 2014). Researchers have 

used constructivist grounded theory historically in qualitative nursing studies and 

sociological studies. 

To ensure the study was relevant to literacy education and qualitative research, I 

had to use a paradigm that aligned closely with my views about reality and the nature of 

reality (Mills et al., 2006, p. 26). Using constructivist grounded theory helps researchers 

build informal theories to describe their research topics (Charmaz, 2014). In this study, I 

built informal theories about teaching reading to a group of kindergarten students in a 

virtual setting. A key component of constructivist grounded theory is that a researcher 

taking this approach participates in the research as fully as possible and not merely as an 

“objective observer” of the process (Mills et al., 2006, p. 26). This meant that I interacted 

personally with the participants and directly impacted the research results. 
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A few “sensitizing concepts” and “disciplinary perspectives” (Charmaz, 2014, 

p. X) helped me begin this study. After analyzing and coding memos, I discarded some of 

these concepts that proved irrelevant. However, a constructivist grounded theorist must 

understand the similarities between their initial interest in a research topic and their 

emergent data (Charmaz, 2014). My research interests included how to teach reading to 

students in kindergarten, the effects (if any) of trauma due to online schooling in the 

2020–2021 school year, and academic differences encountered in virtual public school 

kindergarten classrooms, as judged by the parents of the participants. I discuss these three 

research interests at greater length in Chapter 2. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF RELATED RESEARCH 

Purpose 

Researchers who have investigated the use of grounded theory and constructivist 

grounded theory have recommended reviewing related research later rather than earlier 

during the course of a study (Qureshi & Unlu, 2020). Several themes of interest emerged 

before I collected data, and several others emerged after I collected data. In this chapter I 

review research relating to the themes that emerged before data collection. 

Reading in Kindergarten 

Kindergarten is a pivotal year in a child’s development academically, 

emotionally, and socially. This has been true since its creation in Germany over a century 

ago. Friedrich Frobel, the founder of the kindergarten movement, imagined his school as 

a place where teachers would care for children from the earliest ages and help them learn 

through experiences and play. The German word “kindergarten” translates into two 

English words: “plants” and “gardeners.” Frobel envisioned school as a place where 

teachers (the gardeners) help students grow like plants into well-rounded humans. Frobel 

explicitly created his kindergarten as a play-based school. In 1860, the first kindergarten 

in Boston, Massachusetts, opened thanks to Elizabeth Pebody (Muelle, 2005, p. 87). Soon 

kindergarten classrooms were becoming popular throughout the country. 

Kindergarten remained a play-centered learning environment throughout most of 

the 20th century. When the Soviet Union successfully launched Sputnik in the late 1950s, 

there was a call to look more closely at the American education system, especially in the 

lower grades. Many parents and policymakers thought the Soviet achievement was a call 

to “accelerate academic skills” in the lower grades (Muelle, 2005, p. 90). By 1969 two 
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schools of thought had emerged regarding the structure of early childhood learning. One 

group advocated for kindergarten and early childhood education to remain a time in a 

child’s life focused on the child experiencing the world and playing to learn more. The 

other group advocated for an increase in academic tasks with the hope of improving the 

education system. 

This debate continued through the publication of A Nation at Risk by the 

Department of Education in 1983. By this time, over 96% of 5-year-olds were enrolled in 

some type of public kindergarten (Muelle, 2005, p. 91). This study helped bring to light 

the importance of education at a young age. 

Academic work at the kindergarten level has greatly increased. According to 

Miller and Almon (2009)—in a report for the Alliance for Childhood, which advocates 

for kindergarten remaining a play-based institution (as originally designed)—stated: 

Too few Americans are aware of the radical changes in kindergarten practice in 

the last 10 to 20 years. Children now spend far more time being instructed and 

tested in literacy and math than they do learning through play and exploration, 

exercising their bodies, and using their imaginations. (p. 15) 

If this claim is correct, children in kindergarten classrooms have been spending less time 

than they once did developing important lifelong social and emotional skills such as self-

regulation and cooperation. COVID-19 has caused students to spend even less time 

interacting in person and building these skills. Rather than developing such skills, 

children have been spending more and more time developing their abilities to take 

standardized tests. Further research is needed regarding the long-term implications of 

such academically focused kindergarten, particularly in a virtual setting. 
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Bassok and Rorem (2016) stated, “Recent accounts suggest that accountability 

pressures have trickled down into the early elementary grades and that kindergarten today 

is characterized by heightened focus on academic skills and a reduction in opportunities 

for play” (p. 1). Their statements suggest that use of high-stakes testing in later grades 

has led to an increase in demand for academic performance that has made its way into 

lower grades, such as kindergarten. 

Shifts in what students learn in kindergarten have occurred over the past decade at 

an alarming rate. One reason for this may be implementation of the Common Core State 

Standards. The promoters of these standards had good intentions and set out to create an 

equitable learning experience throughout the country, regardless of students’ geographic 

or socioeconomic backgrounds: 

Given its equal conception, the Common Core cannot close achievement gaps, 

any more than the same icing will transform different cakes. Policies and 

resources aligned to an expansive view of equity are needed to foster more equal 

chances of school and life success for children from disparate circumstances. 

(Kornhaber et al., 2014, p. 20) 

However well-intentioned policy makers and educators involved in the creation and 

implementation of the standards hoped to be, it has remained unclear whether the 

standards have achieved their original goal, and the effects of exposing kindergarten 

students to such academic rigor at a young age have also remained unclear. One of my 

aims in conducting this study was to understand the implications for some of the 

youngest and most vulnerable students of continuing this level of rigor despite school 

being completely virtual. 
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Social and Emotional Impacts of COVID-19 

Childhood trauma is common and can have an overwhelming effect on a child’s 

brain development, ability to learn, and behavior. The National Institute of Mental Health 

(2021) defined childhood trauma as the “experience of an event by a child that is 

emotionally painful or distressful, which results in long-lasting mental and physical 

effects” (p. 3). Childhood trauma has a range of causes. Trauma may result from a 

singular event or continued persistent events. All classroom teachers have students in 

their classes who have experienced or are experiencing trauma. Between one half and two 

thirds of all school-aged children experience trauma (Felitti et al., 1998). According to 

the Southern Poverty Law Center (2016), many different events can induce trauma, such 

as a medical crisis, neglect, abuse, instability resulting from homelessness, and family 

separation. It can be difficult to pinpoint whether a child has experienced trauma, because 

trauma is so individualized; that is, what is traumatic for one student may not be for 

another student (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2016). Schools need to provide students 

with safe environments, and those working in schools need to be understanding and 

sensitive to students’ lived experiences. Little has been discovered about how to do this 

in a virtual setting. 

Many researchers have investigated the effects of trauma on students’ academic 

skills, such as literacy, and social and emotional well-being; researchers have also 

investigated strategies to address these effects in classrooms (Hertel & Johnson, 2020; 

Minahan, 2019; Ridgard et al., 2015; Thomas et al., 2019). Their findings have become 

particularly relevant because of how rapidly the kindergarten learning environment has 

been changing since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. Research is needed to 
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understand the journeys kindergarteners have been experiencing during distance learning 

and the associated “shared traumatic experience” (DCPS, 2020, p.1 ) of COVID-19. 

Trauma Informed Teaching Practices 

According to Ko et al. (2008), educators must take trauma into account when 

planning their teaching methods: “Trauma confronts schools with a serious dilemma: 

how to balance their primary mission of education with the reality that many students 

need help in dealing with traumatic stress to attend regularly and engage in the learning 

process” (p. 398). Minahan (2019) found eight small changes educators could quickly 

make in their classrooms to better equip themselves to teach students with traumatic 

backgrounds: expect unexpected responses, employ thoughtful interactions, be specific 

about relationship building, promote predictability and consistency, teach strategies to 

“change the channel,” give supportive feedback to reduce negative thinking, create 

islands of competence, and limit exclusionary practices (pp. 30–35). These strategies take 

place in physical spaces, and Minahan made no mention of how to apply these strategies 

in a virtual setting. 

Ridgard et al. (2015) identified several physical indications that a student may be 

experiencing trauma, including withdrawal from relationships with friends, repetitive 

play reenacting traumatic events, and decline in school and academic performance. In a 

virtual classroom, it is hard to determine whether a child is withdrawing from friendships 

or reenacting trauma because teachers have a limited view of their students. Teachers 

may be able to observe a decline in school performance or literacy in a virtual setting, but 

it is unclear what that would look like in an early childhood setting. 
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The Southern Poverty Law Center (2016) described a number of activities and 

strategies to help students increase their achievement in interpersonal relationships and 

academic performance. One strategy is to build relationships—the responsive classroom 

strategy is a holistic approach that builds a positive classroom culture and community. 

Starting on the first day of school, a teacher can put into place morning meetings and 

closing circles, which help all members of their classroom feel welcome, valued, and 

respected. This is particularly important for students coming to the classroom with a 

complex history of traumatic events. 

The teaching environment plays a huge role for all students (Southern Poverty 

Law Center, 2016). It may help students who have experienced trauma to have a dimly lit 

classroom or relaxing music playing in the background. This helps to reduce stress-

inducing stimuli to students’ brains. Choice-based activities can be essential. Students 

who struggle with different classroom triggers may be experiencing a lack of control. To 

help students build their confidence and love of learning, teachers should create many 

opportunities throughout the day for students to choose their own literacy activities. One 

way to do this is by creating literacy stations. 

Collaboration is another strategy that can benefit students (Southern Poverty Law 

Center, 2016). The classroom teacher of a student with a traumatic history should not be 

the only one involved in planning for the needs of the student. The mental health team, 

social workers, special educators, and the student’s family (if possible) should all be 

involved in ongoing communication about the student. Consistency is key for many 

students, because students with traumatic histories often attract labels such as “students 

with problems” or “tricky kids.” When constructing these students’ narratives, teachers 
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ask, “What happened to this student to cause them to behave this way?” Having a teacher 

or team of teachers and mental health professionals who show up consistently for a 

student and have routines in place ultimately benefit the student’s ability to feel safe at 

school. When a student feels safe and has a trusting relationship with a teacher, they can 

learn how to read. 

Educators must capitalize on student strengths (Southern Poverty Law Center, 

2016). As educators work to build their relationships with all students, not just students 

who have experienced trauma, they must create spaces in their classrooms where students 

can engage in topics and activities of interest to them. In a virtual setting, it may be 

challenging to help students set up particular spaces where they can engage in their 

interests. The strategies proposed by the Southern Poverty Law Center (2016) seem like a 

good place to start; however, they fail to take into account virtual learning environments. 

Explicit Instruction and Phonemic Awareness  

The beauty of constructing grounded theory is the ability of the researcher to 

return to the literature at any point in the research process. Kathy Charmaz (2014) says, 

“The constant comparative method in grounded theory does not end with completion of 

your data analysis. The literature review and theoretical framework can serve as valuable 

sources of comparison and analysis (p. 305). It’s interesting to note that originally in 

grounded theory Glaser and Strauss suggested that the literature review be left until after 

the data analysis. Constructivist grounded theory, however, depends on the constant 

looking at and revision of the literature review throughout the dissertation process.  

As this project went on, I needed to add to the literature review to correctly 

capture what it was that was coming up in my research and to highlight scholars in the 
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field of literacy who have already grappled with similar theoretical perspectives and 

issues. I quickly learned in the virtual modality, that explicit instruction was a necessity 

for teaching in an equitable way.  

One researcher (Iwai, 2016) looked at 18 K-8 teachers who were taught to use 

explicit reading interventions in a methods course at their school. All these teachers at the 

end of their intervention reported out that they were going to use explicit methods while 

teaching reading to their students. There was an increase in their perceptions about using 

explicit interventions due to being involved in an explicit intervention themselves.  

I identify with the teachers in this study. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, I was 

an advocate for open ended, project-based teaching because students always had physical 

access to materials and that was something within my control. As this dissertation took 

place virtually in the beginning, I had to shift my understanding of teaching and adapted 

an explicit teaching model to teach my students early foundational reading skills.  

Two different curricula were used as explicit ways of teaching kindergarteners phonemic 

awareness during this study. They were the FUNdations literacy curriculum and the 

Heggerty phonemic awareness curriculum.   

As Al-Bataineh & Sims-King state in their research (2013), “Some children will 

enter a classroom with a variety of experiences that will help them to read and 

comprehend exactly what they have read. Other students will enter a classroom with 

limited academic experiences and because of outside circumstances, may struggle in their 

efforts to become a fluent reader” (p. 59). It was exactly this problem that led me to using 

the two explicit curriculums mentioned above. Due to the virtual nature of part of this 

project, it was hard to gain an understanding of what experiences my students were 
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bringing with them into the virtual classroom. Rather than make assumptions, I had to 

adapt to an explicit model of teaching.  

If students do not have some type of phonemic understanding and mastery in 

kindergarten it will be “increasingly more difficult as the years progress to make gains in 

their reading abilities” (Al-Bataineh & Sims-King, p.65). As the modes of instruction 

continued to change throughout the school year it remained critical that I continue to use 

explicit instruction in literacy. The results of student’s end of the year literacy 

assessments can be seen later in this dissertation. All indicate that there was success using 

explicit instruction.  
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODS 

Significance of Study 

Childhood trauma has been one of the leading causes of incarceration, severe 

medical issues, and death later in life (Wolff & Shi, 2012, p. 1). According to the 

National Association of School Psychologists (2015), nearly 35,000,000 children have 

experienced one or more events in their life that could lead them to experience childhood 

trauma. Seventy-two percent of children experienced a traumatic event, such as a natural 

disaster, war, neglect, violence, sexual misconduct, or emotional abuse. Trauma can 

result from a single instance, such as a fatal car accident involving a family member, or 

from sustained activity. Ongoing trauma may have “harmful and pervasive effects on 

students, including cognitive, academic, and social-emotional functioning” (Hertel & 

Johnson, 2020, p. 27). Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, students have been becoming 

traumatized, worried, and anxious about the future of their learning and friendships. In a 

matter of days, their lives dramatically changed. Schools have thus had to meet these 

students’ social–emotional needs. 

In-person instruction plays a critical role in reaching students with trauma because 

many of these students may not be able to access needed care and therapy otherwise 

(Ridgard et al., 2015, p. 2). During in-person instruction, teachers and staff members can 

see students and serve as first reporters of suspected abuse or neglect. Counselors can 

then provide access to mental health resources, and teachers can provide emotional 

support as mentors. However, during the COVID-19 pandemic teachers have had to 

become familiar with other signs of trauma and emotional issues in their students. They 



 

20 

have had to look for cues such as body language and issues arising in students’ home 

environments that indicate a need for additional support. 

In early childhood classrooms, trauma can manifest itself as behavioral issues in 

students because those students find their classrooms feel “unsafe” (Knight, 2019, p. 82). 

Trauma may also manifest as students constantly seeking perfection in their work or 

withdrawing socially (Hertel & Johnson, 2020, p. 28). Children can only learn in safe and 

secure physical and emotional environments. Teachers must engage in professional 

development to understand how to implement trauma-informed practices that allow 

students to heal from traumatic events and feel safe in their classrooms. These practices 

include building physical environments in which students feel safe (Knight, 2019, p. 82). 

The physical environment of a student healing from trauma should feel like a “sanctuary” 

(Bloom, 1995, p. 1). These practices also include creating emotionally safe environments 

full of consistent relationships with trustworthy adults (Knight, 2019). 

Human brains, particularly those of small children, are not well equipped to 

handle ongoing stress or traumatic events (Hertel & Johnson, 2020, p. 32). Children in 

such situations may have difficulties in many areas of learning, including “diminished 

concentration and memory, loss of focus or perspective, confusion, rigidity, self-doubt, 

… and impaired thinking” (Hertel & Johnson, 2020, p. 24). For these reasons, some 

teachers may find working with students with traumatic histories particularly stressful 

and overwhelming. This makes the need for teachers to create safe and consistent 

relationships and spaces for children even more pressing: “Fostering a … classroom 

climate that supports a diminished need to activate survival strategies provides students 
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with access to improved cognitive functioning and the ability for deeper and more 

effective learning” (Hertel & Johnson, 2020, p. 32). 

Many scholars have proposed ways of teaching and reaching students with 

traumatic histories when teaching in person; however, COVID-19 has changed education 

and the way teachers teach. Furthermore, I identified a gap in existing research regarding 

how to equip teachers to continue to meet the academic, social, and emotional needs of 

their students during virtual instruction. With this study, I aimed to identify strategies for 

teaching literacy to students impacted by trauma during distance learning. I specifically 

focused on a group of kindergarten students within DCPS during pandemic-driven 

distance learning. The unique contribution of this study derives from its inclusion of 

students dealing with the effects of trauma due to the pandemic or virtual learning, which 

permitted comparisons with existing findings regarding students dealing with trauma 

during in-person instruction. 

Research Question and Aims 

Through this constructivist grounded theory study, I sought to understand how 

literacy practices in one particular kindergarten class changed as a result of virtual 

learning, COVID-19, and the transition back to in-person learning after a substantial time 

learning virtually. A single research question guided this study: What do literacy 

practices and instruction look like in a hybrid and virtual setting in a kindergarten 

classroom? The study had three specific aims: 

• to understand how practices of early reading instruction changed as a result of 

students being in a virtual classroom setting, according to the experiences of 

students in one particular classroom and their parents; 
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• to understand trauma-informed teaching practices during virtual learning; and 

• to understand how students, parents, and teachers perceived differences in 

literacy practices in a virtual setting. 

Methodology 

This study relied on a theoretical model that also serves as a methodology. Data 

were collected from the participants and analyzed to help answer the single research 

question that guided the study: What do literacy practices and instruction look like in a 

hybrid and virtual setting in a kindergarten classroom? 

Research Setting 

The focus of this study was a group of kindergarten students within DCPS during 

distance learning caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. At the time of the study, DCPS 

consisted of 63 elementary schools in 4 different quadrants of the city. I limited my 

inquiry to students in the school where I taught in northwest Washington, DC, because 

they were students with whom I had been able to form trusting relationships, which is a 

key requirement of constructivist grounded theory. 

Theoretical Sampling 

Theoretical sampling is a process by which a researcher decides which additional 

data are necessary for theory generation (Charmaz, 2014, p. 206). It allows the researcher 

to produce more data to confirm or oppose categories identified in previous coding 

(Charmaz, 2014; Noble & Mitchell, 2016). I used convenience sampling to obtain a 

sample of kindergarteners who I happened to have professional contact with at the time 

of the study (see Terrell, 2016, p. 75). 
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Participant Selection and Data Collection 

The participants were 22 kindergarten students in my class and their caregivers or 

family members. Out of these 22 students, seven were learning English as a second 

language. It was hard to discover how many students were receiving free or reduced-price 

lunch due to the nature of virtual learning. Four of the students were categorized as high 

risk because of their traumatic histories or socioeconomic factors. 

To collect data, I used virtual interviews with the participants and analytic notes. 

Researchers applying constructivist grounded theory use these two forms of data to 

obtain facts to help construct a sequence of events (Charmaz, 2014, p. 57). 

Virtual interviews were conducted on March 5, April 23, and June 28, 2021. 

During these virtual interviews I answered the questions in Appendix A. The interviews 

happened later in the school year, so I had time to develop trusting relationships with the 

participants and their family members, despite the limitations of teaching in a virtual 

setting. Each virtual interview lasted approximately 15–20 min. I planned to allow 

participants and their families to sign up in advance sign up for interviews well in 

advance. No data collected prior to institutional review board approval were used in this 

study. 

Research Design and Data Analysis 

A constructivist grounded theory researcher begins with awareness that 

participants will entrust them during interviews with details of scenarios and events 

happening in their lives (Charmaz, 2014). Such a researcher must ground their 

relationships with their participants in trust from the beginning: 
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Our respect for our research participants pervades how we collect data and shapes 

the content of our data. We demonstrate our respect by making concerted efforts 

to learn about their views and actions and to try to understand their lives from 

their perspectives. (Charmaz, 2014, p. 19) 

This study began after I had established trusting relationships with participants and their 

family members for half a school year. This gave me the maximum time possible to build 

relationships with the participants. 

Collecting data is key to a constructivist grounded theory study. Unlike grounded 

theory research (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), which typically involves researchers taking 

notes while interviewing participants, constructivist grounded theory involves recording 

conversations and later transcribing them for analysis. The data derive from “observation, 

interactions, and materials that we gather about the topic or the setting” (Charmaz, 2014, 

p. 3). 

Observations of literacy instruction were made daily and recorded meticulously 

using video. These observations were of me teaching my students during morning 

meetings and literacy times. I wanted to see and understand what the students’ 

experiences were during these particular times of the day. During these video recordings 

of morning meeting or literacy lessons, I looked at the dialogue between myself as the 

teacher and my students. I want to see whether they were learning their letter names and 

sounds at an appropriate pace for kindergarten students. Virtual learning made routines in 

literacy very different. When teaching in person I could see and hear students very 

clearly. This was very valuable when listening to students learning their letter sounds. It 
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was important in the video documentation of lessons to pay close attention to students’ 

comprehension of letter sounds. 

I also recorded observations and any other useful information about literacy 

lessons in dated notes to myself that I wrote at the end of every school day. Interactions 

between myself, the kindergarteners, and their family members were also documented 

using informal interviews. These interviews were transcribed for later coding. 

Because the video of the interviews and lessons was recorded, I could go back 

and write down, sentence by sentence, what was said during interviews and lessons. I 

then then reread my notes to see whether any sentences came up multiple times. For 

example, I had several virtual conferences with parents. I took descriptive notes during 

these conversations and quoted information pertinent to literacy learning in a virtual 

setting. One sentence that emerged several times was “My student is having a hard time 

focusing on the computer.” I coded this particular sentence as “HTF” (short for “hard 

time focusing”) and determined how often this particular code emerged in the interviews. 

Later in the data analysis, I began to develop a theory of why students were having 

difficulty focusing. I suspected that this was due to the virtual school environment. 

Through the process of identifying codes that led to development of themes, I used the 

notes to self, recordings of lessons, and recordings of interviews with participants and 

their family members to answer the research question. 

According to Charmaz (2014), 

All grounded theorists, we study our early data and begin to separate, sort, and 

synthesize these data through qualitative coding. Coding means that we attach 

labels to segments of data that depict what each segment is about. Coding distills 
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data, sorts them, and gives us a handle for making comparisons with other 

segments of data. Grounded theorists emphasize what is happening in the scene 

when they code data. (p. 3) 

Early data collection began at the beginning of the school year. These notes were 

preliminary analytic notes. I made these notes so that I could follow best practices in 

education and examine the growth my students were making in kindergarten. 

As the coding process began, I was able to make comparisons based on the data 

collected and create detailed “preliminary analytic notes,” also referred to as “memos” 

(Charmaz, 2014, p. 3). It was important that I captured the different scenes in my virtual 

kindergarten classroom as early in the school year as possible and with as much detail as 

possible so that I could accurately portray my students’ experiences learning during the 

pandemic. 

The categories within the data and the similarities and differences identified based 

on the data provided the foundation of an “abstract theoretical understanding of the 

studied experience” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 3). These initial categories of data were further 

studied and expanded on as the study continued. For example, after a day of conferences 

earlier in the school year, one theme that emerged from my analytic notes corresponded 

to questions from families about why testing was still being done during a pandemic. If I 

had continued my study using my preliminary notes, I would have coded corresponding 

statements as “testing during a pandemic.” This code would then have turned to “TDP” in 

my memos, and I would have determined whether it came up in any other interviews. 

These codes were important to identification of any intersection between my research 

interests and the experiences of my students. 
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Because I transcribed 22 interviews from three virtual interview sessions, I 

collected a large quantity of data. I chose to use the Unlu–Qureshi instrument for 

grounded theory to help me organize the data systematically. I discuss this instrument in 

detail in the Instrumentation section. 

Constructivist grounded theory builds on grounded theory and provides a way to 

answer “what and how questions” concerning social life complexities (Charmaz, 2014, 

pp. 397–398). In this study, the social life complexity studied was learning during a 

pandemic. Researchers applying constructivist grounded theory understand that their 

research participants are involved in complex life scenarios, and such researchers take 

great care to understand the participants’ perspectives by immersing themselves in the 

data gathering process. Furthermore, constructivist grounded theory “emphasizes the 

abstract nature of empirical phenomena and contends that this understanding must be 

located in the studied specific circumstances of the research process” (Charmaz, 2014, 

p. 398). The specific circumstances of my study include the situation in which it took 

place: during a pandemic when learning took place virtually. Also, “constructivist 

grounded theory reshapes the interaction between researcher and participants in the 

research process and in doing so brings to the forefront the notion of the ‘researcher as 

author’” (Mills et al., 2006, p. 31). In this study, I developed trusting relationships with 

the participants and their family members and reported on the events happening in their 

lives—specifically, in the classroom—within the context of teaching during the COVID-

19 pandemic. As the primary researcher, I acted as researcher, coconstructor of data, and 

author of a story based on the data collected. 

Figure 1 shows the steps of this constructivist grounded theory study. 
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Figure 1 

Steps of a Constructivist Grounded Theory Study 

 
Note. Adapted from Constructing Grounded Theory (Vol. 2, p. 18), by K. Charmaz, 

2014, Sage Publications. Copyright 2006 by Sage Publications. Adapted with permission. 

Instrumentation 

It was important to use thoroughly reviewed instrumentation capable of 

organizing the gathering, analysis, and synthesis of data. For these reasons, I used the 

Unlu–Qureshi instrument for grounded theory during this study. The authors of this 

instrument stated that, if used properly and in a specific order, the instrument enhances 

data collection and analysis in many ways (Qureshi & Unlu, 2020, p. 9). The authors 

gave three specific ways in which the instrument enhances data collection and analysis: 
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First, the analytic process becomes organized, and the researcher is aware of the 

required steps. Second, the initial line-by-line codes usually tend to run in 

hundreds, and at a glance, their huge volume may hamper researchers’ thought 

process as well as adding researchers’ block similar to what writers’ experience 

during writer’s block, thus affecting the research process. Using the Ünlü–Qureshi 

instrument may be useful in such situations as it helps in organizing data in 

manageable sections while ensuring saturation in each step. Third, the data are 

reviewed and revised multiple times to enable researchers to reflect on codes. 

This reflectivity later helps the researcher in theoretical coding stage when the 

researcher is urged to look beyond the obvious while also adding to the 

transparency of the research. (Qureshi & Unlu, 2020, p. 9) 

The instrument benefited this study because of the large quantity of data collected for the 

study via interviews, analytic notes, and observations. It was also important to have an 

appropriate tool to aide my research because keeping themes organized and knowing 

what to do with themes once they emerge from preliminary analytic notes and interviews 

often challenges researchers. This instrument provided me with a structured way to 

analyze the data. The data collected were revised multiple times, which allowed me to 

reflect on the different codes personally. This reflection time was necessary when so 

many new things were emerging about distance learning and how to teach reading 

virtually. 

As the study continued, it became apparent that this instrumentation was not a 

meaningful way that I could capture and analyze the massive amounts of data that were 

collected. The beauty of constructivist grounded theory is that the research can 
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accommodate and adjust to the project. It seemed like a good idea while I began to 

analyze data that I pivot to another way of analyzing data. I began to read the book, 

Completing Your Qualitative Dissertation by Linda Dale Bloomberg and Marie Volpe.     

What I so much appreciated about this book was that it gave me a roadmap of what to do 

with all of the data I collected through analytic notes, observations, and recorded lessons 

and interviews. It was a different way to analyze data compared to the Qureshi & Unlu 

instrumentation. Bloomberg and Volpe offered many matrixes and visual representations 

of how to organize data that to me made a lot of sense because I’m a visual person. Later 

in the dissertation you will see these matrixes and how I analyzed the data using these 

tools.  

Limitations and Ethical Considerations 

The sampling method chosen for this study, convenience sampling, may have 

limited the study. Participants were not chosen randomly because they were in a specific 

place at a certain time. Although I could easily access this population, its composition 

limited the generalizability of the findings (Terrell, 2016). 

Grounded theory, particularly constructivist grounded theory, is one of the most 

difficult qualitative methodologies with respect to writing up results (Waring, 2017), 

which is one of its limitations. This is because it is an ongoing form of research, and its 

continuous nature requires constant collection, coding, and synthesis of data (Waring, 

2017, p. 108). My ability to write and rewrite as research progressed was integral to the 

study (Charmaz, 2014). This may have been a limitation, however, because it consumed a 

lot of time. I was dedicated to the study and saw it through to completion, despite the 

heavy workload. 
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Theoretical sensitivity was another potential limitation of this study (Glaser, 

1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss, 1987; Waring, 2017). As the researcher, I brought 

my own background and experiences to the study, which created a context for the study. 

However, as the researcher, it was of utmost importance during analysis to let the data 

coding speak and reveal the research story without injecting my own bias. 

The participants were chosen and treated ethically, which increased the reliability 

of the research. Terrell (2016) defined five components of ethical treatment: beneficence, 

respect for persons, justice, informed consent, and selection of subjects. The subsections 

that follow address these components in detail. 

Beneficence 

A researcher must treat participants in their study ethically by respecting their 

decisions, protecting them from harm, and ensuring their well-being (Terrell, 2016, 

p. 89). To respect participants, I required them to sign a waiver that clearly stated my 

intentions. 

Respect for Persons 

Participants incapable of acting autonomously are entitled to protection (Terrell, 

2016, p. 89). To make sure the kindergarteners participating were fully protected, their 

parents or guardians were included in all conversations pertaining to the study and gave 

their written and verbal consent to participation of the kindergartners in this study. 

Justice 

Participants in a research study should review all benefits to which they are 

entitled, with no burdens (Terrell, 2016, p. 89). In this study, all participants benefited 
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from participation because I worked very closely with them and, both as their teacher and 

researcher, cared for and loved them. 

Informed Consent 

Saint John’s institutional review board approved my research proposal. In 

addition, all parents and guardians were fully informed about the study and either 

provided written consent for their kindergartners to participate or did not (Appendix B). 

Selection of Subjects 

To maintain fairness when choosing participants, all students in the class were 

asked whether they wanted to participate. No willing students were excluded from this 

study unless their parents or guardians did not want their children to participate.  
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CHAPTER 4: PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to understand through the lens of grounded theory 

how literacy practices and instruction looked like during hybrid and virtual kindergarten 

instruction and after a transition back to in-person instruction. I believed greater 

understanding of this phenomenon would lead to understanding of how to teach 

kindergarteners foundational literacy skills, such as phonemic awareness and decoding. 

This chapter presents the main findings derived from 20 interviews, one survey, three 

classroom observations, and hundreds of pages of observational notes. Five major 

findings emerged from this study: 

1. Participants and their parents overwhelmingly agreed that the virtual setting 

had negative social and emotional effects on children’s learning 

experiences—particularly literacy. 

2. Parents felt stretched thin by their many responsibilities in addition to 

managing their children learning on computer (which kindergarteners could 

not manage independently). 

3. By the end of the school year, 80% of participants met their kindergarten 

benchmarks on Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) 

assessments, indicating that many students learned foundational literacy skills 

despite the virtual setting. 

4. Participants needed explicit instruction in social and emotional skills before 

continuation of literacy instruction once half of the students returned to in-

person instruction in February 2021 and the other half returned in May 2021. 
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5. Literacy instruction differed in virtual, hybrid, and in-person settings. 

The findings addressed the research question that guided the study: What do 

literacy practices and instruction look like in a hybrid and virtual setting in a kindergarten 

classroom? The findings also addressed the three specific aims of the study: 

• to understand how practices of early reading instruction changed as a result of 

students being in a virtual classroom setting, according to the experiences of 

students in one particular classroom and their parents; 

• to understand trauma-informed teaching practices during virtual learning; and 

• to understand how students, parents, and teachers perceived differences in 

literacy practices in a virtual setting. 

Finding 1 answered the aim regarding understanding how early reading instruction 

changed as a result of the virtual classroom setting. Finding 2 answered the aim regarding 

understanding of how students, parents, and teachers perceived differences in literacy 

practices in a virtual setting. Finding 3 answered the research question and provided 

guidance regarding what kindergarten teachers’ next steps should be in terms of teaching 

foundational literacy skills. Finding 4 answered the aim regarding understanding of what 

trauma-informed teaching practices looked like during virtual learning and as students 

returned to in-person learning. Finding 5 also answered the aim regarding understanding 

of how literacy instruction changed as a result of the virtual classroom setting. 

The next five sections discuss the findings in detail and how the findings directly 

supported the purpose of the study. Presenting a variety of details and experiences of the 

participants aids comprehension of the reality and stories of the participants, a critical 

element of grounded theory research (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019, p. 262). I hope that I 
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accurately captured the participants’ stories in the following discussions. Before I 

elaborate on the findings, I should note that family members of three of the 20 

participants, who spoke English as a second language, did not participate in the survey. 

Finding 1 

Participants and their parents overwhelmingly agreed that the virtual setting had 

negative social and emotional effects on children’s learning experiences—particularly 

literacy. First, I consider in greater detail what participants said the effects of virtual 

learning were. In May 2021, in the context of an informal morning message question, I 

asked my students, “What do you like more—learning on a computer or learning in-

person? Why?” All 20 students agreed that they liked learning in-person better. Some of 

their responses to the “why” part of that question were as follows: 

• “I like to be with my friends.” 

• “I missed using art materials for drawing.” 

• “I like playing outside.” 

• “I like recess with my friends.” 

Next, I consider in greater detail what parents found the effects of virtual learning 

to be. In April 2021, I sent a survey out to participants’ parents (see Appendix A). 

Although I initially intended to hold virtual interviews, the time constraints of the school 

year made it more practical to employ a qualitative survey instead. The survey asked, 

“How did distance learning go for your student?” The following responses to this 

question indicated that parents thought their students had negative experiences with 

distance learning: 

• “A mix of engagement and total meltdown.” 
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• “I was really unable to devote the time needed.” 

• “We are not native speakers it was hard for us.” 

• “Distance learning in kindergarten was challenging- mostly because at this 

age it feels like the social-emotional development work that happens in person 

was unable to take place, for the most part.” 

• “Morning meeting was torture, listening to each kid report out.” 

• “It was ok, although she prefers in-person classes.” 

• “Some kids did not do well.” 

• “Our little one seemed bored and I don’t think was intellectually engaged 

through a screen as in the classroom.” 

• “She attended a formal pod where she received social interaction, structure, 

and a combination of her online classes and offline supplemental instruction 

… I’m so relied that the children are back in the classroom.” 

• “Good, but keeping her focused was a bit challenging.” 

• “As for online learning (live instruction via teams) it went very poorly, but not 

because of the teacher.” 

• “He was definitely more subdued and quiet and less excited about learning 

than normal.” 

• “It was not an ideal situation for my child.” 

Although the list does not record all responses received, 16 of 20 caregivers (80%) 

responded to the question. The responses captured some of the negative effects of virtual 

learning, including the inability of English language learners to access lessons and 

students’ decreasing intrinsic motivation to learn virtually. 
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In connection with the period of virtual learning, the survey asked, “DCPS 

referred to the time of distance learning as a ‘shared traumatic experience.’ Do you 

agree?” The pie chart in Figure 2 shows the proportions of “yes” and “no” responses. 

Eleven parents agreed that the change in learning environment caused their children to 

experience some sort of trauma. 

Figure 2 

Responses 

 
 

The survey went on to ask about what exactly made this time traumatic for 

students. One respondent said: 

Our kids just needed basic social interaction and daily screen time for school and 

everything else was too much. As parents, we felt guilt for not being able to 

provide one of their most basic needs and for not being able to provide our full 

attention to them because of work. The built up of guilt over time was traumatic. 

Another respondent said: 
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Very unfamiliar dynamic; stress of isolation; missing friends/family; being stuck 

indoors; having to balance distance learning with demanding work schedules. 

And I realize that this was the best case scenario! For many, the economic 

hardships caused poverty and hunger and even greater uncertainties. 

A third respondent said: 

When I think about the use of the word trauma, I guess I think about it as 

something that one will always remember, and something that will always be 

reflected upon as less than ideal. Trauma can also be in the form of mental vs 

physical health trauma. Trauma could have been a loss of a job, loss of space, 

stress and anxiety about children not having the tools at home to learn. … For our 

family, trauma has more to do with mental health - anxiety and stress that was 

created for all of us around distanced learning. I think the stress and anxiety that 

was created around kids falling behind, not having access to what they need etc. 

speaks most to “trauma” that was experienced. The kids felt stressed when they 

didn’t understand something and were embarrassed to ask on a screen for help; 

not seeing friends was very isolating and made them feel disconnected; not 

meeting the teacher in person was difficult; fear of getting sick. 

A fourth respondent said: 

I think it was difficult to be all the time with parents and lack the usual interaction 

they usually have at school with other people. For parents, it was still worse, 

nothing changed for us in terms of -pre-pandemic responsibilities but we needed 

to also adjust to the learning experience, with a huge demand in terms of 
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following schedules and having to be all in the calls, making noises and being 

interrupted all the time by the kids. 

A fifth respondent said: 

Although we fared better than the vast majority of people (total job security, no 

health issues, access to basic resources and economic and professional security), 

we all have had heightened stress, anxiety, tension, and depression. My husband 

has severe asthma, allergies, and other issues that make him high-risk. His doctor 

told him that if he contracted the virus, he likely would have a “very poor 

outcome.” That knowledge hung over everything and every decision we made for 

months. 

A sixth respondent said: 

We live far from almost all of our family, and it has been a very long time since 

we have seen any of them. We normally see both sides of our family at least two 

times a year, if not more. Even though we talk on the phone and through 

FaceTime often, the separation has been tough. It is hard not to feel that precious 

time with grandparents has been stolen, but we try to stay forward looking. 

A seventh respondent said, “Loss and struggle permeate our network. We know many 

people who have lost family members and friends to Covid-19, and we also know many 

people who have lost their jobs or businesses.” An eighth respondent said: 

I already have issues with depression and anxiety, and it has been a struggle to 

stay level in the midst of this time. I cried after I received my first vaccine. I was 

jubilant after the second. I had no idea how tight and tense I was until that relief 

finally crashed over me. 
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A ninth respondent said: 

A silver lining is that I think that this time was far more traumatic for the adults in 

our household than the children. Spending time with us, off-screen, was a delight 

for our young one but it took a fearsome toll on us. I shared with my husband that 

our children thrived at our own expense; but I am of course relieved that they 

have weathered the situation relatively well. 

A 10th respondent said: 

For our child, the structure and socialization provided by a school environment 

would have been really important. Without it, our child was frequently sad, bored, 

and lonely. For us, to see our child go through this, while doing our best (and 

often failing) to help, while also trying to keep our jobs, was often frustrating and 

depressing. 

In one of my notes, from May 17, 2021, I wrote about a family who had dealt with loss of 

a family member from COVID-19: 

For the first time in a few weeks, I saw a parent of one of my students who just 

lost her father to Covid. Their family is Argentinian, so she was unable to make it 

home to say goodbye to him. This mom was clearly in mourning and I asked if I 

could give her a hug and expressed my condolences. I tell this story about this 

interaction to reemphasize the resilience of my students during this traumatic 

time. They are incredible. 

These data regarding trauma illustrate that learning literacy skills, especially for children 

whose parents reported their experiences, often became secondary to checking in with 

children and their family members to make sure everyone was okay. Children are very 
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perceptive, and often when a child cannot focus on learning the reason is something 

serious going on at home. 

Finding 2 

All 16 parents who responded to the survey felt some type of strain from 

managing their children and virtual learning. Parents felt stretched thin by their many 

responsibilities in addition to managing their children learning on computer (which 

kindergarteners could not manage independently). The survey asked parents, “How was 

adjusting to distance learning for your whole family?” All 16 caregivers who responded 

described how they were stretched thin and the ultimate effects of virtual learning on 

their families. One respondent said, “The first couple of months were tough … fatigue set 

in.” Another respondent said, “Very difficult, we handled it but for a while, I (mom) 

needed to stop working to take care of the virtual classes and kids.” A third respondent 

said, “My child adjust to distance learning quickly although I don’t think she is learning 

so well like in school.” A fourth respondent said: 

We have a lot of space in our house and full time child care to support distance 

learning so while it was certainly an adjustment, we had a relatively easy time. I’d 

say we had two issues worth noting- the biggest issue was IT [information 

technology]- having the right equipment and hardware set up, and then 

maintaining it and addressing numerous operational issues (from links not 

working to mouse not working to etc.) Even though the kids are scheduled fully, 

at the kindergarten level my kid wasn’t able to function independently b/c 

[because] of the IT needs (unlike my 3rd grader who could manage and 

troubleshoot a lot of her problems on her own). Also, because we were new to the 
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school our kids didn’t know any of the other kids and so had no basis for trust/ 

friendship to form when they started virtual learning. 

A fifth respondent said: 

Hard. I work about 10-12 hours a day with meetings about 7-8 hours a day in the 

9-5 hours. It was stressful and patience was difficult to muster. I felt sorry for the 

kids. Being unable to socialize and be with other kids/ friends. We worked hard to 

make it work. 

A sixth respondent said, “This was difficult. Both parents work and we had no babysitter/ 

nanny to help with facilitating either online learning or teaching/ playing during 

asynchronous learning. This was stressful for bot us as parents and for our child.” A 

seventh respondent said, “Adjusting initially was tough- balancing two kids in virtual 

school and a full-time job was very challenging.” An eighth respondent said, 

“Challenging at times, since both parents had to work and at the same time during breaks 

find fun activities to do.” A ninth respondent said, “It was difficult to balance for me with 

my work and remote school.” A 10th respondent said, “Difficult. The distance learning 

itself was hard for our 6 year old (tho our 16 year old was by and large fine with it), but 

managing all the family-work logistics was an ongoing low-grade nightmare.” An 11th 

respondent said, “The beginning was tough for families, especially with stamina and 

independent kids.” These 11 responses convey an overwhelming sense that participants’ 

family members found helping their kindergarteners learn and attend to classes on 

computer extremely challenging. Many mentioned their jobs and their inability to balance 

multiple children and responsibilities. 
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Finding 3 

Finding 3 was that by the end of the school year, 80% of participants met their 

kindergarten benchmarks on DIBELS assessments, indicating that many students learned 

foundational literacy skills despite the virtual setting. At the end of the school year, all 

kindergarten students within DCPS took DIBELS assessments. These assessments 

measure the following early literacy skills: letter naming fluency, phoneme segmentation 

fluency, nonsense word fluency (correct letter sounds), nonsense word fluency (words 

recoded correctly), word recognition fluency, and reading comprehension. Although 

these data were quantitative in nature, they were necessary to address the aim of the study 

regarding understanding of how practices of foundational literacy changed as a result of 

virtual learning. The school year of the study was unique because it included virtual 

learning, hybrid learning, and in-person learning. The quantitative data collected 

contributed profoundly to the qualitative story of the study. My school’s principal 

permitted me to access the data from all kindergarteners in the school, not just those in 

my own class. First I consider the DIBELS data collected for my class, and then I 

consider the data for all kindergarteners. 

A child’s letter naming fluency is their ability to identify the names of letters. 

Appendix C gives an example of an assessment of letter naming fluency. Kindergarteners 

at the end of the year need to be able to identify all upper- and lowercase letters of the 

alphabet. The end-of-year goal for students was to identify 42 letter names in 1 min. 

Eighteen of 20 (90%) participants met this benchmark for letter naming fluency. One of 

the two students who did not meet the benchmark identified 27 letter names in 1 min, and 
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the other identified 28 letter names in 1 min, indicating they were well below the 

benchmark. 

The end-of-year goal for phoneme segmentation fluency, which measures 

phonemic awareness, was for students to identify 44 phonemes in 1 min. Fourteen 

participants (70%) met this benchmark. This part of the assessment indicated that the 

other three participants (30%) ended the school year struggling with phonemic awareness 

despite my use of the Heggerty curriculum, specifically designed to support students’ 

phonemic awareness. This suggests that kindergarteners may need additional support 

with phonemic awareness in future. 

The end-of-year goal for nonsense word fluency (correct letter sounds), which 

measures a student’s ability to decode individual sounds in nonsense words, was seven 

sounds in 1 min. Sixteen participants (80%) met this benchmark. 

The end-of-year goal for nonsense word fluency (words recoded correctly) was 

for each student to read 10 nonsense words in 1 min. Only 10 participants (50%) met this 

benchmark. This was another datum that told a powerful story about literacy instruction 

throughout the year. Half of the participants left kindergarten struggling with the early 

literacy skill of blending sounds together to read a full word. This is one of the most 

important early literacy skills a child can learn before entering first grade. 

The end-of-year goal for reading comprehension was for each student to be 

reading at Level C. Thirteen participants (65%) met this benchmark. Two participants 

(10%) were at Level B. This is encouraging because they were almost at the text 

comprehension level needed by the end of the year. Five participants (25%) were reading 

and comprehending texts significantly below a kindergarten reading level. This is a 



 

45 

powerful piece of information for guiding the next steps teachers need to take when 

trying to help students catch up in reading. For a more comprehensive look at these data, 

refer to Appendix D. 

Many students struggled with phonemic awareness for the duration of the school 

year. One student in particular struggled with phonemic awareness in a virtual setting. 

This student went on to participate in a 6-week intensive phonemic awareness 

intervention group where she worked on the following skills: rhyme production, rhyme 

recognition, onset fluency, blending syllables, isolating final sounds in words, 

segmenting words into syllables, isolating medial sounds in words, blending phonemes, 

segmenting words into phonemes, adding initial phonemes, deleting initial phonemes, 

and substituting initial phonemes. All of these skills are included in the Heggerty 

phonemic awareness curriculum. After the end of the 6-week intervention, this student 

made progress in almost all areas, although she continued to struggle with segmenting 

words into syllables. This student represented a more widespread phenomenon among 

this particular class of kindergarten students. Many students who learned virtually 

struggled with phonemic awareness (including all of the skills mentioned above). In the 

middle of the year, 10 participants (50%) were not meeting the benchmark in phonemic 

awareness. See Appendix E for more details. 

Finding 4 

My observational notes and the survey data indicated clearly that participants 

needed explicit instruction in social and emotional skills before attending to literacy 

lessons or instruction in general. I asked family members about the effects on the social 

and emotional skills of their children of being in front of screens so much. The survey 
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asked, “What are some ways in which you’ve seen distance learning affect your little 

one?” One respondent said, “Our son loves school and learning. However with distance 

learning, he saw school as a chore and was just going through the motions vs. interacting 

with friends and being engaged.” Another respondent said: 

They have to see parents under a lot of stress, when you deal with work or other 

issues and kids are at school, parents try to accommodate their emotions before 

kids are back. The pandemic didn’t allow us to do so. 

A third respondent said, “She has more anxieties, she is not anymore concentrated.” A 

fourth respondent said: 

A lack of social interaction has been tough, and as the months wore on, the kids 

fuses were shorter and they were less understanding about the need to keep it up, 

try hard, stay engaged online. I think there were some good affects between 

siblings in that they only had each other and so learned to enjoy spending more 

time together. The ubiquitous nature of screens has certainly had an impact as 

well. 

A fifth respondent said, “Desire for more TV and screen time; irritable more often; 

sometimes clingy in a way she wasn’t before.” A sixth respondent said: 

On one hand, our child would have benefitted from a more typical school year 

with structured learning and social activities. Without that, and with the amount of 

extra screen time they would not have had in a normal school year, I think their 

attention span definitely decreased and they have become more introverted. On 

the other hand, they were very interested in a lot of the educational apps (Lexia, 

ST Math) and seemed to learn a whole lot by using them. 
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A seventh respondent said, “Falling behind in basic things like reading and writing.” An 

eighth respondent said, “He was less excited about school than normal. He got addicted 

to a screen. He was happy to spend more time with me though.” A ninth respondent said: 

Because of our resources and the geography (both in DC and the odd geometry of 

our block), he was able to play outside the whole time, and we were able to 

mitigate his social isolation via a pod, and then in-class + a “CARES”-style 

classroom, and then back in school. I have little reason to think there will be any 

long-term impacts on our kid, at least. 

A 10th respondent said: 

Pros: she has become a whiz with screens and navigating tech platforms. It is 

mind-blowing to me that she has been able learn to read and do math on a Teams 

meeting. I have been impressed by her resilience throughout these new 

challenges. Cons: I am slightly concerned that our kindergartner has forgotten 

basic manners in a social setting as she has not been living within the latter 

boundaries. She is accustomed now to our own family boundaries we have 

established at home. For the past year, her peer-like social club was her two 

younger sisters, with whom she mostly is able to direct and have them obey her 

every whim so she will need to adjust to others non-sibling peers and their own 

independent thinking. 

An 11th respondent said, “He became very defiant about not doing his work online. When 

he was isolated from friends, he was not able to play the active and imaginary games I’ve 

seen him enjoy since he got more social time.” A 12th respondent said: 
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Our child has not been able to make close friends given the extent and length of 

distance learning. He is just developing those friendships now. We had come to 

Murch in Pre-K [prekindergarten], and he made a couple friends, who were then 

not in his class. We tried to stay connected with those friends outside school but 

one moved and for the other it was hard with covid restrictions and schedules. 

Our little one is naturally shy and doesn’t approach other kids he doesn’t know at 

the playground. This social element was one of the hardest parts as a parent. Our 

child also was less able to focus on distance learning, and it showed in learning 

progress. Lastly, our child has more screen time than ever would have been 

allowed. 

A 13th respondent said: 

She was indifferent to tablets and most technology before. Now, she refers to her 

school IPad as the “tablet of death.” I have no idea where that came from, but now 

that she’s in the building she refuses to look at or touch her tablet. 

A 14th respondent said: 

She developed care and affection for Mrs. Carney-Hagan and Mrs. Webber even 

though she did not meet them in person until recently. They did create warmth 

and a real bond even though classes were virtual. She did learn information and 

develop skills while participating in classes, but I think that progress was 

cemented by the supplemental instruction and follow up she received at her pod. 

A 15th respondent said: 

My daughter has zero interest in doing any school work or tablet work with me at 

all. She is highly resistant and refuses to answer questions or chat about anything 
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school related. She used to be better about it, but over the past few months her 

position has hardened, and we came to an understanding that she can do art or 

other projects at home and leave the school work for the school building. This has 

greatly reduced our stress and her frustration. She does better with little or 

structure during home down time. 

Six participants (30%) expressed to me in personal conversations that they were 

experiencing some type of traumatic personal event at home. I obtained written consent 

from the family members of five of these six students to discuss their stories using 

pseudonyms. In the subsections that follow, I talk about the experiences of these five 

students in detail. These stories are powerful and emerged from the notes I took and 

lessons I recorded during the study. The stories of these children indicate that before 

learning any foundational literacy skills they needed to have a trusting relationship with 

their teacher. The names of the children used in the following subsections are 

pseudonyms. 

Amy 

Amy was a student who spoke English as a second language and who had just 

moved to the United States from Argentina. Her mother had been assigned to work for 

the Argentinian ambassador as his administrative assistant. Amy was also an only child, 

which made it hard during the pandemic for her to socialize with other children. From the 

first day of school, Amy’s parents made sure to help me understand that Amy was 

struggling to speak English and that they were concerned she would not pick any up by 

attending school virtually. Lessons were hard for Amy to attend to—even lessons that 

only introduced one letter of the alphabet and its sound at a time. She consistently needed 
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a parent next to her to translate the content or help her speak conversationally with others. 

It became apparent to me that I had to create some type of nonacademic environment, in 

addition to morning meetings, in which Amy could play with her friends or express 

herself without the constant help of a parent. This led me to create virtual play groups in 

afternoons 5 days a week. Every day would be a different play theme for the children. For 

example, on Monday the theme may have been Legos, and the children could log on, play 

Legos together, and talk about anything they wanted. The purpose of these groups was to 

give students like Amy, who were isolated by distance learning, opportunities to talk with 

peers and make friends. At first, Amy attended these play groups at least one or twice a 

week; however, as the virtual school year went on, I noticed Amy’s attendance 

diminishing, not only in virtual play groups but also during academic lessons. I began to 

sense that something else was going on in this child’s life that was preventing her from 

attending virtual literacy lessons or play groups. Amy’s English teacher also reached out 

to me, concerned about Amy’s attendance. Both of us started to wonder what could be 

going on at home. I, Amy’s English teacher, and the educational aide who worked in our 

classroom asked to hold an informal check-in with Amy’s family. We received an email 

from Amy’s mother shortly after the check-in: 

I wanted to let you know what we talked about at the parent-teacher conference 

that I have to go through a series of procedures as they found something on my 

chest that does not appear to be right. I will keep you posted, and I thank you and 

Mrs. W and Mrs. P for your understanding. 

My heart dropped. As the school year went on, the health of Amy’s mother continued to 

worsen. One excerpt from her correspondence with me read, “I’m writing to you because 
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tomorrow I have to do a biopsy and unfortunately Amy won’t be able to connect to 

classes.” Another excerpt read: 

Tomorrow I have another appointment early in the morning and another at 2:00 

pm but when we return from the first appointment Amy will be connected and in 

the last class of the day she can connect from the car. 

A third excerpt read: 

Dear teachers, I want to let you know that I was diagnosed with cancer. I ask for 

the utmost confidentiality since no one knows about it, not even at my job. I have 

to do some studies and according to the doctors told me to operate. I thank you for 

your understanding and patience. 

As Amy’s mother’s health continued to deteriorate, so did Amy’s attendance at 

school. Amy’s mother said that Amy was becoming increasingly aware her mother was 

ill and was staying up late into the night to make sure her mother was okay. This resulted 

in Amy missing many more days of school. Her class was able to get together and bring 

groceries and meals to Amy’s family, and I remained in touch even after the school year 

ended. At the time of writing, Amy’s mother was continuing her battle with cancer, and 

Amy had become increasingly aware that her mother could be forever affected by this 

battle. 

The purpose of including Amy’s story is to emphasize that one of the findings 

was that some students were not okay during virtual learning. Their struggles took a toll 

not only on their academic performance but also on their social and emotional abilities. 

Virtual learning meant Amy lost the opportunity to be physically present at school every 

day and thus missed out on important opportunities to practice English with classmates. 



 

52 

Cori 

I only had the pleasure of meeting my friend Cori later in the school year. In 

February he transferred to my school from another public school in Washington, DC. 

Like any other teacher receiving a new student so late in the year, I was admittedly not 

excited at the prospect. However, I received a call the same day from the school registrar 

about Cori, which changed my mind. The registrar told me a little about Cori’s story. 

Cori had just gotten out of a custody battle between his mother and father. His father had 

won custody, and so the children (Cori was one of three) had moved into the 

neighborhood to live with their father and grandmother. The school registrar let me know 

that communication with this family had been challenging. She had called, emailed, and 

texted Cori’s father but had barely received a response. She also wanted me to know that 

Cori had missed approximately 30–40 days of virtual school, so his attendance was 

something to be aware of. 

The registrar also let me know where in the city Cori had been attending school. 

Because of my previous teaching work in this part of the city, the name of the school 

immediately rang a bell. Cori had moved from a neighborhood in the southeast of the city 

where I had taught a few years earlier. 

I think to understand Cori’s background, and his move to the northwest of the 

city, it is important to know about the stark differences between the southeast and 

northwest of Washington, DC. Figure 3 displays an excerpt from 2016 newspaper article 

describing a fatal shooting in the Washington Highland neighborhood in the southeast of 

the city. I taught at the school mentioned. Fatal shootings have been a common news 

topic in this particular neighborhood. When I taught in this neighborhood, my students 
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dealt with neighborhood shootings as part of their collective trauma. Cori’s old school 

was right down the road from Hendley Elementary School, so I could imagine what he 

had been experiencing while living with his mother before moving to the northwest of the 

city. 

Figure 3 

Washington Post Article 

 
Note. From “Police search for suspect in shooting of man near elementary school in 

Southeast,” by P. Hermann, 2016, The Washington Post 

(https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/public-safety/police-search-for-suspect-in-

shooting-of-man-near-elementary-school-in-southeast/2016/03/10/7331bf92-e6bd-11e5-

https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/public-safety/police-search-for-suspect-in-shooting-of-man-near-elementary-school-in-southeast/2016/03/10/7331bf92-e6bd-11e5-bc08-3e03a5b41910_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/public-safety/police-search-for-suspect-in-shooting-of-man-near-elementary-school-in-southeast/2016/03/10/7331bf92-e6bd-11e5-bc08-3e03a5b41910_story.html
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bc08-3e03a5b41910_story.html) . Copyright 1996-2001 by The Washington Post. 

Reprinted with permission. 

More recently, The Washington Post has included discussion of the prevalence of 

gun violence in the southeast of the city. Figure 4 appeared in July 2021 in an article 

titled “Thousands of Bullets Have Been Fired in This D.C. Neighborhood. Fear Is a Part 

of Everyday Life” (Hermann & Harden, 2021). 

Figure 4 

Density of Bullet Casings in Washington, DC, Police Districts 

 
Note. From “Thousands of Bullets Have Been Fired in This D.C. Neighborhood. Fear Is 

Part of Everyday Life,” by P. Hermann and J. Harden, 2021, The Washington Post 

 

 
 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/public-safety/police-search-for-suspect-in-shooting-of-man-near-elementary-school-in-southeast/2016/03/10/7331bf92-e6bd-11e5-bc08-3e03a5b41910_story.html
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(https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2021/07/22/shooting-increase-dc-gun-

violence/). Copyright 1996-2001 by Washington Post. Reprinted with permission. 

The purpose of providing this information is to justify my claim that Cori joined 

my kindergarten class as the student in the class furthest from opportunity, having come 

from a place where people had a very different understanding of physical safety. Cori had 

not had the classroom time or life experiences that many of my other students had. I 

recognized that the most important thing to do as Cori’s teacher was to build a 

relationship with him and his family. It was initially extremely hard to get Cori online to 

attend classes. I found that he did not have a device or reliable access to the internet. 

With the help of school administrators, I was able to get Cori his own device. Once Cori 

had his device, I was able to use the call function of Microsoft Teams to call him into 

lessons. However, this also proved challenging because Cori was often left on his own to 

try to understand technology. His father was always working, and his grandmother was 

very busy trying to help all three children with their schoolwork. When Cori was online, I 

made a point of doing one-to-one lessons with him in literacy and math while my 

instructional aide led the rest of the class in their lessons. I knew that any minute I could 

get with him online was very valuable time. 

This proved to be the most important time I spent with a child throughout the 

period of virtual learning. In these one-to-one sessions with Cori, I learned valuable 

information about him. I learned that he loved basketball, and El Greko and King James 

were his favorite players. I learned that he fought with his brother and sister while they 

were together, and this often prevented him from being fully present during virtual 

learning because the fights ended in tears. I learned that Cori’s home life was turbulent. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2021/07/22/shooting-increase-dc-gun-violence/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2021/07/22/shooting-increase-dc-gun-violence/
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He was not always sure which adult he could ask for help, so he relied heavily on the 

support of his third-grade sister, fourth-grade brother, and fifth-grade cousin. Slowly but 

surely, Cori learned he could trust me and that the classroom (even though only virtual in 

the beginning) was a safe place for him to be with peers and teachers. 

My initial more formal assessments also taught me a lot about Cori and the toll 

that missing 30–40 school days had taken on him academically. I learned that in 

February, Cori was able to identify one of the 26 letters of the alphabet and none of the 

26 sounds. I recognized that the one-to-one time needed to evolve into some type of 

academic time. In early March, Cori and I began daily phonics sessions, and I began to 

explicitly teach Cori the names and sounds of letters of the alphabet using the 

FUNdations curriculum. I delivered the materials he needed for instruction to his 

apartment, and he logged on daily faithfully to attend his literacy lessons. 

There is another element to Cori’s story in that relates to my findings surrounding 

social and emotional learning. On February 1, 2021, teachers returned to physical 

classrooms in Washington, DC, to resume in-person instruction and continue virtual 

instruction. On Mondays and Tuesdays, I had 10 students in person and 10 students 

online. These “cohorts” were limited in size, but students who spoke English as a second 

language and students who were struggling in a virtual setting were supposed to receive 

priority for inclusion in in-person cohorts. The following is an email the principal shared 

with staff members, which mentions how administrators prioritized students for in-person 

instruction: 

Stating the obvious, there is so much information being shared throughout DCPS 

and we are feverishly planning for in-person learning which will start on February 
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1st. Because of our strong Murch community, families, and committed staff 

members, I am confident about our ability to make a plan that addresses the needs 

of our most vulnerable students and our staff’s ability to deliver a quality in-

person learning plan. 

First, if you chose for your child to continue “virtual” on the term 3 

survey, he/she will be. 

Second, if you chose for your child to be enrolled in a CARES classroom, 

that request will be honored. 

If you chose in-person learning, (not CARES) there are a several things 

we are currently working on which will determine final class rosters for in-person 

learning. 

• All students in the prioritized group who accepted an in-person seat for 

term 2 and have and completed the term 3 survey stating you wanted an in-person 

seat, will receive one. 

• Next, we call all other parents who are in the prioritized group to see if 

they would like to accept a seat as well. Once we have completed these two stages 

of the process, we move into the general pool of students whose parents requested 

in-person learning but are not in the prioritized group. 

• Every student, prioritized and general pool, receives a lottery number. 

Per class roster, we highlight the first eleven names of the students who have the 

11 highest numbers in the lottery. 

• If this initial group of eleven select in-person, that class becomes a 

cohort and we are done with that class. 
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• Then we move on to the next class roster. 

• For students who were not selected for in-person learning, they will 

remain on a waitlist. 

• If all seats are not filled using the first eleven lottery slots or for 

whatever reason a seat becomes available, we go to the waitlist, the next number, 

and contact parents of that student to see if the in-person seat will be accepted. 

• When the process has been completed for each classroom, you will know 

what your placement is. We are determining the best way to communicate this to 

everyone. 

With social distancing and masks, the hybrid model was challenging for 

kindergarteners. My in-person students often had to play independently for 30–40 min 

while I led an online lesson with my virtual students. Cori (as well as Amy and other 

vulnerable classmates discussed later) remained virtual for all of February even though he 

needed, more than any other student, to be present in person. 

Bean 

Bean, like Amy, was one of my students who spoke English as a second language. 

His father, who had sole custody of Bean, was working in the Laotian embassy. In the 

beginning, Bean joined classes faithfully and was always enthusiastic about seeing his 

classmates and making new friends, even if only in a virtual setting. As time went on, 

Bean’s attendance became irregular for both me and his English teacher. We both 

reached out to Bean’s father about what was going on, but we were met with reluctance 

to talk and a definite language barrier that prevented us understanding what was 

happening at home. 
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One day, in the middle of small group instruction, I received a text message from 

Bean’s English teacher. She said that Bean had told her he was alone at home, was 

hungry, and did not know what to do. Bean’s English teacher did not know how to help 

and asked me to log on to their session to try to help Bean figure out what was going on. I 

abruptly ended my small group lesson and joined Bean and his teacher. Bean was 

noticeably frightened and said he had only eaten one piece of candy that day and had 

been alone since morning. By this time, it was early afternoon. As a mandated reporter, I 

judged that this incident was something we would have to call child protective services 

about, although I was unsure because of the virtual setting. We had Bean give us a tour of 

his apartment to show us that he was alone. We verified his story was true because his 

father was nowhere in the apartment. We then asked Bean to show us inside his fridge, 

hoping that we could help him make a cheese sandwich or something easy for him to eat. 

The fridge was bare, and neither Bean’s English teacher nor I knew what to do next. We 

remained online with Bean reading books and watching him play Legos for 2 hr, hoping 

that his father would return. When Bean’s father did not return, we decided we needed 

additional help. 

I called my principal and asked for his help. The principal immediately got in his 

car and drove to the student’s home. He waited outside the door (in their apartment 

building) until Bean’s father returned home and then had the necessary conversations 

with the father and child protective services. I wish I could say this was the only time this 

happened with Bean, but I documented four other occasions when he was home alone 

during virtual learning. Bean’s father began to get very frustrated with me and with 

Bean’s English teacher. He had a job at the embassy to do, and at times he needed to be 
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on call and away from Bean. This was out of his control. He said that he left Bean with a 

phone in case Bean needed a trusted adult, and he added that the embassy was a short 

two-block walk away from the apartment in case of an emergency. 

I became aware through multiple conversations with other staff members that the 

embassies in Washington, DC, are subject not to U.S. laws but to the laws of the 

countries they represent. Conversations with Bean’s father indicated the existence of a 

cultural difference regarding understanding of childcare. In Laos, it was normal to leave a 

5–6-year-old at home alone. I and other staff members tried to express that in American 

culture this was unacceptable and viewed as dangerous. I do not think Bean’s father 

understood this point of view, because he continued to leave Bean home alone at least 

once a week. 

At one point the educational team came together with a Laotian translator so that I 

could make sure Bean’s father understood my concern about him leaving Bean home 

alone to learn on the computer. Even with the translator, it was hard to develop mutual 

understanding. At one point I wrote in my notes that I was holding back tears because of 

the lack of understanding between Bean’s father and myself. As much as I wanted an 

adult to supervise Bean, his father did not agree that this was necessary. 

When February 1 came along, I recommended that Bean return to in-person 

learning so that he could be at school all day and not left alone at random times. Bean’s 

father was reluctant to send Bean back and said that his embassy had asked that students 

of working parents continue to learn virtually until there was more scientific evidence 

that children were safe learning in person. Bean thus continued to learn virtually until his 

father agreed to send him back for in-person instruction in May 2021. 
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By May 2021, Amy, Cori, and Bean were back in the physical classroom. Cori, as 

mentioned earlier, was the first to return, in early March 2021. Both Amy and Bean 

returned for the fourth term, which began in May 2021. It was immediately evident how 

little conversational English Amy and Bean had been practicing at home. Amy was 

minimally conversational but very happy to be at school in person with her classmates. 

Bean’s conversational English was a bit better, and he could participate in lessons. Bean 

was able to make friends. He made one close friend with whom he spoke, sat with outside 

at lunch, and played with at recess. Cori also quickly made friends, although at times 

conflicts arose with respect to Cori having a safe body and being kind to his classmates. 

Amy had the hardest time making friends. I often observed her sitting alone or coloring 

by herself. Teachers and other staff members worked hard with the children to talk about 

inclusion and what it means to make sure everyone in the classroom community is valued 

for who they are. 

Herman 

Herman, “H,” was one of the best academically performing students in the 

kindergarten class; however, he came up frequently in teacher notes. He began the year 

fluently reading kindergarten-level texts and comprehending them. Although Herman 

shone academically, he was clearly having a hard time emotionally and socially at home. 

Herman’s mother reported that because of the virus Herman’s family rarely left their 

house, even to play outside, and childcare for Herman and his younger sister was not 

something they were comfortable with during the pandemic. 

Herman had frequent meltdowns during lessons when he was not called on, and 

he often took himself off mute while having these meltdowns, interrupting the whole 
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class and the lesson. This was particularly challenging when there were only 15–20 min 

for each lesson because the class was split into two groups to make lessons smaller and 

more effective. Herman also struggled with the timing of his participation in virtual 

lessons because he frequently did not raise his hand but did come off mute. With regard 

to friendship, Herman did not seem interested in making friends. He often attended the 

afternoon social play groups but would not engage in conversation with other children 

about their interests or what they were playing with, pretending to be, or building. 

Herman’s world revolved around him and his immediate needs, and he had a difficult 

time understanding himself in a bigger classroom community. 

In February, Herman was due to start back in person. He immediately struggled 

with wearing his mask and staying socially distanced, which the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention had recommended students do. Although I reminded Herman 

many times that he must always wear his mask, it always ended up below his nose, and 

he was unhappy when reminded to pull it up. 

Herman struggled with strong emotions. When he felt upset or unable to do 

something, he would begin to cry hysterically and sometimes would hide below his desk 

in the fetal position. I immediately realized that I needed to talk to his mother on a regular 

basis. Classroom management was different in February 2021 from the way it had been 

before. I was teaching in a hybrid setting, which meant teaching in-person students 20–40 

min at a time (Herman was part of this group); at other times the in-person students had 

to solve their problems without my help. This was not an ideal way to teach, and it was 

especially bad for building relationships and Herman and students like him with their 

social and emotional skills. Herman’s mother and I began a communication journal and 
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went back and forth two or three times a week. I wrote in this journal about Herman’s 

struggles with social and emotional skills throughout the day. The following quotes are 

excerpts from this journal. On March 30, 2021, Herman’s mother said, “H had a bit of a 

meltdown after school. … It took a while to get him collected … he kept saying that he 

felt like a person in jail.” On April 5, 2021, I said: 

There are a lot of changes happening from term 3 4. Class size for the in-person 

cohort is increasing, more desks will be in the classroom, and ultimately less time 

for the kids to move around as freely as we can now with only 11 kids in the 

classroom. I think thee changes may be hard for H. 

On April 27, 2021, I said that Herman “was poking classmates with sticks at recess and 

saying inappropriate sexual things to a teacher (I’m happy to have this person when I see 

you at pickup).” On May 24, 2021, Herman’s mother responded: 

I am so sorry about this. We actually talk a lot about respecting other people’s 

bodies that are private, and what’s not appropriate outside of family (and even 

withing family). I talked with him about this when we got home and he did seem 

to understand that it wasn’t okay, and appeared to be embarrassed that he had 

done this. Please let me know if it seems like he doesn’t take this to heart. 

By this time, Herman was having massive meltdowns (his mother’s own terminology) 

almost daily and inappropriately talking about his body and the bodies of those around 

him while also making sexual gestures. My aide and I were clearly unequipped to help 

Herman with all of his behaviors during the school day. We included the school 

counselor to help Herman work through his feelings and also kept communicating with 

Herman’s mother. Managing Herman’s behaviors added substantially to the difficulty of 
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hybrid teaching. I was thankful when my aide returned to my classroom at the start of 

Term 4 (having been reassigned in the meantime) so that she could help with the 

management of different students. 

On May 25, 2021, Herman’s mother said: 

I tried to ask him about what had happened at lunch and why he would do that, 

and he started crying and saying that he is a selfish person who doesn’t think 

about other people. I tried to ask more about why he would say that, but he didn’t 

want to talk anymore, he just cried. … I actually can’t remember when I’ve seen 

him life that before; not out of control angry sad, just really quiet curled-up sad. 

He still hasn’t told me what happen, except that he won’t do it again. 

On June 7, 2021, Herman’s mother added: 

He was pretty sad and upset when I picked him up. The first thing he said once we 

got to the sidewalk was that he was upset because he didn’t get to be line leader. 

He brought this up at home a few times, that he wants to get chosen for this 

… He’s also told me he is worried he will never be chosen as the black jaguar 

either, with only a couple weeks left. Mostly he just seems really disheartened. On 

the walk home he told me that he feels like he’s just not good at anything and 

can’t do anything right. 

Overall, after reading through these conversations between Herman’s mother and myself, 

I could see a lot of what was going on behind the scenes in Herman’s life. Herman was 

very disruptive in school because he was having a hard time self-regulating and finding 

words to express what he was going through. Although his mother provided me with 
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insight into their conversations at home, it remained upsetting to that his classroom 

behavior had changed little despite intervention by the counselor. 

I learned that Herman’s story was in many ways not unusual. Every year there are 

a few students like Herman, and I know he needed some extra love and kindness during 

his time in the classroom. The virtual learning was what made the outcomes of his 

situation so different from those of similar situations in other years. For half the year, 

while my students learned only via Microsoft Teams, I could not see behind the screen 

outside the 20–25 min lessons to understand Herman’s life more fully. He hid his 

emotions behind the mute button whenever things got too tough to talk about. Herman’s 

lack of physical presence in the classroom made me slower to provide additional help for 

him. I could not introduce a calm corner for him or create a teacher–student 

communication system to help him organize his feelings and find words to overcome his 

struggles. 

Finding 5 

Finding 5 was that literacy instruction differed in virtual, hybrid, and in-person 

settings. My observational notes described a variety of literacy lessons during virtual 

learning, hybrid learning, and in-person learning after COVID-19 restrictions began to 

lift. In this section, I explain how lessons differed based on the type of learning used. 

In general, I reflected many times about how hard the year was. The constantly 

shifting schedules, the differing methods of instruction, and the many online platforms I 

had to master added additional levels of planning to my work for which I had received no 

formal training before the pandemic. While teaching virtually, I used the FUNdations 

curriculum and the Heggerty phonics curriculum to deliver explicit instruction in early 
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foundational reading skills. FUNdations involves teaching students letter names, sounds, 

and how to write letters. Heggerty, on the other hand, focuses on phonics skills, such as 

identifying individual phonemes in words, medial vowel sounds, rhymes, and so on. 

When teaching in person in my classroom, I had plenty of resources available with which 

to deliver these lessons creatively. During virtual instruction, I struggled with thinking 

creatively, and I mainly followed the script for each lesson. Students quickly became 

disengaged, saying they were bored with lessons. Because children were muted, I found it 

hard to tell whether they were talking about lessons at home or merely playing with 

siblings, parents, or pets. At times, students turned their screens off and appeared to be 

away from lessons. So much was out of my control as a teacher during virtual instruction, 

and I struggled to manage. 

During hybrid learning, the situation became dire. My educational aide, who had 

supported me during virtual lessons when I used small groups or taught differentiated 

lessons, was reassigned to help teach in what DCPS called a “CARES” classroom. This 

left me alone to manage 20 students, 10 in the in-person cohort and 10 in the virtual 

cohort. For the virtual students, I had to continue planning and preparing my online 

schedule and links for joining classes. I also had to plan and prepare lessons for the in-

person students. I met with the virtual students online three times each day. Specialists, 

such as the English teacher and inclusion teacher, were thankfully able to hold a morning 

meeting with my virtual students daily, so I could lead a substantial and very important 

morning meeting with my in-person students to set the tone of our day together. 

The virtual students received a math lesson and a literacy lesson and then read 

aloud, which amounted to 1.5 hr with me each day. The tricky part was managing the in-
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person students while I taught the virtual students. The in-person students demonstrated a 

degree of independence I did not know kindergarteners could have. I started by practicing 

what it would look like, feel like, and sound like for the in-person students to play 

independently for 30 min. Before they could play, they had to complete one or two 

academic tasks, which I explicitly explained before I went online. The students could 

work together (while maintaining 6 ft [1.8 m] of separation) to complete their tasks. Their 

academic tasks always connected to the lesson in literacy or math that I had just taught. 

According to my notes, all but one student successfully completed their tasks 

before beginning their play time. Students then carefully navigated the room to choose 

their independent play materials and played for the duration of the time I was online. I 

rarely had to stop my lessons, and the children were able to sustain themselves without 

my help for 30 min at a time. I found this remarkable, and it showed that students were 

able to self-regulate and care for themselves in the absence of my attention. 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, I presented and explained the five findings of this study. I showed 

how each finding connected to the overarching research question and aims of the study. 

Data from teacher notes, interviews, recorded literacy lessons, standardized tests, and a 

survey illustrated the findings. Direct quotations and in vivo annotations—typical of 

qualitative research in general, and constructivist grounded theory in particular—captured 

the direct experiences of the participants and the perspectives of their caregivers. These 

perspectives provided great insight into what caregivers experienced during the COVID-

19 pandemic, when they were responsible for their children logging in to learn virtually. 
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The principal impression I was left with after analyzing the data was that children are 

very resilient and can survive and thrive despite experiencing a variety of changes. 
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CHAPTER 5: ANALYSIS, INTERPRETATION, AND SYNTHESIS OF 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to discover what literacy practices and instruction 

look like during hybrid and virtual kindergarten instruction and after a transition back to 

in-person instruction. A single research question guided this exploratory study: What do 

literacy practices and instruction look like in a hybrid and virtual setting in a kindergarten 

classroom? The study also had three specific aims: 

• to understand how practices of early reading instruction changed as a result of 

students being in a virtual classroom setting, according to the experiences of 

students in one particular classroom and their parents; 

• to understand trauma-informed teaching practices during virtual learning; and 

• to understand how students, parents, and teachers perceived differences in 

literacy practices in a virtual setting. 

I collected a large quantity of data to address the research question and aims. This 

chapter provides clear insights into the process by which I made sense of the data 

collected. I gathered data using a survey, by making notes of interactions with parents, 

and by recording literacy lessons with the 20–23 kindergarteners who participated in this 

study. (The class size changed throughout the school year, ranging from 20 students to 23 

students.) Bloomberg and Volpe (2019) suggested that when a qualitative researcher 

begins to unpack data for analysis, they must “code, analyze, and organize first by 

research question and then by categories and subcategories guided by the theoretical or 

conceptual framework” (p. X). 
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Due to the large amounts of data collected in different forms such as 

observational notes and surveys, it was important that I find a way, as Charmaz (2014) 

says, to define the different amounts of data and condense them into smaller bite sized 

pieces of information: “Coding means categorizing segments of data with a short name 

that simultaneously summarizes and accounts for each piece of data (Charmaz, p.111). 

This task was laborious, but at the end of the coding process, I had made more sense of 

my notes and interviews and was able to begin to understand different trends that 

emerged. Looking back, some early examples of codes in this process were “Examples of 

Trauma, Explicit Instruction, and Relationships with Parents.” These topics were enough 

to lead me to emergent theories in the data collected and explain these theories in the 

subsequent sections of this dissertation.  

Analytic Category Development 

This chapter and the analytic categories below were developed by Bloomberg 

(2010) to help the logical flow of qualitative research, specifically as it relates to 

analyzing data. Grounded theory and coding was pivotal in this project and this specific 

tool developed by Bloomberg helped me make logical sense of how I got from my 

research question and aims of this study to where we are now in this dissertation.  

Table 1 depicts how categories emerged in this study. I based the organization of 

Table 1 on a tool developed by Bloomberg (2010) for presentation of the logical 

organization of data gathered in a study and how data leads to creation of analytic 

categories.  
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Analytic Category 1: The Importance of Explicit Literacy Instruction—Specifically, 

Phonics—and Examples During COVID-19 Virtual Learning 

The research question that guided this study asked what literacy practices and 

instruction looked like in a hybrid and virtual setting in a kindergarten classroom. The 

participants, although aged 5–6 years, overwhelmingly indicated that they disliked 

learning in a virtual setting and that it was hard for them to focus with so much going on 

at home. Participant Indigo (a pseudonym) said, “I hate going to school on a computer. 

I’m so bored all the time.” Indigo made her distaste for virtual learning clear on other 

occasions too. When Indigo returned to in-person learning in February 2021, she clearly 

struggled with phonemic awareness. 

The quantitative data discussed in Chapter 4 indicates that the participants’ dislike 

for virtual learning translated into poor learning of phonemic awareness. Many students, 

even those reading beyond a kindergarten level, struggled with identification of letter 

sounds and hearing the individual phonemes in words. This phenomenon became 

especially apparent in my teacher notes after students returned to in-person learning in 

February 2021. Even during explicit phonemic awareness instruction, which requires 

children to see how a mouth should move when making sounds, I had to wear a mask, 

which may have prevented students from accessing the sounds taught. 
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Table 1 

Analytic Category Development 

Source Finding 
Consequence 

(analytic category) 
Research question 

What do literacy practices 
and instruction look like 
in a hybrid and virtual 
setting in a kindergarten 
classroom? 

By the end of the school year, 
80% of the participants in 
this study met their 
kindergarten benchmarks on 
DIBELS assessments. 

The importance of 
explicit literacy 
instruction—
specifically, 
phonics—and 
examples during 
COVID-19 virtual 
learning  

Aims of study 
To understand how the 

practices of early reading 
instruction have changed 
due to students being in a 
virtual classroom setting 
according to the 
experiences of the 
students and parents in 
one particular classroom 

Participants and their parents 
overwhelmingly agreed that 
the virtual setting had 
negative social and 
emotional effects on their 
children’s learning 
experience—particularly in 
literacy. 

Relationships are 
paramount for any 
student to learn. 

To understand trauma-
informed teaching 
practices during this time 
of virtual learning 

The social and emotional skills 
of participants in this study 
needed explicit instruction 
preceding the continuation 
of literacy instruction once 
half of students returned to 
the classroom in February 
2021 and the other half 
returned in May 2021. 

Trauma-informed 
instruction in a 
virtual 
environment  

To understand how students, 
parents, and teachers view 
the differences in literacy 
practices in a virtual 
setting 

Parents felt stretched thin by 
their many responsibilities 
in addition to managing 
their children learning on a 
computer (which for a 
kindergartener proved 
virtually impossible to 
manage independently). 

Building 
relationships with 
families needs to 
be built into the 
school year. 

Note. DIBELS = Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills. 



 

73 

Teaching virtually gave me the freedom to create lessons and teach literacy as I 

saw fit. There were no templates in literacy education regarding how to teach virtually in 

a pandemic. Therefore, I found that sticking to the prescribed literacy curricula led 

students to gain proficiency in literacy skills. As was described in previous chapters, the 

two curricula used during this time were FUNdations and Heggerty. Both were designed 

to be taught explicitly and had scripts for teachers to use while teaching lessons. I learned 

during virtual and hybrid learning to rely on these explicit curricula. 

There are many benefits to using explicit strategies when teaching foundational 

literacy skills. Researchers have found that explicit and teacher-led reading instruction is 

most effective for teaching struggling students. Explicit instruction is also extremely 

effective for teaching students phonemic awareness (Rupley et al., 2009). The 

FUNdations and Heggerty curricula both allowed me to provide students in my class who 

were struggling with phonemic awareness with the explicit instruction they needed to 

gain proficiency before beginning first grade. 

A few components of a lesson make it explicit for a student. The first component 

is that the teacher directly leads and models instruction for students. In a FUNdations 

lesson, the teacher begins by modeling the name of a letter and the sound that it makes, 

and the teacher then provides students with a picture of something, the name of which 

begins with the target letter sound and name. These components (letter name, letter 

sound, and picture) appear on flash cards presented to the class daily. This is the explicit 

way both upper- and lowercase letters are taught to students. With regard to explicit 

instruction, Rupley et al. (2009) said: 
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At the heart of the method are explicit explanations, modeling, and guided 

practice. This stage is founded on modeling or demonstrating a reading skill or 

cognitive strategy and its use in an actual reading situation, and thinking aloud 

with students about what the skill is and how it is used. (p. 4) 

When teaching students, the letter names and sounds on flash cards every day, a teacher 

conveys the foundational reading skills of phonemic awareness and understanding of 

written and printed letters. As each FUNdations lesson continues, it follows a fixed 

pattern. The next part of the lesson is guided practice of the skill taught. For example, at 

the beginning of the school year, instruction focuses on mastery of lowercase letters. 

Guided practice thus includes students writing lowercase letters. Although this part of the 

lesson is guided practice, the teacher also explicitly models the task. FUNdations does a 

great job of guiding the explicit teaching of writing to students and providing them with 

opportunities to practice. Figure 5 shows the visual that accompanies the teaching of 

writing. 

The FUNdations curriculum uses several icons to help students learn how to 

write. These icons are of the sky, an airplane, grass, and a worm. When teaching students 

how to write the lowercase letter “a,” for example, I explicitly say to the class, “The 

lowercase letter ‘a’ is a plane-line letter. It starts at the plane line, curves around and 

down to the grass line, up to the plane line, and straight down to the grass line.” At the 

same time, I model this for students. After watching me explicitly model how to write the 

letter, students then have time to practice on their own as I circulate and help struggling 

students. During virtual learning, the process was similar, but I could not circulate around 

the room. Instead, students held up their FUNdations writing boards so that I could see 
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how well they had learned how to write the letter taught. In conversation with a parent 

via TEAMS, she commented on how their family of 5 was really struggling to get it 

together for the academic parts of the day. She mentioned how FUNdations was the one 

part of the day when she actually felt like she could help “organize her child for the 

lesson.” She mentions that this was due largely in part to all of the materials being 

labeled with the different signs (see below). She found that this way of explicitly teaching 

was helpful to her daughter’s overall organization.  

Figure 5  

FUNdations Writing Grid 
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Analytic Category 2: Relationships Are Paramount for Any Student to Learn 

I was not surprised to find teacher–student relationships helped students learn, but 

I was surprised to find that parent–teacher relationships were equally important. This 

category came up repeatedly in my teacher notes, lesson recordings, and survey data. As 

mentioned above, once I started the grounded theory process of coding my teacher notes, 

one of the first themes to arise was “Parent Relationships”. I think that this analytic 

category was also developed due largely in part to grounded theory methodology. 

Charmaz so beautifully states (115) that “<Grounded Theory> is an interactive method. It 

prompts you to keep interacting with your data.” This was one part of the dissertation 

where I have found myself constantly interacting with the notes I took and revisiting 

them to make sure I’m understanding what parents were saying.  

What’s also interesting about this analytic category is that parents never explicitly 

said that they wanted to work on relationships with me. It was something I had to infer by 

the many interactions we had throughout the school year. It was also something I had to 

reflect on as I saw each child either flourishing with online literacy instruction or for 

some reason or another, not understanding the concepts being taught, or worst of all 

missing time online. What I learned through my notes was, the more a parent trusts a 

teacher and the public education system with their child, the more the teacher reaches the 

child academically. Although my conclusion is not new to the field of education, I find it 

useful after experiencing the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the lives of children 

to understand the importance of the relationships teachers have with students. 
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Analytic Category 3: Trauma-Informed Instruction in a Virtual Environment was 

Necessary 

Researchers have extensively investigated the importance of educators having 

trauma-informed practices in place to help their students do well after experiencing 

adversity. According to Ko et al. (2008), educators must take trauma into account when 

planning their teaching methods. There was no exception for planning virtual lessons. I 

had to think about how to captivate my students in my virtual lessons. I had to reflect 

about how I could create a fun virtual screen space so that students could temporarily 

remove themselves from their chaotic environments. This was how I came to creating the 

virtual play groups. This in particular, led many students to join in the afternoon time of 

the day. This was because the afternoon time of virtual learning was not academic and 

allowed students to freely interact and talk with one another as if they were in person. It 

attempted to replicate a classroom and how children interact with one another while 

playing.  

My observational notes shed light on the need for some kind of trauma-informed 

instruction even in virtual learning environments, despite their drastically different 

appearance from in-person learning environments. While Chapter 2 of this dissertation 

speak more in depth about different examples of what in-person trauma informed 

practices look like, when I attempted to find research about what virtual trauma informed 

practices look like, I came up without much information. This is one place where I think 

research could be developed surrounding what trauma informed practices look like 

virtually. Although many schools have now returned to in-person learning and COVID-

10 restrictions are being lifted around the world, it would be interesting to understand 
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globally how different teachers dealt with this very same issue and how they responded to 

their students who were experiencing trauma.  

Analytic Category 4: Building Relationships With Families Needs to Be Built Into 

the School Year 

Teachers need to explicitly schedule time to build relationships with families. 

Teachers already have such heavy workloads, which include duties before and after 

school such as tutoring and aftercare. It is unsurprising that teachers lack the time needed 

to do everything they want. For relationships, teachers should set time aside at the 

beginning of the school year, possibly during preservice days, to meet families they will 

be working with and begin to build meaningful relationships with them. If this is not 

begun at the start of the school year and then reinforced throughout the year, teachers will 

spend valuable time playing catch up with their students and their students’ families. 

Building time in saves teachers from having to navigate the problem of when to find time 

to do such valuable work. 

DCPS does offer an opportunity like this where teachers can partner with the 

Flamboyan Foundation to do home visits throughout the school year and also get paid a 

stipend to do so. Where I do think this partnership falls short is that it is only offered to 

teachers to participate in one time. Teachers can not participate in this partnership in an 

ongoing manner. Once they have participated, they can’t again. I think that partnerships 

like this that add so much meaning to a teacher and their relationships with families 

should happen yearly. Teachers also should be compensated yearly for putting in the 

extra time to partner with families. It should not be assumed that teachers will add this to 

their already strained workloads.  
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During a conversation with my DCPS principal in late July of 2021, I spoke with 

him about my research, particularly Analytic Category 4 and building relationships with 

families. What I recommended to him for our grades K-1 teachers was to have some type 

of opportunity before school began to connect with families and begin to build these 

relationships. He also agreed that this would be paramount for beginning our school year 

in a positive way. We decided to use Zoom to connect with every family before school 

began. Although the time teachers spent connecting with children and their families via 

zoom was not scheduled during the preservice days (which I continue to believe would 

have been better), we all were paid for our time outside of our normal contract hours. It 

was a great opportunity to connect with students before meeting them in-person for the 

beginning of the 2021-2022 school year.  

Conclusions and Actionable Recommendations 

This constructivist grounded theory study was timely given the emergence of the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the necessity of examining in real time how the pandemic 

affected classrooms in the United States. The experiences described in Chapter 4 show 

that Washington, DC, the setting of the study, was one example of the many ways 

COVID-10 affected children and families throughout our country. It would be interesting 

to understand different perspectives from teachers globally about how the pandemic 

affected them and their students.  

The conclusions and actionable recommendations follow logically from the 

findings and interpretations of this study. Table 2 summarizes how the material in 

Chapter 3 supports the conclusions and recommendations presented below. 
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Conclusion 1: Longitudinal COVID-19 Studies  

As was mentioned in the literature review, childhood trauma is common and can 

have an overwhelming effect on a child’s brain development, ability to learn, and 

behavior. The National Institute of Mental Health (2021) defined childhood trauma as the 

“experience of an event by a child that is emotionally painful or distressful, which results 

in long-lasting mental and physical effects” (p. 3). With this being said, specific long-

term research is needed on the social and emotional effects of the COVID-19 pandemic 

on students, especially those with traumatic histories or who are furthest from 

opportunity. In-person trauma-informed practices can provide the relationships and 

experiences with trusted adults needed by children who have experienced trauma. A key 

aspect of conventional trauma-informed instruction, however, is being physically with a 

child and making sure that their physical needs are met by, for example, providing them 

with meals at school or safe places they can go if their feelings overwhelm them. The 

pandemic prevented any such trauma-informed instruction because it physically 

separated teachers and students. 

One way I tried to mediate the lack of physical space was through creation of 

afternoon online social play groups. Each afternoon, 1 hr was dedicated solely to students 

coming online and playing together. There was a different theme each day. For example, 

Monday may be Legos; Tuesday, dress up; Thursday, watercolors; and Friday, joke club. 

Each day, students can come together based on their interests and spend some time with 

teachers building community and talking about their challenges in a safe space. 
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Table 2 

Consistency Between Findings, Interpretations, and Conclusions 

Finding Interpretation Conclusion 
Participants and their parents 

overwhelmingly agreed that the 
virtual setting had negative 
social and emotional effects on 
their children’s learning 
experience—particularly in 
literacy. 

The importance of 
explicit phonics 
instruction and 
examples during 
COVID-19 virtual 
learning 

Specific long-term research is 
needed on the social and 
emotional effects of 
COVID-19 on students, 
particularly students with 
history of trauma or 
furthest from opportunity. 

Parents felt stretched thin by their 
many responsibilities in addition 
to managing their children 
learning on a computer (which 
for a kindergartener proved 
virtually impossible to manage 
independently). 

Relationships are 
paramount for any 
student to learn, 
including teacher-
parent relationships. 

Home visits need to be an 
expected part of back-to-
school relationship 
building for teachers and 
families. 

By the end of the school year, 
80% of the participants in this 
study met their kindergarten 
benchmarks on DIBELS 
assessments, indicating that 
despite the virtual setting many 
students were able to learn 
foundational literacy skills. 

The importance of 
explicit phonics 
instruction 

Longitudinal data are needed 
about students’ phonemic 
awareness and the possible 
effects of teaching 
phonemic awareness while 
wearing masks. 

The social and emotional skills of 
participants in this study needed 
explicit instruction preceding 
the continuation of literacy 
instruction once half of students 
returned to the classroom in 
February 2021 and the other 
half returned in May 2021. 

Trauma-informed 
instruction in a 
virtual environment 

Trauma-informed instruction 
and professional 
development surrounding 
this topic will need to be a 
part of every teacher’s 
yearly routine. 

Literacy instruction was different 
virtually, in a hybrid setting, and 
in person after COVID-19 
restrictions were lifted, from the 
perspective of the teacher. 

 More research is needed 
about the school year 
2020–2021 and how it has 
affected incoming children 
and their development. 

Note. See Bloomberg and Volpe (2019) for a description of the technique used to 

construct this table. DIBELS = Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills. 
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Another way I tried to mediate the lack of physical space was by ensuring 

students continued to participate in responsive classroom practices. My students and I 

met every morning virtually for a morning meeting, and if any important issues came up, 

we came together and had class meetings. We also continued to celebrate a student of the 

week every Friday and even though classes were virtual, students visited one another 

while practicing social distancing to pass the special class stuffed animal on to the next 

student of the week. They also passed on a special notebook in which they pasted pictures 

of themselves and the creative adventures they went on with the stuffed animal. As 

chaotic as virtual learning was at times, we intentionally created virtual spaces so that 

students could feel seen and heard just as they would have done if they were learning in 

person with their peers. 

What I did find to be out of control was what went on behind the scenes in every 

participant’s living space. I found children left home alone, hungry, fighting with 

siblings, or struggling to access virtual lessons due to issues with technology. The impact 

of my inability to mediate and help in these situations could last a long time. When 

students returned to in-person instruction in February 2021, they lacked self-regulation 

and were less independent than they should have been at that point in the school year. 

The meaning of this phenomenon for long-term student development deserves further 

study. 

Conclusion 2: Yearly Home Visits  

Home visits should be an expected part of back-to-school relationship building for 

teachers and families. I reached this conclusion based on the findings in combination with 

the knowledge that relationships founded on trust persevere even through the toughest 
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circumstances. If teachers have 2–3 days at the beginning of each school year for home 

visits, I believe they will find it much easier to build relationships with the families of 

their students. 

Families need not necessarily host home visits in their homes. A visit can occur at 

a local Starbucks, a park, or anywhere a family feels comfortable meeting. The premise 

of home visits is that they allow teachers to informally meet students and their caregivers 

and talk about students outside the formal school setting. Teachers can observe and learn 

so much about their students when those students are comfortable. A teacher can learn 

about a student’s interests organically and talk to the student’s parents in an environment 

where student and parents feel comfortable. Furthermore, meeting caregivers and 

students during home visits that coincide with the first days of school allows a teacher to 

directly disseminate important papers and information to parents. Teachers often struggle 

at the beginning of the school year to communicate with parents because there is so much 

going on and so many new things for children to learn. Communicating directly with 

caregivers would help mitigate this problem. 

Teachers do not need to plan home visits from scratch. Organizations such as the 

Flamboyan Foundation have emerged to facilitate home visits: 

Families are able to share their hopes and goals for their child’s education. 

Educators have the opportunity to help families understand how to best support 

their student’s learning at home. And students are surrounded by the support they 

need to excel socially, emotionally, and academically for the long term. Students 

do better when families and educators work together as equal partners. For 

students most impacted by inequity, this equal partnership—what we call 
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effective family engagement—often doesn’t happen well or at all. We are 

working to strengthen family engagement in schools through our school 

partnerships and leadership development programs. … The centerpiece of our DC 

school partnerships work is our Family Engagement Partnership, a multi-year 

partnership with public schools across DC to support building a culture of 

effective family engagement within the school. By partnering with and supporting 

schools along their journey toward making effective family engagement a living, 

breathing part of the school environment, trusting relationships between educators 

and families are built. As family engagement practices are fully integrated and 

self-sustained within each partner school, student success increases. To support 

these efforts, Flamboyan provides funding, training, coaching, and tools, while 

schools create a family engagement leadership team to support the practice of 

effective family engagement within the school. (Flamboyan Foundation, 2018, 

p. 1) 

Numerous benefits would flow from teachers completely rethinking the way they 

engage with children and their caregivers, acknowledging the power of trusting 

relationships, valuing the role of school as a loving community for all children, meeting 

students and their families, and hearing parents describe their struggles and concerns for 

the upcoming school year instead of waiting for behaviors or inorganic interactions to 

force teachers and parents to talk. Home visits should be best practice for all educators. 

Teachers should not be asked to make home visits outside what they already do. Meeting 

students and students’ caregivers in their own homes or in local safe places should be the 

first student interactions every teacher has at the beginning of each school year. This 
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conclusion is a call to action for educators and those who administer their schools and 

districts. 

Conclusion 3: Longitudinal COVID-19 Studies on Phonemic Awareness 

Longitudinal data are needed regarding students’ phonemic awareness and the 

possible effects of wearing masks on teaching phonemic awareness. The standardized 

testing data clearly indicated that the pandemic affected students’ phonemic awareness; 

data collected over a longer period would aid reading teachers everywhere by 

characterizing the impact of virtual learning on the teaching of phonemic awareness and, 

in turn, reading. 

Although the standardized test data used were quantitative in nature, and this 

study was qualitative, the quantitative data contributed to a powerful story about literacy 

during virtual learning and in-person learning when teachers had to wear masks. Even the 

most academically gifted participants left kindergarten struggling with phonemic 

awareness. Students struggled with phonemic skills such as isolating final sounds, 

isolating middle sounds, blending phonemes, adding additional phonemes, deleting initial 

phonemes, and substituting initial phonemes. These skills, although explicitly taught 

using the Heggerty curriculum, were nearly impossible to teach while wearing a mask. 

The long-term effects of this learning loss deserve further investigation. 

Conclusion 4: Professional Development  

Trauma-informed instruction and professional development relating to trauma 

need to be a part of every teacher’s annual routine of preparing for the school year. I 

recommend the addition of a day to the start of every teacher’s school year focused on 

building these very valuable skills. I suggest teachers receive this training in person so 
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that they can connect and build relationships with other teachers in their districts. These 

friendships could prove invaluable throughout the school year when a teacher implements 

trauma-informed practices and needs to reflect with another teacher familiar with their 

district. I know that schools can differ dramatically within districts in terms of the 

students served; but having a district in common is important for teachers professionally. 

Professional development should come from educators in the field—possibly other 

teachers in the district—who have lived the experience of providing trauma-informed 

instruction in the environment of the teachers undergoing development. 

I give the above recommendation with caution. Alex Venet (2021), a current 

researcher in the field of equity-centered trauma informed education warns that teachers 

already experience “initiative fatigue” (139). She states that adding one more initiative 

for a teacher to participate in could potentially cause more harm than good. While rolling 

out trauma informed professional development, it would be important for districts and 

policy developers to keep this in mind. Trauma informed practices should not be just 

another added initiative but rather best practices for teachers. Another suggestion Alex 

Venet (2021) gives and that I also think is important information for moving forward 

with teacher preparation in trauma informed practices is making sure that principals and 

school leaders are grounded in theory and are able to model these practices for their 

teachers.  

Limitations of Grounded Theory  

Within the bounds of grounded theory the following are some of the limitations I 

found during the completion of this dissertation:  
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Moving from modality to modality during the 2020-2021 school year. During this 

school year teachers moved from teaching virtually, teaching in a hybrid setting, to being 

completely in person all during the course of a 1 year period of time. This provided for 

the research to feel completely out of control at times. Just when I would focus on 

something I was looking to ask about virtual teaching, our model changed to a hybrid 

setting, so I would have to adjust the aims of my study to match this modality. It was hard 

to keep up with the everchanging schedules, attendance of students, and lesson planning.  

The balance between being a researcher and teacher. Although grounded theory 

does allow for the interchangeability of being a researcher and teacher, I found this to be 

a limitation of this study. I think this is very much so apparent in the different written 

parts of this dissertation. During the summer months, when I was able to solely wear the 

hat of being a researcher, my writing reflected the dedication I was able to have to honing 

in on the craft of being a writer and researcher. During the parts of the school year when I 

was much busier than normal managing being a virtual teacher, hybrid teacher, and then 

in-person teacher, you can visibly see in my teacher notes and writing that it was much 

more challenging for me to focus on being a researcher and disconnecting from being a 

teacher. The two are so closely related that it’s hard to separate when you’re in the thick 

of it. I especially felt this during the 2020-2021 school year.  

Grounded Theory is Laborious. Grounded theory in itself is a laborious 

methodology to use. From massive amounths of teacher notes, recorded lessons, and 

surveys, to coding and analyzing data-It requires a constant dance with data being 

collected, then analyzed, and then revisited, which proved to be very challenging to 
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manage. Again, I think this limitation is connected to my inability at times to separate 

myself from being a teacher and then being a researcher.  

Concluding Remarks  

In conclusion, one thing I always tell my kindergarteners is “try your best”. For 

many little ones this always proves to be difficult as the immediate reaction to failure or 

making mistakes is to simply give up. I think this dissertation is a good testament to me 

taking my own advice of trying my best. Although at times with all the challenges that 

teaching through COVID-19 caused, there was so much to learn about what children 

were experiencing during this time. Grounded theory allowed me to intersect my own 

interests in early childhood foundational literacy to intersect with the topics of trauma 

informed practices and building relationships with families, which I never would have 

predicted would have happened. Grounded theory was truly a fascinating lens to view the 

pandemic through and I’m appreciative for the productive struggle that came from the 

time spent working with it. I look forward to working with children in literacy in the 

years to come in my career.  
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APPENDIX A: SURVEY QUESTIONS 

Questions were sent out to families via Google Forms in April 2021. The 

questions were originally intended for delivery during interviews; however, due to the 

time constraints on the study, a survey was the most appropriate means of gathering data. 

The questions were as follows: 

1. How is distance learning going for you (student)? 

2. How is distance learning going for your family? 

3. DCPS refers to this time of distance learning as a “shared traumatic 

experience.” Do you agree? 

4. If you do see this time as a traumatic time, what are some of the ways this 

trauma could be manifesting itself in your child? 

5. Do you see any behavioral differences in your child? 

6. What academic changes do you see through distance learning? 

  



 

90 

APPENDIX B: WRITTEN CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN STUDY 

 
 

 
Hello Black Jaguar Families! 
 
As many of you know I double by night as a PhD student (officially candidate) 
and I have some exciting news to share! I’ve passed my comprehensive exams, 
defended my dissertation proposal to faculty members at my academic institution, 
and am about to begin formally researching and writing my dissertation. The 
working title of my research is: 
 
A CONSTRUCTIVIST GROUNDED THEORY APPROACH TO 
UNDERSTANDING TEACHING KINDERGARTENERS HOW TO READ 
DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 
 (left in bold and upper case letters for dramatic effect) 
 
It has been really hard being a kindergarten teacher the past few months and I 
know from some of the conversations we’ve shared during this time parenting a 
kindergartener is 100 times harder than it used to be. The world has changed at a 
rapid pace and so has teaching. My research hopes to add to the conversation 
surrounding what reading instruction looks like virtually, specifically in 
kindergarten. 
 
During this research I will be taking analytic notes about literacy lessons during 
small group time, full class lessons, or 1:1 time. I also will be adding a few 
questions to ask you during parent-teacher conferences about what this time has 
meant for your families and teaching your children how to read at home. At the 
end of the year, I will ask you to reflect on these same questions with me and I 
will use your responses anonymously to help tell our story. In my research I will 
refer to these as informal interviews, however, they are already on our schedule, 
so I thought I’d make the most of our time together. Lastly, I will be documenting 
observations during different literacy lessons by taking video recordings. I will 
alert you prior to these lessons so that you know exactly when they are happening 
and what I am looking for. 
 
Maintaining the privacy of our classroom and your children is of the utmost 
importance to me during this time. Know I will not use any children’s names in 
this research and the only person that will be looking at the videos taken is myself 
to reflect on how Covid-19 has impacted our literacy learning environment. 
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Participation in this research is voluntary. There are no risks with participating 
and your children will not miss out on anything should you decide to not 
participate. 
 
Due to the nature of this project being purely virtual, I am sending you this 
document via regular email. If you could confirm you’ve read this by responding 
directly to this email, I’d be greatly appreciative. You may also chose to sign the 
bottom of this form and return it if you are able. If for some reason you do not 
want to participate, please let me know that as well. If I do not hear back from 
you, I will assume that you are okay with me collecting the data in the ways I 
mentioned above. 
 
If there is anything about the study or your participation that is unclear or that you 
do not understand or if you have questions or wish to report a research-related 
problem, you may contact my dissertation chair, Dr. Adam Clark. Adam can be 
reached at ClarkA@stjohns.edu. 
 
For questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact the 
University’s Institutional Review Board, St. John’s University, Dr. Raymond 
DiGiuseppe, Chair digiuser@stjohns.edu 718-990-1955 or Marie Nitopi, IRB 
Coordinator, nitopim@stjohns.edu 718-990-1440. 

 
 
Yes, I agree to participate in the study described above. 

   

   

Subject's Signature  Date 
 
 

  

mailto:ClarkA@stjohns.edu
mailto:digiuser@stjohns.edu
mailto:nitopim@stjohns.edu
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APPENDIX C: DIBELS LETTER NAMING FLUENCY EXAMPLE 

 

Note. From Name of the Page, by X. X. Author, YYYY, Site Name 

(http://mrshillardfirstgrade.weebly.com/reading-3d-assessment.html). Copyright YYYY 

by Copyright Holder. Reprinted with permission. 

  

http://mrshillardfirstgrade.weebly.com/reading-3d-assessment.html
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APPENDIX D: DIBELS END OF THE YEAR DATA (BY INDIVIDUAL 

SECTION) 
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APPENDIX E: DIBELS MIDDLE OF THE YEAR PHONEMIC AWARENESS 

DATA (CLASS SUMMARY) 
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APPENDIX F: DIBELS END OF THE YEAR DATA (CLASS SUMMARY) 
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