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ABSTRACT 

EDUCATORS’ PERCEPTIONS AND EXPERIENCES OF TEACHERS ON 

SAFETY GUIDELINES AND PROTOCOL ADHERENCE FOR IN-PERSON 

TEACHING DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

Maria Paros 

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has had a devastating and 

long-lasting effect on most of the world. In an attempt to slow the spread of the virus, 

public health authorities instituted guidelines for schools regarding social distancing, 

mask wearing, and quarantining, and the U.S. educational system was forced to adjust. 

This phenomenological study examines, from the perception and experiences of primary 

school teachers, how teachers returned to in-person education while adhering to CDC 

guidelines and regulations during the COVID-19 pandemic. Fifteen experienced primary 

teachers in three public school districts across Long Island, New York were involved in 

the study and participated in interviews and focus groups. This study contributes to the 

literature on the effects on education during COVID-19 pandemic by providing 

additional insight into how educators adhered to and followed the safety protocols for 

students and themselves while teaching in person during the pandemic. Implications from 

this study offer lessons for teachers, leaders, and policymakers on communication 

strategies, the importance of being prepared for future situations requiring immediate 

change, and lessons on future guidelines and regulations to meet the needs of this 

younger student population.
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has made a lasting and 

devastating impact on everyone around the world (Kurtz, 2020). According to the Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), on February 11, 2020 the World Health 

Organization (WHO) officially gave the virus a name: COVID 19. Exactly one month 

later, on March 11, 2020, the WHO declared the virus a pandemic since the virus had 

affected numerous countries around the world (Wake, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic 

quickly spread to every part of the world and resulted in an increased global morbidity 

rate, specifically among the elderly and those with underlying preconditions (Wake, 

2020).  Data from the CDC show that on March 30, 2020 the total number of people who 

extracted the virus in the United States alone was 163,139 with a total death count at 

2,866. One year later on March 30, 2021, the total number of cases in the United States 

had drastically increased to 30,147,895 and reported a total of 547,296 deaths. The last 

known disease that has caused such an extreme global effect dates back to the 1918 

Spanish Flu (Omary et al., 2020).   

The everyday lives of people have been drastically changed since the outbreak of 

this virus, regardless of a person’s socioeconomic status, race, and geographic location; 

the virus knew no limits (Viner et al., 2020). Due to the rapid spread of COVID-19, 

mandatory quarantine caused workplaces to shut down, non-essential stores to close their 

doors, and schools to close indefinitely (Wake, 2020). In addition to quarantining, the 

CDC suggested people wear a mask, maintain six feet distance from others, and avoid 

crowded areas in order to stop the spread of the virus (Viner et al., 2020). Living in fear, 
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people have had to adjust their daily lives in order to adjust to the ever-changing 

regulations and rules provided by government officials and scientists (Omary et al., 

2020).  

One of the major community changes to have come out of this pandemic was in 

regard to the school systems. Mirahmadizadeh et al. (2020) highlight that regardless of 

involvement--as teachers, school staff members, students, parents, or community 

members--the impact of the sudden act of closing schools in order to quickly slow down 

the spread of the virus will ultimately have a long term affect on the mental health of 

teachers and student academic achievement. Due to the rapid changes occurring, school 

administrators and educators were forced to create creative ways to connect to the 

students and parents of the district in a meaningful and productive way, while still 

meeting state curriculum standards (Anderson, 2020). Teachers and leaders relied on 

technology in order to reach out to their students to finish off the 2019-2020 school year 

with some community and academic feel. Anderson (2020) goes on to further mention 

that many middle to low-income families experienced difficulty during the shut down due 

to the lack of technology resources as well as difficulty in guiding their children through 

their academic tasks. Furthermore, the pandemic has also made people aware of not only 

the lack of devices but also the lack of appropriate Internet access required to attend class 

and submit assignments in a timely manner.  

Although the discrepancies in adequate device and at-home support might be 

obvious, Kinsey (2020) also highlights other needs that many do not consider in the 

discussion for students to return to in-person learning. One example is the need for school 

leadership to find a solution to providing free and reduced lunch to the students who 
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depend on those meals on a daily basis. Kinsey (2020) further states that households 

started experiencing job insecurity related to COVID-19, which made the need for 

accessible school meals even more imperative for school aged students. Viner et al. 

(2021) state that school closures impact a child’s “physical activity and range of impacts 

on mental health and well-being due to social isolation, reduced social isolation, reduced 

social support, increase exposure to violence at home…and exclusion of the most 

vulnerable students from social safety nets operating through schools” (p.111).  

The lockdown portion of the pandemic has shown everyone the important role 

that schools play in a community and in a child’s life (Anderson, 2020). The need to open 

schools became essential for not only the community but also for the students who attend 

them (Viner et al., 2020). According to a study that Mirahmadizadeh et al. (2020) 

conducted, it was found that students were not only eager to go back to school for more 

structured days but also eager for the in-person socialization that they experience with 

their peers and teachers. With students wanting to come back to school, as well as 

emerging studies about the importance of schools reopening in the post lockdown 

pandemic, it was imperative for school leaders to implement a new way of reaching and 

teaching students with technology, while still providing the same educational 

opportunities and resources to all students regardless of socioeconomic backgrounds 

(Anderson, 2020).  

In 2020, prior to school openings across the nation, thousands of school districts 

came forward stating that they will not be opening their doors for in-person learning but 

instead will continue full time virtual learning. Although many districts were rejecting the 
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traditional way of teaching for the upcoming school year, 61 percent of districts were still 

in favor of in-person teaching as well as implementing a hybrid model (Gewertz, 2020). 

When in a global pandemic, the first thing that needs to be considered before 

reopening a school to in-person instruction is the health and safety of the children and 

staff entering it. Viner et al. (2020) have researched multiple studies that have shown that 

it is not a big risk to open up schools since the transmission rate through children is 

minimal and the mortality rate of children who extracted this virus is marginal. With this 

news from scientists and researchers, and the contrasting studies of the negative effect 

school closures have had on students, the next steps are to make sure that staff and 

students are protected when reopening schools (Viner et al., 2020).  

The Department of Education (DOE) in New York City (2020) created and posted 

a reopening plan on their website in the summer of 2020 titled for families and students 

to be aware of what to expect for the upcoming school year. According to the plan, in 

order to maintain health and safety measures, districts would be separated into a hybrid, 

cohort model of learning in which students would be in person for a certain number of 

days and virtual for the  other days. The main goal of this plan was to create smaller class 

sizes for social distancing. It also stated that families have the ability to choose not to 

send their children to school, which would require students to continue full-time virtual 

instruction with the ability to return to the hybrid cohort model of learning during a given 

time period. While in-person, students must wear a mask, maintain a six-feet social 

distance at all times. Furthermore, constant cleaning and disinfecting of contaminated 

surfaces, and washing hands must take place whenever necessary.  
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Similar to the Department of Education in New York City, other areas of New 

York, including the Long Island school districts, were planning their return to the new 

school year. The governor of New York during the time of the initial pandemic outbreak, 

Governor Andrew Cuomo, allowed for school districts across the state to open up but 

only with strict guidance from the New York State Department of Health. Similar to the 

city, the New York State Department of Health required school districts on Long Island 

returning to in-person learning to have a mask mandate, g, enforce social distancing, 

complete daily temperature/health screenings, and clean and disinfect all in-use surfaces. 

With the school systems in New York, and nationally, entering a post lockdown 

pandemic, school districts preparing for upcoming school years are now in a position to 

not only implement the new health and safety guidelines and protocols but also to keep 

up to date on the constant changes that are evolving with these safety guidelines (Najarro, 

2021). Teachers are now faced with not only teaching the curriculum and supporting 

students and families, but also adjusting to the changing protocols (Will, 2021). Will 

(2021) further goes on to state that this added pressure has caused teachers to experience 

burnout much faster than in years past, with some teachers even resigning or retiring 

earlier than expected.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the phenomenological study was to explore the perception and 

experiences of teachers supporting in-person education while adhering to CDC guidelines 

and regulations during the COVID-19 pandemic. The COVID-19 pandemic had changed 

the daily life of every person in the world, school districts included. Schools were 

required to follow the health and safety regulations put out by the state as well as the 
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CDC guidelines. The CDC guidelines were the main source for school staff to maintain 

updated classroom safety and health procedures and protocols.  

Aside from the CDC’s three main requirements of wearing a mask, social 

distancing, and avoiding crowds, schools also require students to wash their hands 

throughout the school day in order to mitigate the spread of the virus throughout the 

school day. Additionally, schools are made to monitor and report infections among 

students and teachers to the state in order to track the effectiveness of maintaining the 

health and safety of the school community during in-person learning (Viner et al., 2020). 

The CDC website had resources and tools to use when returning back into the school 

environment. Resources included printable posters to put around the school, as well as 

cleaning and disinfecting checklists.  

With the stress of trying to figure out how to teach primary school-aged students 

during a typical school year, questions naturally arose in regard to this new and unique 

school year. By understanding the physical and emotional experiences of teachers who 

not only taught but also adapted to emerging and frequently changing CDC guidelines, 

administrators and policymakers can mediate future issues that might occur in the event 

of additional school closings, transitions to virtual learning, and other unforeseen 

circumstances. Additionally, the goal of better understanding the experiences of teachers 

will also give insight into how students process and deal with being in school during a 

pandemic.  

Theoretical Framework  

The two theoretical frameworks that will frame this study are Edgar H. Schein’s 

culture theory (2004) and Kurt Lewin’s change theory (1940). 
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Culture Theory  

Schein (2004) defines culture as “both dynamic phenomenon that surround us at all 

times, being constantly enacted and created by our interactions with others and shaped by 

leadership behavior, and a set of structures, routines, rules, and norms that guide and 

constrain behavior” (p. 1). To further explain the theory, Schein (2004) organizes culture 

into three separate levels: artifacts, espoused beliefs and values, and underlying 

assumptions.  

This theory is an important part of the current study since it allows for a better 

understanding of why school districts made the decisions they did when faced with the 

current COVID-19 global pandemic. Furthermore, it allows for a better understanding of 

how those decisions affected the culture of the district as a whole.  

 

Figure 1  

Three Levels of Culture (Schein) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. The figure describes the levels of culture within an organization. 
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Change Theory   

 Lewin (1940) explained that change is possible within an organization but it needs 

to be done in a meaningful and calculated way in order to be successful. To better 

understand his Change Management Model, Lewin (1940) created three stages: unfreeze, 

change, and refreeze.  

 This theory is an essential part of the current study since change has been 

essential in being able to survive the COVID 19 pandemic. Being able to change the 

previous way of thought about  how to run a school district is important in relation to the 

current CDC regulations and guidelines that are managing many important health and 

safety decisions. 

Figure 2 

Change Theory (Lewin) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. The figure describes effective ways to implement change in a leadership position. 

Significance of the Study  

The significance of this study was to give further insight into how educators 

adhered to and followed the safety protocols for students and themselves while teaching 
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in person during a pandemic. Teaching during a pandemic was something that no one has 

ever done before since the Spanish Flu in 1918 (Omary et al., 2020). Recent studies have 

shown that with the additional responsibilities and stress put upon educators, teacher 

burnout has recently reached a new high (Will, 2021). Due to this rise in stress, research 

and discussion has shifted to focus more on self-care strategies for staff (Heubeck, 2021). 

Although studies have been conducted on the additional stress teachers are under, as well 

as strategies to combat the new stress, this specific study focused on the responses of 

schools and the experiences of teachers during that response period. Gaining insight into 

this will allow for smoother transitions to change in future years when change is 

necessary. Furthermore, knowing what the teachers are going through will reflect on how 

the students are doing through the pandemic while in school.   

 This study provided an understanding of what teachers are going through while 

teaching students in person with the CDC guidelines front and center. The data gathered 

through the study suggests areas for improvement within primary school buildings in 

order to better support teachers throughout a challenging year of change and evolving 

teaching expectations and responsibilities. Stakeholders--administrators, parents, 

teachers, and community leaders--will benefit from a different perspective on the 

importance of supporting teachers so that they can better support their students. 

Research Questions  

1. What are teachers’ perceptions and experiences with in-person teaching during the 

COVID-19 pandemic? 
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2. How do teachers understand and implement federal and district-specific guidelines, 

CDC guidelines, and safety protocols within their classroom environment throughout 

the post lockdown period? 

3. How have teachers responded to the shifting CDC guidelines for daily classroom 

routines and safety protocols throughout the COVID-19 pandemic? 

Definition of Key Terminology 

CDC Regulations/Guidelines- The Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has 

put specific regulations and guidelines in place which schools must adhere to in order to 

put the health and safety of staff and students first while teaching in person. These 

regulations and guidelines can be found on the CDC website. Frequent visits to the 

website are necessary in order to stay informed about   changing information related to 

COVID-19. . 

COVID 19- According to the CDC, Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) was first 

identified in December 2019. COVID-19 is a new virus that scientists and doctors are 

learning about as it develops. . It causes mild to severe symptoms in people and in some 

cases even death. This virus, which originated in Wuhan, China, has now spread 

throughout the entire world, affecting everyday lives.   

In-Person Teaching- For the purpose of this study, in-person teaching is defined as 

teaching that takes place with students in a physical classroom. Intertwined with the 

process of in-person teaching is the simultaneous implementation of health and safety 

regulations and guidelines from scientists, healthcare specialists, and government 

officials.  
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Pandemic- An epidemic is when a disease spreads more than what is expected. This 

becomes a pandemic when an epidemic is recorded in multiple countries (Jones & Nahal, 

2020). 

Primary School- For the purpose of this study, primary school refers to public school 

students who are in Kindergarten through 2nd grade.  
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CHAPTER 2 

Introduction 

The purpose of the phenomenological study is to examine the perception and 

experiences of teachers supporting in-person education while adhering to CDC guidelines 

and regulations during the COVID-19 pandemic. This chapter first focuses on the 

theoretical framework that supports this study. There are two frameworks that are used as 

a guide for this study: culture (Schein, 2017) and change (Lewin, 1940). These two 

frameworks will allow for a better understanding of how the culture of a school building 

is affected due to the extreme change that is occurring. An explanation of how these 

frameworks work in the present student will also be discussed in this section.  

 After exploring the two frameworks, the key points on the background of the 

COVID-19 virus as well as its effect on the primary school environment are explored. In 

order to understand the effect that COVID-19 has had on primary school teachers, it is 

important to understand the origins of the virus as well as the impact of changes in 

primary schools. 

 Lastly, the literature review explores teaching experiences and perceptions prior 

to CDC guidelines, protocols, and restrictions. The main points that will be focused on in 

this study are the following: safe and clean classroom environment, student engagement, 

primary student use of classroom, and the importance of socialization skills. Primary 

school teachers, prior to the restrictions of COVID-19, had different expectations and 

focuses during the school day. The studies that will be explored in this section will 

provide further evidence on how important skills that are typically learned during primary 

school years are now affected due to the CDC guidelines and protocols.  
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Theoretical Frameworks 

The two theoretical frameworks that will frame this study are Edgar H. Schein’s 

culture theory (2004) and Kurt Lewin’s change theory (1940). 

Schein’s Culture Framework 

Schein (2004) organized his cultural framework into three separate levels: artifacts, 

espoused beliefs and values, and underlying assumptions.  

The artifacts of a culture are the objects and beliefs that organizations have readily 

available for everyone to see and know but sometimes may be difficult to understand 

completely for those who are not a part of that culture for an extended period of time 

(Shein, 2004). Such artifacts include, but are not limited to, the physical building and 

upkeep of an institution, the use of technology, the messages the organization conveys to 

the public, and the hearsay by the public. Within a school district, artifacts would include 

the mission statement, the chain of commands within leadership, student work displayed 

within a building, the upkeep of school grounds and office buildings, the cleanliness 

inside a building, and comments made from the staff and parents.  

Espoused beliefs and values are an integral part of an organization's culture, as they 

include the thought processes and responses to situations that arise from the people who 

form and operate within the organization. By looking at artifacts, one could assume what 

the espoused beliefs and values are within an organization due to the decisions that were 

made. However, it is not always the case that artifacts align with the espoused beliefs and 

values of the organization as a whole. This inconsistency occurs when institutions have 

aspirations but are unable to fully fulfill them due to a lack of leadership or knowledge. 

Within a school district, an espoused belief and value could be a district’s response to an 
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issue that arises, how effectively a district follows its mission statement, and how it 

adheres to public promises it makes to the community or to a group of people. 

Some espoused beliefs and values have been used to solve situations that arise in an 

organization and ultimately turn into the next level of culture, basic underlying 

assumptions. The basic underlying assumptions are the core of an organization’s culture. 

It is something that long-term employees know all about, and new employees will come 

to understand after a period of time working in the organization. Basic underlying 

assumptions are so ingrained into an organization’s culture that it is hard, sometimes 

impossible, to change or alter them. Within a school district, a basic underlying 

assumption would typically come from a strong and effective administrator. A basic 

underlying assumption could be putting students’ safety and well being first, as well as 

having input from stakeholders before making a decision.  

 In the current study, the culture of the primary school building is important in 

understanding the transition into in-person learning during a global pandemic. If the 

culture of a building is not positive and receptive to change, then the process of teaching 

in person, with the added pressures of the CDC guidelines and regulations, will not be a 

successful process. To further identify if a school will be effective in teaching in person 

with the added CDC guidelines and regulations, one can look at the three levels of culture 

that Schein outlined to predict how effective the return to in-person teaching will be amid 

a global pandemic. Furthermore, the culture of a building could affect a teacher’s 

perception of all the changes that are happening at such a rapid pace.  
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Lewin’s Change Model  

Lewin (1940) explained that change is possible within an organization but it needs to 

be done in a meaningful and calculated way in order to be successful. To better 

understand his Change Management Model, Lewin (1940) created three stages: unfreeze, 

change, and refreeze.  

The first stage, unfreeze, is the process that needs to occur before change can even be 

thought about. In this stage, organizational leaders need to be able to explain to 

stakeholders the need for change, the “why.” Without this step, leaders will find it hard to 

establish buy-in from stakeholders and will ultimately find resistance to the change that is 

needed to better the organization. It is important to have a plan in place that  also 

reassures stakeholders that their voice matters within the process. Within a school district, 

an example of this would be for building leaders to explain to staff the importance of 

changing something as simple as the dismissal process that has become status quo 

throughout the years.  

Once leaders are able to articulate the importance of change within the organization, 

the next step would be to develop a plan that allows collaboration between all those who 

are involved in the change. The most important part of this stage is to make sure the 

leadership allows for time and constant communication to ensure that the change will be 

effective. It is also important to keep in mind that not everyone in the organization will be 

on board with the change that is occurring. If this is the case, it is essential to try and 

involve those people in the change in order for effective communication and 

collaboration to occur. Within a school district, a leader would create committees and 

meetings and invite those who will be affected by the change.  
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The last step in the model is Freeze. In this final stage, once the leadership sees that 

the changes are in place and going smoothly, the change will become part of the 

institution’s routine. It is up to the leaders to finalize the change by managing the change 

and supporting stakeholders if they are having difficulty with the change. Within a 

district, this may involve a building principal monitoring the new dismissal process and 

being visible during the process throughout the school year in order to intervene if a 

problem arises.  

 In the current study, change is a necessary process that needs to take place in 

order to adjust to the changing CDC guidelines and regulations. Although this change is 

not optional, it is important to understand the process of creating a change that is going to 

affect everyone in a school building. Once the CDC put out the necessary steps and 

protocols that needed to be in place in order for schools to reopen, schools were faced 

with an overwhelming amount of change. . These changes began with building and 

district leaders and continued down to individual teachers and students within the 

classroom. The process of change presented by Lewin is a great way to structure the 

change that took place within every school building post lockdown to better understand 

the changes in schools. 

Background on COVID 19 

The world has witnessed many historical events that have affected the course of 

time, including world wars, pandemics, and epidemics. The most recent impact on the 

world’s history is the current pandemic known as the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-

19).  According to Thakar (2020), “In 2019, the World Health Organization (WHO) 

reported that pneumonia of unknown cause was detected in Wuhan, China on December 
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31, 2019” (p. 2). After its initial emergence in China, the virus spread to other countries 

around the world, such as South Korea, Italy, Iran, Japan, and the United States of 

America and would ultimately spread to every country, affecting millions of people 

(Thakar, 2020). The WHO “declared COVID-19 a public health emergency of 

international concern in late January 2020, and a pandemic in March 2020” (Ayenigbara 

et al., 2020, p.219).   

In an attempt to rapidly slow down the spread of the virus, many countries, and 

states in the United States, were forced to implement a complete lockdown. This type of 

lockdown required people to stay in their homes and not leave except for essential 

workers going to work and for people to shop for essential needs. The lockdown 

ultimately caused schools from kindergarten through 12th grade to close down (Phelps & 

Sperry, 2020), making it “one of the largest disruptions of the education system in 

history” (Sunita, 2020, p. 193). These school closings placed pressure on districts to 

come up with a plan in order to continue to provide virtual academic instruction and 

support for the remainder of the school year. With the last minute attempt to create new 

ways of teaching, there were many flaws that came to light with the plan. Sunita (2020) 

recorded economic and social issues such as “student debt, barriers to digital learning, 

food insecurity, and risk of homelessness” (p. 193).  Furthermore, the mental health of 

students and staff were not taken into consideration and few resources were provided to 

support students and staff as they worked through abrupt academic, emotional, and social 

shifts during the initial stages of remote learning. (Phelps & Sperry, 2020).  

Although state-mandated lockdowns changed the way people lived their daily 

lives and virtual learning presented its own challenges, this change presented 
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advantageous changes to the health and safety of the people worldwide. The virus 

continued to infect people with preexisting health conditions as well as healthy 

individuals at a rapid rate, even with the lockdown in place. As of July 6th, 2020, there 

have been over 11.4 million confirmed cases and over 533,780 deaths due to COVID-19 

(Ayenigbara et al., 2020). Healthcare professionals needed to learn ways to reduce the 

rapidly growing number of positive cases and government officials needed to revise and 

fine-tune lockdown strategies. “Until a vaccine or effective treatment becomes available, 

public behavior and adherence to national and sub-national response strategies will 

continue to be key measures for controlling the virus” (Habbersaat et. al, 2020).   

While waiting for a vaccine to be created, health officials found it beneficial to 

educate the public on the virus and why it spread so quickly. After many studies, experts 

found that COVID-19 is transmitted mainly through “close contact at distance below 

approximately 1-2 meters with infected humans via saliva and liquid products from a 

patient, and through a patient’s sneezes, talks and coughs” (Ayenigbara et al., 2020, p. 

219).  Furthermore, this virus is so contagious that a person can become infected when 

making contact with a contaminated surface and then, without proper hand washing, 

touch his or her mouth, nose, and eyes (Ayenigbara et al., 2020).   

This new knowledge of how the virus spreads from person to person made it even 

more imperative to not only have health professionals educate the public on how the virus 

spreads but also how to prevent the spread in the meantime. Six main meditative 

measures were designed for the prevention and control of COVID-19: “thorough hand 

washing with soap and running water and usage of alcohol hand sanitizer, frequent 

surface cleaning, strict adherence to social distancing, respiratory hygiene, wearing of 
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protective face mask, and testing, self-isolation, quarantine and rigorous contact tracing” 

(Ayenigbara et al., 2020). The CDC put out these measures for the public to strictly 

adhere to as professionals created a vaccine as well as a potential cure. With the fear of 

another wave of a drastic increase in positive cases, these six measures have been the 

basis of peoples’ daily lives since they were created. Similarly, school districts have also 

adopted and adhered to their own set of rules and protocols in order to reopen for the 

upcoming school year. 

Impact of COVID-19 on Primary School Environments 

 According to Sunita (2020), many countries had already re-opened their schools 

and figured out ways to implement a safe learning environment for both students and 

staff before the United States reinstated in-person learning after the lockdown. Parts of 

the six main meditative measures were followed by some countries but not by all.   

Levinson et al. (2020) noted that in the Netherlands, their school doors have been 

opened since April and school administrators have restructured classroom environments 

to ensure class sizes were cut in half. They have also yet to enforce social distancing 

measures or mask wearing for students younger than 12 years of age. The Netherlands 

saw much success with this approach and ultimately “returned to full capacity and full 

day teaching in early June. Though both staff and children who are high-risk or have 

high-risk family members have been exempted from returning to school in person, most 

children and educators have returned and the case rate has thus far remained flat” 

(Levinson et al., 2020, p. 298).  

Similar successful openings in primary school buildings around the world can be 

seen in Finland, Belgium, Austria, Taiwan, Singapore, France, New Zealand, and 
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Denmark (Levinson et al., 2020).  It is worth noting that all of these countries took the 

necessary precautions prior to opening their doors. Some countries, such as Israel, did not 

take necessary precautions such as social distancing and were forced to close schools 

after the number of positive cases continued to increase (Levinson et al., 2020).  

 The United States has a unique vantage point in its ability to see the success of 

some countries' efforts as well as the ineffective measures to protect the student and staff 

population in other countries. Superintendents across the United States are now left to 

decide what to do in regard to the upcoming school year with guidance from state 

officials, the CDC, and healthcare professionals. Rubin (2020) interviewed 

superintendents during the summer of 2020 to see what their approach might be for the 

new school year and received answers of “there are no good options for next year; there 

is no scenario in the fall that doesn’t break your heart” (p. 534).  

While health and safety have to be the priority in the minds of those deciding the 

plan for the school year, it is also important to keep in mind how school is more than just 

a place for student academics. Rubin (2020) explained, “School might be their only stable 

environment, the place where they receive so-called wraparound services such as free 

meals and health care” (Rubin, 2020, p. 534). Without schools, students lose out on many 

developmental milestones in their social, emotional, and academic abilities. Rubin (2020) 

further goes on to state “school closures have made it difficult for schools to identify and 

address important learning deficits as well as child and adolescent physical or sexual 

abuse, substance use, depression, and suicidal ideation” (p.534).  It is apparent that 

schools have become a necessary part of our culture and our way of life. Children need to 

be in school; depending on their home situation, some children need to be in school more 
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than others (Rubin, 2020). “Primary schools are essential- more like grocery stores, 

doctors’ offices, and food manufacturers” (Levinson et al., 2020).  

Ultimately, every district was left to decide which approach works best for its 

population of students and community.  Although there are many approaches to this 

problem, “educationalists have adopted shift systems, physical distancing, and hygienic 

protocols wherever students are being allowed to physically return to school, or 

alternatively, they are adapting remote modalities of education” (Sunita, 2020, p. 193).  

Primary School Classroom Environment  

Best Practices For A Safe And Clean Classroom Environment 

Most primary school-aged children spend at least 30 hours a week within a school 

building (Robinson et al., 2015). Due to the high number of hours that children spend 

within the school building, it is imperative that every measure is taken in order to 

maintain a safe and clean environment (Robinson et al., 2015).  

COVID-19 is not the first airborne infectious disease or health concern that has 

been addressed within the school environment (Azimi et al, 2020). From measles, to 

Ebola virus, to asthma, schools have received directives from the CDC in order to make 

sure that children and staff are safe and healthy within school buildings (Robinson et al., 

2015).  

When Ebola was a concern around the world, the CDC provided guidance and 

protocols for schools to follow if anyone came in close contact with someone who was 

infected (Benjamin, 2014). Similar to the COVID-19 guidelines, the CDC provided the 

following recommendations for schools to prevent the spread of the disease:  
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Encouraging students and staff to stay home and visit a physician if sick, promotion good 

hand hygiene to students and stocking restrooms with soap and paper towel, regularly 

cleaning and dissecting classrooms, sharing messages about infectious disease prevention 

tactics in daily announcements, training staff members to handle food as well as bodily 

fluids and excretions in a safe manner, and encouraging students and staff to get annual 

flu shots. (Benjamin, 2014, p. 4)  

 Although Ebola did not close down schools or make as big of an impact as 

COVID-19, it is important to note the preventative measures that were used in order to 

keep schools safe and healthy. Furthermore, it may be useful to revisit the policies that 

have been in place prior to the Ebola outbreak (Benjamin, 2014).  Benjamin (2014) warns 

readers that school districts need to start “planning ahead, instead of scrambling in a time 

of crisis…it is education’s best chance for preventing and dealing with an outbreak of any 

kind” (p. 5). What Benjamin warned readers of in 2014 is the reality we faced with the 

COVID outbreak just six years later.  

 Currently, the COVID-19 pandemic has altered the primary classroom 

environment with the new health and safety regulations that need to be followed 

according to CDC regulations (Hallas et al., 2020). Cleaning and disinfecting surfaces, 

frequent hand washing, mask-wearing throughout the day, social distancing at least six 

feet, putting up borders, and not using any shared materials is the new reality that schools 

are implementing on a daily basis (Hallas et al., 2020).  

Although previous practices for a safe and clean classroom environment were 

suggested, there has been no follow-through with how these measures are implemented. 

Instead, these measures functioned as honor-system suggestions for staff to follow if in 
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fact there was a need (Benjamin, 2014). In order to be certain that districts were 

following through with the regulations and protocols, school nurses had to take a 

leadership role in assuring that their buildings were running safely and appropriately in 

regard to CDC guidelines and protocols (Hallas et al., 2020).  

Teacher and Student Relationship in Relation to Student Engagement 

There are many ways that have been implemented to measure student engagement 

during structured lessons (Carter et al., 2012). Some methods of measurement include 

teacher-report, observational measures, and student self-report (Carter et al., 2012). 

Regardless of the measurement being used, one factor is consistent: student engagement 

is a well-researched topic due to the positive effect it has on student achievement (Gupta 

et al., 2020). 

One of the most common ways to measure student engagement is to take a deeper 

dive into the teacher and student relationship (Alexander, 2009). Teachers and students 

spend over 1,000 hours together during a typical school year (Sparks, 2019). This 

relationship has been one of the major factors in determining positive student engagement 

(Alexander, 2009). Without a positive relationship between the teacher and student, it is 

more difficult to sustain the attention of a student during a lesson (Roorda et al., 2017). 

Children as young as kindergarten and as old as high school seniors are affected by this 

relationship (Roorda et al., 2017). Trust, compassion, dependency, empathy, and 

transparency are all components that are needed in order to gain and sustain a positive 

teacher and student relationship, which in turn will improve student engagement as well 

as student achievement (Sparks, 2019; Roorda et al., 2017; Birch, 1998;). With the 

known importance of creating a successful teacher-student relationship in order to engage 
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students, it should be one of the top priorities of teachers to create such a positive 

relationship (Birch, 1998). Teachers need to make sure that they make a deep connection 

with their students by showing respect for them and their culture, and making them feel 

valued within the classroom (Sparks, 2019).  

 With such emphasis on making sure teachers virtually connect with students in 

order to maintain student engagement, the challenge that arises is how to go about this 

with the CDC health and safety protocols and regulations. Sparks (2022) looked into the 

effect of the increase of screen time since the lockdown and student behavior within the 

classroom. Screen time in children between ages 8 to 12 has increased from 50 minutes 

per day to 5 hours and 33 minutes per day, not including screen time in the classroom 

(Sparks, 2022). With this dramatic increase, teachers have noted a major shift in student 

behavior within the classroom (Sparks, 2022). This has ultimately affected the teacher 

and student relationship in a negative way. 

Furthermore, transitioning back to in-person learning posed its own problem in 

regard to the teacher and student relationship (Herold, 2022). Herold (2022) noted that 

92% of teachers felt as though their jobs have become more stressful post-lockdown. This 

increase in teacher stress can impact the priority of a teacher to make those essential 

connections with students (Herold, 2022). In a conversation that Herold (2022) had with 

a New Jersey principal, the principal mentioned how hard it was post-lockdown in his 

building since he “watched masked teenagers marching silently in single-file lines down 

the school’s one-way hallways, unsure how to connect with their friends in the somber 

new environment” (p. 13). As student and staff health and safety remain a top priority, 

prior practices start to suffer which causes a snowball effect of issues that were once 
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never an issue (Sparks, 2022). Ultimately, once the teacher and student relationship get 

interrupted, student engagement will also decrease (Sparks, 2022).  

Classroom Structure in Primary School 

A primary classroom is strategically developed and organized by the teacher 

based on child development as well as key socialization opportunities and optimal 

placement for student learning (Shahli et al., 2020). Shahli et al. (2020) developed a 

classroom layout that is divided into five main sections: entrance, learning area, playing 

area, kitchen, and toilet. Shahli et al. (2020) further explained how each of these areas are 

specifically designed to provide “the elements of welcoming, comfortable, safety and 

security to foster engagement of children with the learning environment” (p. 2). The main 

areas in a primary classroom that are going to be focused on for this section of the 

literature review are the classroom rug, flexible seating, and the play area. 

A main focal point of any primary school classroom is the classroom rug. The rug 

provides many developmental occasions for students, one of them being circle time 

(Yifat, 2008). During circle time, which consists of controlled and structured setting, 

children work on appropriate social interactions, cognitive skills, language development, 

and emotional skills (Yifat, 2008). Yifat (2008) stated that circle time could go in many 

directions depending on what the teacher decides to focus during that instructional 

period. Aside from circle time, the classroom rug is where the classroom library can be 

found, which is where countless books are available for children to look through 

(Martinez et al., 1988). Providing children with meaningful texts that they can voluntarily 

select allows for children to increase their literacy skills (Martinez et al., 1988). 

Furthermore, many teachers provide pivotal whole group instruction while children are 
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gathered on the rug (Donaldson, 2020). This practice of teaching while children are on 

the rug allows for students to collaborate with each other as well as maintain their 

attention and engagement (Donaldson, 2020). Overall, the classroom rug has multiple 

purposes but one thing stays the same: it is a place where learning and cultivating takes 

place during the school day. 

Another more recent addition to a primary school classroom is flexible seating 

(Klein, 2020). Klein (2020) described flexible seating as a variety of seat choices that 

students can choose to learn in rather than at a traditional desk. Any seat choice could be 

considered flexible seating: rocking chairs, stability balls, wobbly stools, bean bag chairs, 

and scoop stools. Even having students standing while leaning on an elevated desk or 

laying on the rug constitutes flexible seating (Klein, 2020). Klein (2020) further 

explained that this new trend in flexible seating is based on making “the students feel 

more comfortable, to create more opportunities for them to collaborate with peers, and 

perhaps, to get them more involved in their learning” as well as increasing a sense of 

classroom community which will in turn increase student engagement (p. 3). 

Arguably the most important part for children’s’ development in a primary 

classroom is the play area (Pyle et al., 2014). Through imaginary and cooperative play, 

children develop their language skills through the vocabulary words they use while 

playing, improve their academic skills by implementing what they learned into their play, 

and cultivate their social and emotional skills while working with peers towards a 

common goal (Pyle et al., 2014).  

Although play is an important part of the primary school experience, the 

legislative decision to enact "No Children Left Behind" impacted the role of play in the 
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primary classroom. Much of the playtime that once structured the day transitioned into 

academic instruction that met legislative demands. (Cavanugh et al., 2016). Needless to 

say, the academic success of the students who did not engage in play were lower than 

those who did, the emotional and social skills suffered long term, and students were not 

as engaged in the school experience as those students who had those experiences early in 

their school aged years  (Cavanugh et al., 2016).  

Once schools reopened due to the lockdown, many of these important aspects of a 

primary school classroom had been taken away in order to comply with the CDC health 

and safety protocols and guidance (Schwartz, 2020).  

Importance Of Student Socialization Skill Development 

 Robert Fulghum’s book All I Really Need to Know I Learned In Kindergarten 

examines life lessons that are taught to young children through socialization experiences. 

Fulghum (2003) highlights some of the main lessons that he took with him from 

kindergarten: “share everything, play fair, don’t hit people, put things back where you 

found them, and clean up your own mess” (2). Without the ability to socialize in a 

structured environment appropriately, these life long lessons that Fulghum touches upon, 

during such an impressionable time of someone’s life, cannot be learned (Chen et al., 

2020).  

 Primary school plays a pivotal role in a child’s academic future (Hernández et al., 

2016). Hernández et al., (2016) found that the primary grade level is the first time that a 

child is exposed to routines, rules, procedures, structure, and a new way of viewing the 

world around them, all while surrounded by peers their age. Positive experiences while in 

the primary grades have proven to have a long-lasting effect on students in their future 



 
 

 

 28 

academic careers (Hernández et al., 2016). Furthermore, this age range is a time when 

children can improve their socialization skills and cognitive skills in order to be higher-

level thinking adults who are able to work collaboratively with others (Adıgüzel et al., 

2017).   

Adıgüzel et al., (2017) conducted a study in which they found that primary 

teachers value play and socialization time more than instructional time with students due 

to the major impact play and socialization have on the child's long-term development. It 

is important for teachers to use socialization time with students by modeling appropriate 

behaviors so that children know how to regulate their emotions and thought processes 

(Denham et al., 2017). Additionally, the study showed that schools have an obligation to 

teach and help children learn how to comply with social norms regardless of the setting. 

In his study on the long-lasting importance of socialization at a young age, Lignier (2017) 

argued, “children learn fundamental schemes of division and hierarchy in early 

socialization in families and schools” (Lignier, 2017, p. 575).  

 With studies proving the positive effects of appropriate socialization in primary-

aged children, coupled with teacher agreement, it comes as no surprise that the American 

Academy of Pediatrics has also voiced its stance on child socialization. Hinton (2016) 

investigated Rhode Island’s process of mandating daily school recess for 20 consecutive 

minutes from grades kindergarten through sixth. The law cited the American Academy of 

Pediatrics and detailed how play and socialization are crucial components of a child’s 

development (Hinton, 2016). Hinton (2016) even stated “the law recognizes recess as a 

right for students…and asks teachers to make a good faith effort not to take away recess 

as a form of punishment and allows schools to treat recess as instructional time” (p. 4).   
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Conclusion  

The present study fits with the previous scholarships that have been researched. 

Previous studies have looked into the prior diseases that have affected the classroom 

environment and the measures taken to help ensure a safe and healthy environment for 

students and staff. Additionally, previous studies have examined the importance of 

primary school years for children’s’ development prior to any mandatory guidance and 

regulations that were placed on administrators and teachers by the CDC. This current 

study seeks to fill gaps in the literature through its examination of the COVID-19 virus 

that is currently around the world, the effect of CDC guidelines and regulations on the 

primary school classroom environment, and how teachers are currently altering their set 

routines in order to meet the changing guidelines and regulations mandated by the CDC.  

The success of schools reopening during a pandemic is dependent on how 

effectively administration and staff can follow and maintain the CDC guidance and 

protocols (Hallas et al., 2020). Following the CDC guidance and protocols, alongside 

keeping up with teaching state standards, is something that current teachers have never 

done before. It is important to study this new and current phenomenon in order to better 

plan for any future outbreaks and seek potential improvements that will allow educators 

to better adjust to unexpected changes that may occur in the future. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Introduction 

The current COVID-19 pandemic has changed the dynamics of teaching in a 

primary school classroom (Omary et al., 2020). With new information coming out about 

the COVID-19 virus on a weekly basis, the CDC guidelines are the main source for 

school staff to maintain updated classroom safety and health procedures and protocols. 

The purpose of this phenomenological study is to explore the perception and experiences 

of teachers who support in-person education and simultaneously adhere to CDC 

guidelines and regulations during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Chapter 1 of this study reviewed the background of COVID-19, the effect it had 

on public school districts when the lockdown first occurred, and the importance of 

reopening the schools for in-person learning. The chapter also reviewed the safety 

guidelines and protocols that were implemented by the CDC in order to support a safe 

and successful reopening of in-person learning in schools. This information is important 

for the current study since it gives a coherent analysis of what teaching and the classroom 

environment was like prior to the pandemic. 

Chapter 2 of the study examined the importance of in-person learning in school 

districts prior to the lockdown. Schools, especially primary schools, provide impactful 

and lifelong lessons for children. Studies have shown that skills such as peer 

socialization, observation of classroom procedures, and adherence to basic structured 

schedules are all important for children to learn early on in their lives. The chapter further 

goes into how COVID-19 has impacted the classroom dynamic post-lockdown as well as 

a more in-depth analysis of COVID-19.  
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This current chapter will review the methodological design and procedures of the 

study. More specifically, the following subsections will elaborate further on the 

following:  the setting of the research, participants, data collection procedures, 

trustworthiness of the research design, research ethics, data analysis approach, and the 

researcher's role in this study.   

Methods and Procedures  

Research Questions  

The following three research questions will be examined throughout the study: 

1. What are teachers’ perceptions and experiences with in-person teaching during 

the COVID-19 pandemic? 

2. How do teachers understand and implement federal and district-specific 

guidelines, CDC guidelines, and safety protocols within their classroom 

environment throughout the post lockdown period? 

3. How have teachers responded to the shifting CDC guidelines for daily classroom 

routines and safety protocols throughout the COVID-19 pandemic? 

Setting  

A phenomenological study is a study designed to find a common factor, or 

phenomenon, that is occurring in the experiences of a group of people (Creswell, 2013). 

By doing this, the researcher is able to document teacher experiences in a phenomenon 

(in this study, COVID-19), and explore a deeper meaning of the topic of study. Due to 

the nature of this study, the setting was three primary or elementary public school 

districts across Long Island, New York. The researcher contacted each voluntary 

participant prior to conducting interviews and research.  
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Three suburban public school districts on Long Island were selected and 

interviews were conducted with active teachers in these primary schools.  One of the 

three school districts chosen (District A) was recognized as a National Blue Ribbon 

School of Excellence by the United States Department of Education. The district also had 

a primary school, separate from the elementary school, which had 545 students enrolled 

in the 2019-2020 school year (NYSED Data Site, 2018). The primary school in District A 

is composed of the following student body: 3% Black/African American; 16% 

Hispanic/Latino; 73% White; 5% Asian or Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander; and 

3% Multiracial (NYSED Data Site, 2018). The student population also includes 12% that 

are economically disadvantaged; 15% that are classified as students with disabilities; and 

6% that are classified as English Language Learners (NYSED Data Site, 2018). 

The second of the three school districts (District B) was also recognized as 

National Blue Ribbon School of Excellence by the United States Department of 

Education. Interviewed teachers taught in the elementary school, which began with 

kindergarten and continued through fifth grade. 48% of the buildings included grades at 

the primary level (NYSED Data Site, 2018). There were 227 students enrolled in the 

elementary school during the 2019-2020 school year. The elementary school is composed 

of the following student body: 3% Black/African American; 7% Hispanic/Latino; 89% 

White; 1% Asian or Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander; and 0% Multiracial 

(NYSED Data Site, 2018). The student population also included 15% that are 

economically disadvantaged and 26% that are classified as students with disabilities 

(NYSED Data Site, 2018). 
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The third school district (District C) was a public school district located in the 

suburbs of Long Island, New York. For the purpose of this study, the teachers being 

interviewed teach in an elementary school which means that grades kindergarten through 

fifth grade are taught in the school building; 45% of the building is primary level 

(NYSED Data Site, 2018). There were 304 students enrolled in the elementary school 

during the 2019-2020 school year. The elementary school is composed of the following 

student body: 1% Black/African American; 8% Hispanic/Latino; 88% White; 1% Asian 

or Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander; and 2% Multiracial (NYSED Data Site, 

2018). The student population also includes 7% that are economically disadvantaged and 

14% that are classified as students with disabilities (NYSED Data Site, 2018). 

Participants  

A true phenomenological study has anywhere from 5 to 25 participants who have 

all experienced the phenomenon being studied (Polkinghorne, 1989). For this 

phenomenological study, there were 15 primary public school teachers who took part. 

The 15 teachers were spread out between three public school districts across Long Island, 

New York. Participation in this study was completely voluntary.   

Participants for the current study were selected based on the following criteria: 

currently teaching in a primary grade level, must be teaching within a classroom setting, 

had actively taught prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, and must be currently teaching in a 

public school. In order to develop a more comprehensive data collection, these criteria 

must be met with every participant. It was imperative for the participants to have known 

how teaching in a classroom was prior to the COVID-19 pandemic in order to understand 

the full effect of the recent implementations of CDC regulations. In order to recruit 
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participants, the researcher contacted primary school teachers who fit the criteria. The 

researcher gathered additional participants through a snowball or chain sampling in order 

to recruit additional teachers from other districts. This type of sampling allowed for  

current participants to bring in other participants who would provide rich information for 

the current research (Creswell, 2013). A letter was emailed to the voluntary participants 

explaining the research being conducted, a letter from the University, and research 

consent forms. Once the participants agreed to the research being conducted and 

completed their consent forms, individual interviews were scheduled and took place 

through WebEx or through phone interviews.  
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Table 1 

 Description of Participants 

 

  

 

 

 

Participant Occupation Title Age District Years 
Teaching 

     

Christina  Kindergarten Teacher 36 A 15 

James Kindergarten Teacher 45 A 22 

Olivia Kindergarten Teacher 31 A 10 

David First Grade Teacher 34 A 12 

Alex First Grade Teacher 30 A 8 

Thomas Second Grade Teacher 40 A 18 

Sarah Kindergarten Teacher 26 B 5 

Matthew First Grade Teacher 34 B 10 

John Second Grade Teacher 42 B 20 

Anna Kindergarten Teacher 35 C 13 

Dina Kindergarten Teacher 27 C 4 

Emma First Grade Teacher 41 C 17 

Emily First Grade Teacher 37 C 15 

Laura Second Grade Teacher 39 C 17 

Kathy Second Grade Teacher 35 C 11 
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Data Collection Procedures 

 The first step was to receive approval from the St. John’s University Institutional 

Review Board (IRB). Once approval was received from the IRB, the researcher contacted 

primary school teachers who met the research criteria to gauge interest in participating in 

the study. Once the researcher received verbal interest from the teachers, the researcher 

emailed the three building administrators in order to get their permission to conduct the 

study with teachers within in their school buildings. After permission was received from 

the building administrators, each participant signed consent forms to participate in the 

study. The participants were informed that the data collected would be used solely for 

dissertation purposes and all identities would remain confidential. For this research, there 

were three forms of data collection: focus groups, individual interviews, and artifacts 

obtained from district websites and building leaders.  

Focus Groups 

 The first step in collecting data was to organize focus groups. There were two 

focus groups. Both focus groups included participants from all three districts and each 

focus group contained five participants. These focus groups were used in order for the 

participants to have authentic back-and-forth conversations in regard to the phenomenon 

that they experienced. Participants from different districts allowed participants to 

compare their experiences. The focus groups took place virtually on a WebEx platform 

and were recorded for the researcher's future reference. The researcher's role during this 

portion of the data collection was to facilitate the conversation and ask the predetermined 

questions to guide conversations. The researcher did not add any opinions or ideas to the 

discussion in order to not influence or solicit any responses from the participants.  
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The questions asked within the focus group were intentionally broad, general, and 

open-ended in order to develop a comprehensive understanding of the common 

experiences of the participants from the different districts (Moustakas, 1994). Questions 

such as “What have you experienced in terms of the phenomenon?” and “What contexts 

or situations have typically influenced or affected your experiences of the phenomenon?” 

were asked during the focus group sessions.  

Table 2 

Focus Group Question Alignment  

Focus Group Question 
Research 

Question 1 
Research 

Question 2 
Research 

Question 3 
How has it been to teach in-person 
post-lockdown from COVID-19? 

 
x 

 x 

    
Any specific challenges that you 

have noted through these past few 
years since teaching post 

lockdown? 

 
x 

 
x x 

    
What are the major differences 

you have noted in your classroom 
from the in-person teaching pre-

lockdown to now post-lockdown? 

  
 
x x 

    
What type of training and/or 
preparation has your building 

provided in regards to 
communicating the CDC COVID-

19 safety/health regulations and 
protocols? 

  
 
x x 

    
How have you changed your 

classroom procedures in order to 
meet the needs of the CDC 

guidelines? 

 
x 

 
x x 
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Do you feel as though there is 
something more you could be 

doing in order to meet the safety 
and health guidelines from the 

CDC? 

 
 
x 

 
 
x x 

    
Do the changing CDC health and 
safety regulations affect the way 

you run your classroom on a 
daily? 

 
x 

 

x  

    
Is there anyone in your building 
that you can go to as a source of 

support in order to ensure that you 
are following the CDC regulations 

and protocols accurately? 

  
 
x x  

    

Has the culture in your building 
changed since the lockdown? 

 
x 
 

 
x  

 

Interviews  

After the collection of data from the focus group, the researcher compiled 

interview questions in order to further understand the individual experiences that the 

participants went through while teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

interviews included participants from all three districts; five participants who did not 

participate in the focus groups. There will be different participants from the focus group 

in order to obtain a more detailed depiction of teacher experiences. Participants in the 

focus group and participants who were interviewed differed, which allowed for more 

flexibility in scheduling sessions. Unlike the focus group, the interviews consisted of 

more in-depth questions that allowed for participants to elaborate on comments that were 
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made during the focus groups. Each interview lasted between 20 to 40 minutes on a 

WebEx platform. Prior to the interview, the researcher let the participants know that the 

interview would be recorded solely for the interviewer to review responses while 

compiling the data.  

Table 3 

Interview Question Alignment  

Interview Question Research 
Question 1 

Research 
Question 2 

Research 
Question 3 

How has it been to teach in-person 
post-lockdown from COVID-19? x   x 

    

Any specific challenges that you 
have noted through these past few 

years since teaching post lockdown? 
x 

 
 

x 

 
 
x 

    

What are your feelings towards 
teaching in-person during the 

COVID-19 pandemic?  
x  

 
 

 
 

    

Do you feel as an effective of a 
teacher in post-lockdown as you had 

during pre-lockdown? 
x  

 
x 

 

    

How do you receive the information 
about the changing CDC health and 
safety protocols regulations? Do you 
feel as though this is the best way to 

communicate the information?  

 

 
 
x 

 
 
x 

    

What is the most challenging part of 
implementing the protocols from the 

CDC these changes within the 
classroom setting? 

 

 
x 

 
x 

Do you feel as though the guidelines 
and regulations created by the CDC 

allowed for an environment that 
x 

 
 

x 

 
 
x 
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ensured health and safety of students 
and staff members? Why or why 

not? 
    

Did you receive any support from 
the district or state level in order to 
feel comfortable in implementing 

the safety protocols?  

x 

 
x 

 
x 

    

What are the biggest differences 
from teaching in-person pre-

lockdown and post-lockdown? 
x 

  
x 

    

Do you feel as though your building 
as a whole have adapted their 

teaching methods to meet the needs 
of the CDC guidelines effectively? 

Why or why not? 

x 

 
 
x 

 
 
x 

 

Artifacts  

 After the focus group and interview had been completed, the researcher then 

collected artifacts from each of the three districts in order to further understand the 

culture and structure of the schools. The artifacts consisted of, but are not limited to, 

memos and letters found on the school website, any information the school building 

leaders shared with the researcher, and any information or artifacts collected from the 

participants during the focus groups and interviews. After the collection of artifacts, the 

researcher used the information to find a common theme between districts and 

participants who taught during the pandemic.  
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Table 4 

Artifacts Alignment  

Artifact Research 
Question 1 

Research 
Question 2 

Research 
Question 3 

Official CDC Poster 
Guidelines and Regulations 

for School Districts 
 

x  

    

Memorandums from 
district/building 

administration about CDC 
guidelines and regulations 

 

 
x 

 
x 

    

District Website Resources in 
regards to CDC guidelines 

and regulations 
 

 
x 

 

    

District/Building Level Social 
Media Page  

 
x 

 
x 
 

 

Trustworthiness of the Design 

 In order to establish the reliability and validity of the current research study, there 

was a triangulation of data.  Triangulation of data is the process of obtaining data from 

multiple sources in order to assure that the findings are in alignment and the conclusions 

made from all three sources are similar. This in turn provides the current study with 

reliability, trustworthiness, and credibility (Creswell & Stake, 2013). The focus groups, 

interview, and artifacts were used interchangeably in order to code the findings and 

transcripts to a common theme that occurred when participants taught in-person during a 

pandemic, which provided validity to the findings. The three sources of data collection 
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also allowed for the researcher to have a more comprehensive analysis of the 

phenomenon being studied.  

 Participation was explicitly written and verbally stated as voluntary to maintain 

the credibility of the study. The researcher ensured each participant was aware from the 

beginning of the research that they were able to drop out of the research at any point for 

any reason. If participants dropped out, it would be noted in the data analysis section in 

order to maintain accuracy in the conclusions of the study. This process ensured the 

study’s trustworthiness since the responses of participants were deemed authentic and 

honest, as they were not under pressure to continue with the study. 

Lastly, a member checking was used to establish the credibility of the findings 

and interpretations of participants’ responses.  This was done by providing an analysis of 

the data collected from the focus groups, interviews, and artifacts to all of the participants 

to make sure that the interpretations and data presented by the researcher was an accurate 

depiction of participants’ experiences. If a participant did not agree with the data 

analysis, the researcher edited the information in order to get the most accurate 

description of the results. This process also allowed participants to feel more involved in 

research process, which the researcher believed would build a trusting relationship 

between the participants and researcher.  

Research Ethics 

 Prior to collecting any data or contacting any participants, the researcher received 

approval from the University Institutional Review Board (IRB). This ensured that the 

researcher understood the importance of protecting the participants involved in the study 
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and kept their identities private. There were no risks to the participants who voluntarily 

decided to be involved in the research. 

Once IRB approved the current study, the researcher contacted primary school 

teachers who fit the criteria. The researcher then gathered additional participants through 

a snowball or chain sampling in order to recruit additional teachers from other districts. A 

letter was emailed to the voluntary participants explaining the research being conducted, 

a letter from the University, as well as consent forms from the researcher explaining the 

current study including the following information: research questions, the purpose of the 

study, focus group questions, interview questions, and artifacts that were used during the 

data collection process.  

Once the participants agreed to the research being conducted and signed the 

consent forms, individual interviews were scheduled and took place. Interviews were 

conducted either through WebEx or through phone interviews. At any time, participants 

were able to stop participating in the study. If such an event occurred, it would be noted 

in the data collection. Each participant received the same letters that the school building 

administration received via their professional email and were given time to review the 

information prior to collecting data.   

While conducting the focus groups and interviews, the researcher must be aware 

that there might be a perceived power imbalance (Creswell, 2013). This potential power 

imbalance was addressed by posed questions that were open-ended and not leading 

questions. Participants in the focus group and interviews were given access to questions 

prior to their meeting times.  This allowed for participants to become more comfortable 

and build trust with the researcher. Lastly, the researcher provided a copy of the data 
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analysis to the participants in order for the participants to review the material and be 

reassured that the researcher interpreted the responses accurately. 

Data Analysis Approach 

The purpose of the phenomenological study is to explore the perception and 

experiences of teachers supporting in-person education while adhering to CDC guidelines 

and regulations during the COVID-19 pandemic. In a phenomenological study, the 

researcher went through the process of bracketing personal experiences in order to avoid 

any interference with the findings. Moustakas (1994) refers to this as a critical part of this 

type of study that the researcher should take before collecting any data.  

Due to the nature of a phenomenological study, data is collected through 

qualitative means of focus groups, interviews, and artifacts. These qualitative data 

sources were used in order to understand how participants experienced a phenomenon. 

Focus Groups 

While conducting the two focus groups via WebEx, the researcher recorded the 

sessions. The participants were notified and reminded that the focus group would be 

recorded for the sole purpose of referring back to information during the data analysis 

process. From the recordings, a transcript was created in order for the researcher to 

compile the data into clusters of meanings or themes, also known as coding (Moustakas, 

1994, Saldaña, 2013). Coding is an important step during a qualitative data analysis 

because it serves as a link between the data that has been collected and the meaning 

behind the data (Saldaña, 2013). 
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Interviews 

Similar to the focus groups, the interviews took place via WebEx. This allowed 

the researcher to record the sessions in order to refer back to the data during the data 

analysis process.  After creating a transcript of the discussions between each participant 

and the researcher, the researcher coded the transcript to find the key points and themes 

that arose during all five interviews. After coding the interviews, the researcher compared 

the themes that surfaced with the themes that were found during the focus group coding. 

The researcher noted when both the focus group and interviews had similar themes arise 

or apparent differences.  

Artifacts  

The artifacts that were collected during this current study allowed the researcher 

to further analyze the effect that the CDC health and safety guidelines had on primary 

school buildings. The first artifact collection explained how information has been 

displayed to school districts in regard to safety and health guidelines from the CDC. The 

additional artifacts provided a more comprehensive picture of how the school district and 

building have relayed the information from the CDC to the staff and, in turn, how the 

staff implemented those guidelines and protocols within their classroom. After collecting 

all the artifacts, the researcher coded the information in order to come up with a common 

theme. The researcher then compared the coding from all three data sources in order to 

create an overall theme. This theme was used to cohesively find answers to the research 

questions posed in this study. 
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Coding 

The researcher analyzed the data, consisting of transcripts from the interviews and 

focus groups. The researcher read each of the sources of data several times, noting an 

initial set of codes relating to my research questions. Then the researcher did an initial 

round of coding of each of the data sources. After reviewing these codes, the researcher 

combined related and overlapping codes and proceeded with a second round of analysis. 

Finally, the main themes emerged from this second round of coding. The following table 

shows the themes that emerged from the coding process:  

Table 5 

Coding Themes  

Research Question Themes Data Source Trustworthiness 
Perceptions and 

Experiences 
-Fear 
-Hope 
-Stress 
-Uncertainty and 
Change 

-Focus 
Groups 
-Interviews 

-Triangulation of 
Data Source 
-Member 
Checking 
 

    
Understanding 

Guidelines 
-Confusion 
-Frustration 
-Differences in 
External 
Perceptions 
verses Reality  

-Focus 
Groups 
-Interviews 
-Artifacts 
(school 
district social 
media account 
and website) 

-Triangulation of 
Data Source 
-Member 
Checking 
 

    
Responding to Shifts 

in Procedures 
-Altered Physical 
Space in 
Classroom 
-Patterns of 
Collaboration  

-Focus 
Groups 
-Interviews 

-Triangulation of 
Data Source 
-Member 
Checking 
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Researcher Role 

 The role of the researcher in this study is as follows: to contact all participants via 

email on an individual basis at the beginning of the current study, to share via email the 

consent forms from the university, to write the focus group questions, interview 

questions, and to develop the purpose of the study. The researcher was also tasked with 

organizing, scheduling, and facilitating the focus groups that will be taking place at the 

beginning of the data collection process, as well as interviewing the participants on an 

individual basis. After all the data was collected, the researcher then analyzed the data 

and identified the important findings.   

 The researcher is currently teaching as a special education teacher in a 

kindergarten co-teaching intergraded classroom in a public primary school on Long 

Island, New York. The researcher has been teaching in the current position for seven 

years, including the years during the pandemic. Given the current position of the 

researcher, the researcher has biases in regard to the current study. It is imperative to 

separate the personal experiences that the researcher went through and allow for the 

participants to express their own personal experiences while teaching during the 

pandemic. The researcher did not share any personal experiences with participants 

throughout the focus groups or interview process.  

 Prior to conducting a study, it is important that the researcher considered how the 

questions for the focus group and interviews could have potential biases, based on their 

wording. The questions for the focus group and interviews were kept simple, open-ended, 

and worded carefully in order to avoid potential biases. It was also important for the 

researcher to gain trust with the participants in order to receive truthful and detailed 



 
 

 

 48 

answers (Creswell, 2013). This was accomplished by encouraging participants to ask any 

questions they had about the current study prior to collecting any data. Additionally, the 

identities of participants were kept anonymous.  

Conclusion 

 It is the goal of the researcher to further understand, from a primary school 

teacher’s perspective, how the changing CDC regulations and guidelines have affected 

the daily routine in the classroom.  In the following chapter, the results from the focus 

group, interviews, and artifacts will be coded and analyzed in order to find any common 

factors.  
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CHAPTER 4 

Introduction  

This phenomenological study is designed to explore the perception and 

experiences of teachers who taught during in-person learning and simultaneously adhered 

to CDC guidelines and regulations during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study will 

examine this period of time through teachers’ views and experiences within the 

classroom and will provide a closer look into the memos and social media posts that the 

school district has provided through their school website.  

The researcher conducted five individual interviews as well as two focus groups 

in order to obtain qualitative data on the experiences of veteran primary school teachers. 

Both focus groups contained five participants, with ten different participants altogether. 

All participants were employed by one of three public school districts in Long Island, 

New York and taught between kindergartens through second grade. All participants 

taught in their respective grade level at least four years prior to the pandemic lockdown 

and continued to teach in the same grade level throughout all stages of the pandemic. 

Participation in this study was voluntary and participants were free to share as much as 

they wanted from their personal experiences. The researcher guided the conversation in 

the focus groups and interviews with the use of the discussion questions but did not give 

any input on her personal experiences in order not to introduce biases into the 

conversation.  

 The sections throughout Chapter 4 are based on the research questions posed and 

the data collected through interviews, focus groups, and artifacts. These sections are as 

follows: "Perceptions and Expectations” (Research Question 1), “Understanding 
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Guidelines” (Research Question 2), and “Responding to the Shift in Protocols” (Research 

Question 3). In “Perceptions and Expectations,” , there are four themes that were derived 

from the data: “Fear,” “Hope,” “Professional and Personal Stress,” and “Uncertainty and 

Change.” In “Understanding Guidelines,” the three themes derived from the data were 

“Confusion,” “Frustration,” and “Differences in External Perceptions Versus Reality.” In 

“Responding to the Shift in Protocols,” the two themes were “Changes in Classrooms” 

and “Patterns of Collaboration.” Before the themes are presented, a brief description of 

the contextual background of the study will be provided in order to better understand and 

situate the findings.  

Covid-19 Context 

 In order to understand the severe overall challenges of this time period, one must 

have a good understanding of the timeline. COVID-19 first emerged in December 2019 

in Wuhan, China (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], n.d.). The World 

Health Organization (WHO) was informed of the outbreak in China 19 days after the first 

reported case and immediately started to work on studying the pneumonia-like virus. As 

the WHO studied the virus, cases slowly began to spread to Thailand, Japan, and the 

Republic of Korea (CDC, n.d.). Although the United States of America started to 

implement passenger screenings in major airports, the first case of COVID-19 was 

confirmed in Washington State  on January 20, 2020. By January 26, 2020, there were 

five reported cases in four different states. 

 According to the CDC, the WHO declared COVID-19 a pandemic on March 11, 

2020 (CDC, n.d.). The CDC reported that at this time, a reported 11,800 cases were 

documented between 114 counties as well as 4,291 deaths. On Friday, March 13, 2020, 
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school buildings all around New York closed their doors for the weekend and would 

remain closed due to the shutdown that was implemented on Monday, March 15, 2020 

(CDC, n.d.). This shutdown required school buildings to remain closed and students to 

remain within their individual homes. The shutdown was an effort to decrease the number 

of positive COVID-19 cases by eliminating the need for people to be together in an 

enclosed space, since health officials knew the virus was highly contagious. At this time, 

Suffolk County, Long Island surpassed 1,000 positive cases of COVID-19 and reached 

22 deaths from the virus; after a 48-hour time span, the death total was 69 (Sampson, 

2021). 

Initially, for New York State, few knew how long the shutdown of schools would 

last, especially in light of the rising death total on Long Island and around the world. 

After two weeks, New York State Governor Andrew Cuomo extended the lockdown, 

which prompted primary school teachers to provide remote learning to their students. 

Some New York State school districts had even started the process of remote learning a 

few days after the initial shutdown (Sampson, 2021). Although every district had its own 

standards of what remote learning would look like during this time, primary school 

teachers across the state at minimum needed to ensure all students were contacted and 

maintained some form of connection to their teacher and school community. Many of the 

decisions made in regard to remote learning were made rapidly since changes were 

happening in a short amount of time (Sampson, 2021).  

Extensions for the shutdown continued until May 1, 2020, when Governor Cuomo 

officially canceled in-person learning for the remainder of the school year in New York 

(Sampson, 2021). For primary school teachers, this meant that remote learning and daily 
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connections with students would continue to occur until the last day of the school year. 

By the conclusion of the academic year, , Suffolk County had a total of 1,945 deaths from 

COVID-19 (Sampson, 2021).  

In September 2020, schools on Long Island were allowed to resume in-person 

learning, with the expectation to provide remote learning for families that choose to 

continue with the remote model (Sampson, 2021). Strict CDC guidelines and regulations 

had to be followed to ensure a safe environment for students and staff. According to the 

CDC, the guidelines include the following: (a) students and staff are required to wear 

masks, (b) hand washing is mandatory to maintain good hygiene, (c) social distancing 

protocols are implemented in and out of the classroom, (d) students have desk barriers, 

and (e) students remain in their classrooms in order to effectively contact trace if exposed 

to someone who tests positive (CDC, n.d.). Before students reentered the classroom, 

primary school teachers had to ensure that they positioned all desks three feet apart with 

barriers in place, and removed any play areas since students were no longer allowed in 

close proximity to each other. Furthermore, to prevent the spread of germs, students were 

no longer allowed to share school materials. With all of these guidelines and regulations 

put into place by the CDC, primary school teachers were left with the task of not only 

providing an education to their incoming students but also ensuring that health and safety 

were made a top priority in the classroom. 

Perceptions and Experiences 

 The following section explores themes related to primary school teachers’ 

perceptions and experiences during the period in which schools returned to in-person 

teaching following the COVID-19 lockdown. . Based on the data analyzed, this section is 
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separated into four themes: “Fear,” “Hope,” “Professional and Personal Stress,” and 

“Uncertainty and Change.” 

Fear 

 Given the overall context of the pandemic, it is understandable that fear was an 

underlying concern that was shared by the participants in this study. These feelings of 

fear were often related to the unknown ongoing effects of the pandemic as well as 

uncertainties about the future of how primary school teachers were going to be expected 

to teach. Participants felt fear during the transition to online learning during the shutdown 

and when they returned to the school building for in-person teaching rather than virtual 

learning from home. Participants also continued to experience strong feelings of fear 

throughout the first school year back after the lockdown.  

Fear of the Virus. Given the human toll of the pandemic, participants’ most 

immediate sense of fear emanated from the very real danger of catching, spreading, and 

succumbing to the virus. Those who had lost friends, colleagues, or loved ones to the 

virus most immediately felt this fear. During the interview portion of the data collection, 

Olivia tearfully expressed:  

My family lost someone extremely significant in our lives due to COVID. I 

actually hated teaching in person because of the idea of getting COVID, or my 

students getting COVID, and really everything that had to do with COVID. It was 

a daily reminder that my family’s life was forever changed because of COVID. 

Olivia was not alone in experiencing this emotion. Many of the participants during the 

focus groups and interviews were not only fearful of their own lives, but also the lives of 

their students and loved ones.  
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This fear changed how primary school teachers viewed priorities in their personal 

lives and how they approached their profession.  For example, one of the results 

identified in this study was a phenomenon whereby the participants began to think twice 

before approaching a student to provide help– an action that nearly all participants had 

done without hesitation before the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. Thomas explained 

during his interview:  

I now have to worry about my health and safety, and the health and safety of my 

students more than I ever had to before. I always have the thought of COVID in 

the back of my mind when I go to help a student or if I get too close. I have to 

think twice when a child hugs me or grabs my hand. I have to worry when a 

student asks me to hold something or open their food items, etc. I cringe when a 

child coughs or sneezes... I also try to replay the days in my mind to determine if 

I've been too close to that child who has COVID and if I now could get COVID, 

too.  

The daily interactions between teacher and student were affected by the underlying fear 

of the physical effects of the virus. It seemed that primary school teachers in particular 

had a very hard time with the transition back to in-person instruction, given that this 

group, more than middle or high school teachers, is expected to provide more intensive 

support to younger children. This intensive support could entail helping a student by 

giving a comforting hug or modeling how to play appropriately with another student. 

However, many participants became fearful of these previously common interactions and 

often reported trying to avoid them, with many of the participants in the focus groups and 

interviews expressing this type of fear and concern.  
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One of the participants in particular, Laura, expressed that she once felt herself to 

be a warm, loving, and caring kindergarten teacher, but that over the course of the 

pandemic became more of a cold and standoffish teacher. Laura provided an example of 

a kindergartener crying in her classroom and recounted the feeling she had:  

The one moment that will forever be engraved in my memory was when a student 

of mine was hysterically crying over something that happened at her home. She 

was craving for some sort of comfort from me. And all I could do was try to 

comfort her with my words, with a plastic divider that separated us. There was no 

way I could hug her and it felt so unnatural for me. 

After sharing her story, the participants in Laura’s focus group all nodded their heads in 

understanding and sympathy with what she experienced.  

Fear of the Unknown. Though in retrospect the COVID-19 pandemic had a 

beginning and eventual end, participants could not know when this period of extreme 

disruption and trauma would cease. They were therefore forced to process their fears of 

not knowing when the pandemic would end and their fears about what the next day 

would bring in their classrooms. During his interview, Matthew expressed: 

This whole experience was full of unknowns. When we went back into the 

classroom, the question would come into my head often of how long this whole 

thing was going to last. Was this the new norm in teaching? How long do I give 

the new normal until I find a new career?  

Other participants in the focus group similarly considered how long the pandemic-related 

changes would last and were fearful of this “new normal.” As the expectations of 

teachers within the classroom changed during this period, many of the participants started 



 
 

 

 56 

to realize that this “unknown” might be a long-term concern. The participants expressed 

that when they no longer felt the reward of students enjoying a welcoming and productive 

classroom, and the reward of watching students grow academically throughout the school 

year, their passion for teaching diminished. As the pandemic wore on, participants were 

fearful of the lasting effects this would have, both on their students and their interest in 

and passion for teaching.    

In addition to participants’ fear of the long-term uncertainties of the future, fear of 

the short-term was also discussed during focus groups and interviews. Before the 

pandemic, primary school teachers controlled and ran their classrooms, created their own 

procedures for students to follow, and had a general set of expectations of how a given 

day might proceed. With the implementation of CDC guidelines and regulations, teachers 

were forced to let go of some of this control to make health a top priority in their daily 

routines and allow an outside organization to influence how they ran their daily routines 

with their students. The seemingly constant changing of guidelines and lack of control 

left teachers fearing the specter of looming changes and inconsistency related to health 

guidelines. Much like teachers’ fears about the uncertainties of the long-term future, 

similar feelings of apprehension arose in participants when they considered shorter-term, 

day-to-day uncertainties.  

Hope 

Although most of the participants expressed fear in regard to the transition back to 

in-person teaching, some teachers expressed feelings of hope and acknowledged how 

important it was to return to the classroom. Christina’s experience captured this idea: 
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First and foremost, I enjoyed being back in the classroom with my students post-

lockdown. As a Kindergarten teacher, I realized how important and beneficial it is 

for students to be learning in person. I found that my primary-aged students are 

much more attentive, engaged, successful, and cooperative in the classroom 

setting. It provides them with an interactive and social setting in which they can 

learn, play, navigate social situations, and problem-solve along with their peers, 

even with the guidelines in place. This to me is the essence of primary school. In 

the beginning, it was scary to be responsible for so many little lives. However, the 

fact of the matter is that students need to be in person in order for school to be 

impactful, meaningful, and effective.  

It is important to note that Christina was the youngest of the participants within the focus 

groups—and therefore less at risk for serious health complications from the virus—and 

had the least number of years working within the district. After Christina expressed her 

positive outlook about the transition back to in-person teaching, the other teachers within 

the focus group expressed their understanding of her feelings but restated that their 

concerns overrode their excitement to be back in the classroom.  

Many participants agreed that trying to teach primary school-aged children by 

means of virtual instruction was not only near impossible but also “laughable.” The 

participants retold stories about their time teaching virtually and how they felt that the 

whole experience was “ridiculous.” However, after sharing these stories about virtual 

teaching, many participants still felt that they would have preferred to teach virtually than 

risk their health and their family’s health.  The overall feeling of “health before 
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education” was apparent during the discussion as participants acknowledged that their 

specific student population of young learners required extra support and physical contact.   

Stress 

 Stress was another significant underlying emotion that the participants felt as they 

discussed the transition back to in-person teaching. This theme is further broken down 

into two subthemes to better demonstrate the different levels of stress that was happening 

during this time: Professional Stress and Personal Stress.  

Professional Stress. All the participants in this study were experienced primary 

school teachers who had years of teaching primary aged children prior to COVID-19 and 

were aware of the amount of support and care required by this age group. Teachers 

described the students in this age group as needing someone who can be there to give 

them a hug, someone who will not be grossed out by a student’s runny nose, someone 

who is not concerned by a student sneezing on them while doing a small group lesson, or 

someone who does not mind getting on the floor in order to support a student or teach a 

lesson. James expressed the stress he felt during this time: 

For me, it was very challenging. With the social distancing, masks, frequent hand 

washing, anxiety and fear of getting sick, along with the uncertainty of whether or 

not you might have to teach virtually, while teaching in person. It was all very 

stressful. I certainly felt like it was a forced teaching style, one that definitely 

wasn’t natural for me. I found myself not being the teacher I once was, and 

definitely not effective.  

After James expressed this thought, Sarah agreed: 
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Worrying about mask safety, children being properly spaced together, germs in 

the classroom, desk dividers, independent playtime, even someone coughing. It 

was very scary. It is definitely not a moment in time that I want to relive in my 

teaching career.  

This stress affected how participants spent their time during the school day and set 

priorities in their classroom.  

The classroom during this time period was no longer focused on teaching new 

material to students; instead, it became a place where teachers needed to enforce 

guidelines to keep children safe. For instance, Emily said: 

I know that I went into the teaching field to help children meet their fullest 

potential but instead I felt like I was a drill sergeant telling these children to pull 

their masks back on or stay further away from their friends. To put it lightly, it 

was as if I was teaching in a prison for children. I did not become a teacher to do 

this. It was the most stressful moment of my career.  

Participants agreed that a major challenge and source of stress during this time 

stemmed from the need to provide emotional support to children and simultaneously 

contend with the mental and emotional stress that they personally felt For example, David 

stated that, despite the incredible need to support students during this time of hardship 

and fear, it remained hard for him to connect with his students and for them to in turn 

trust him. Christina responded to David’s statement by saying: 

The students needed the support from all of us within the building but what is 

never talked about was how much the adults needed emotional support as well. It 

was near impossible to be the helper and guide within the classroom when I 
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myself needed the most help. After talking with other staff in the building, I know 

I was not alone in this feeling. 

What compounded this challenge, members of the group agreed, were the safety 

protocols that were in place. Primary school teachers realized how difficult it was to 

adapt to and keep up with both global changes and changes in their own classrooms. The 

CDC’s constantly evolving protocols to ensure health and safety within schools  made 

what used to be a controlled environment for teachers into  a place where no one had any 

control. This lack of control within the classroom made primary school teachers 

emotionally distressed and anxiety-driven. The result of this stress forced many of the 

participants in this study to the brink of leaving the teaching profession. In fact, a third of 

the participants stated at one point in their focus group that they considered leaving the 

teaching profession due to the overwhelming stress of teaching during COVID-19, 

regardless of whether it was in-person or virtual instruction.   

Personal Stress. For the purpose of this study, "personal stress" refers to the 

stress related to a participant's personal health and safety outside of the classroom, and 

the stress related to adhering to guidelines and protocols in their personal lives. The stress 

of taking home the virus that could harm their families weighed heavily on all the 

participants. During an interview with Kathy, she stated: 

It's been stressful. There are a lot of demands placed on teachers now. You need 

to worry about the health and welfare of each student and yourself and your 

family. Is there even a word that is a step above stress? Because that is how 

intense the stress feelings were at the time. 



 
 

 

 61 

Throughout the shift to in-person teaching, each of the participants indicated they were 

on edge during the school year, regardless of the support in place. This included support 

provided by their school communities and support systems in their personal lives. For 

example, Anna reflected:  

In my building, I was very nervous to come back that first year during COVID as 

well. I had no idea what to expect. I was sure I was going to get sick or bring 

COVID back to my family. I cried and cried for weeks about it.  

As one might assume, teachers’ personal stress and concern in bringing home the virus 

affected their professional behavior. Olivia, who lost a loved one during the pandemic, 

mentioned this stressor during her interview. Losing a loved one not only changed Olivia 

as a teacher that year but also had a long-term impact on her personal life. . Specifically, 

Olivia explained that she carried her loss with her throughout the in-person school year. 

She mentioned that every physical symptom of potential illness—a cough, sniffle, or 

headache—would cause her to grow further away from her students at a time when they 

needed her the most. As Olivia made these statements during her interview, she looked 

down and spoke in a low voice. Olivia stated that she already lost one family member and 

planned to do everything in her power not to lose another one, even if that meant not 

being the teacher she once was. Olivia's experience is just one of many examples that 

reflect the deeply entrenched feelings of personal stress sparked by the transition to in-

person learning. 

Uncertainty and Change 

Along with fear and stress, another theme derived from analysis of the data was 

participants’ feeling of uncertainty and experiences with frequent change. The changes 



 
 

 

 62 

that took place during the pandemic were unlike any previous changes the educational 

field had experienced. Teachers experienced changes to curriculum, classroom rules, 

patterns of behavior, daily expectations, and overall school culture. David encapsulated 

this perspective: 

Although I was happy to be back in the classroom, I didn't realize the magnitude 

to which things would have to change. Parts of me felt like it would have been 

easier to just teach from home because teaching in school became very 

challenging and depressing. Who can teach students how to appropriately say 

their letter sounds behind masks and plastic borders? Not to mention, in my 

kindergarten classroom, I have always emphasized the importance of cooperative 

play, which is not even a thought this year. These poor students are missing out 

on so many vital pieces of what it is to be a kindergartener with all these changes.  

David’s experience was similar to many other participants within this study. The 

magnitude of change was difficult to anticipate until teachers were back in the classroom 

with students, which proved to be especially challenging to accept and adjust to for 

primary school teachers in particular. Standard practices within the primary school 

classroom, such as cooperative play, were not an option due to COVID-19 guidelines and 

protocols. In turn, teachers who sought to provide their students with an effective 

education felt these measures had a negative impact on their students. 

Additionally, the participants conveyed that there were numerous adjustments that 

had to be made within a short period of time, which further contributed to their feelings 

of uncertainty. Alex made the following comment in regard to change: 
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All the tools that a teacher is used to using were either taken away or altered in 

some fashion. A colleague of mine compared it to a surgeon who has been told to 

operate without any modern tools or medicine. In addition, a teacher needed to be 

prepared to teach remotely at any given time so she/he needed to have tools and 

lessons plans prepped for various situations and skills. It was a lot of change, very 

quickly. We were building a plane in the air.  

Once Alex made this comment, many of the other participants in the group quickly 

agreed. Many members of the focus group made comments such as “that is so true” and 

“many other professions could not have made as many changes as we had to.” Alex 

continued: “It is interesting how we are from different districts yet we had similar 

experiences.”  

Primary school teachers who once would teach the importance of sharing, taking 

turns, and cooperative play had to quickly shift their mode of instruction: students were 

taught six feet apart from each other to prevent close social interaction, behind a plastic 

barrier, and while wearing masks. Many participants felt these changes resulted in 

significant negative effects on children, which they believed would follow their learners 

throughout their later years of schooling. Many referenced the important parts of 

curriculum and social skills that students were not being exposed to. For instance, Kathy 

mentioned that in discussions with her colleagues, the teachers in the upper elementary 

grades began to notice a large difference with the social and academic skill levels of the 

students who had been taught in the lower grades during the pandemic. Participants felt 

this deficit could be attributed to the changes that took place during the critical primary 

grades. Matthew expressed: 
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I have tried to maintain social distancing amongst my students and instill the 

importance of personal space and hygiene. Many of my hands-on group work had 

become more individualized hands-on experiences, so there is less sharing of 

materials. I had to recreate lessons so that they are engaging but involved less 

group work. You can say it was a “learning in isolation” kind of year.  

The regulations that had to be followed by the classroom teachers had affected typical 

classroom routines, but participants felt that this had the potential to affect the 

development of that child for years to come. Matthew's comment suggest that students 

are less experienced with collaborative group projects, and thus might indicate that these 

are the kind of social and academic skills elementary school educators might expect to 

observe in upcoming years. 

 Teachers of varying experience levels—from novice to veteran—were expected 

to perform new tasks with unfamiliar materials, which also contributed to increased 

feelings of uncertainty. . Notably, veteran teachers in particular expressed feeling lost 

with the new expectations put on them and found it hard to balance the effective delivery 

of curriculum while learning and successfully integrating new technology into their 

classrooms. Little training was offered to teachers who were expected to immediately 

implement drastically new teaching methods, and limited time was allocated for teachers 

to familiarize themselves with new approaches, let alone process the traumatic events 

taking place.. This in turn made veteran teachers feel as inexperienced as novice teachers. 

With the need to follow CDC guidelines and regulations, teachers were forced to let go of 

control in their classroom and make health a top priority in their daily routines. Many 

participants expressed the uncertainty they felt surrounding these changes, especially 
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given the drastic changes they were forced to enact while also not knowing when the 

pandemic would end.  

Despite the overall negative perceptions and experiences of change, many 

participants tried to voice a positive view on the changes that were happening during their 

return to in-person teaching. One of the participants, Dina, was the most vocal in her 

positive perception of the changes: 

There have definitely been ups and downs teaching in-person. It’s great being 

able to explain material to the students in person and do a better check in with 

them. Working virtually was difficult with Internet connection and having the 

students navigate the material. Having an adult there that could help the students 

virtually was a bit challenging. Now that we’re in person it’s nice to have more 

control over a lesson, within the guidelines. Overall, although there were changes, 

some of the changes made me a better teacher and challenged me to think more 

outside of the box. Rolling with the punches was my mantra that school 

year…granted the punches were harder to take depending on the day.  

Although the majority of teachers found the changes in their experience teaching in-

person post-lockdown in a negative light, teachers, such as Dina, viewed this time as an 

opportunity to grow as a teacher. These changes encouraged Dina to reexamine the way 

she taught and prompted her to think constructively about new ways to reach her 

students, both in and out of the classroom. Although the CDC guidelines remained a daily 

factor with which they needed to contend, some teachers found ways to make the 

experience a positive one for both themselves and students.  
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Understanding Guidelines 

 This section will examine how teachers understood and contended with federal 

and district-level guidelines and safety protocols. It will also explore how teachers 

attempted to adapt to the guidelines and protocols throughout the post-lockdown period. 

This section is separated into three themes: Confusion, Frustration, and Differences in 

External Perceptions Versus Reality.  

Confusion  

Participants’ predominant experience of health guidelines during the pandemic 

was “confusion.” Though districts tried to communicate the changes and updated 

protocols that were recommended by health authorities, many teachers felt overwhelmed 

with their responsibilities and could not keep up with the changes in protocol. Some of 

these protocol changes were necessary given the evolving understanding and science 

around the virus, yet all attempts at communication remained confusing.   

This sense of confusion was widespread. With the restrictions on in-person staff 

meetings, most participants stated that they would receive information on safety protocols 

mainly through email. Emily explained:  

New changes were sent via the district with a message from the Superintendent or 

the head of Human Resources. It was the easiest way to get it out to everyone, but 

after a while, it became white noise.  

After Emily made this comment, many participants in the focus group nodded their 

heads. The participants made comments such as, “I couldn’t tell you what the changes 

were…I could not keep up with all the emails” and “I probably still have unopened 
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emails of the new protocols in my email to this day.” John expressed a similar experience 

with communication and confusion: 

I received information regarding the changing CDC protocols through email from 

my principal or HR or from what I heard on the news. However, it has been ever 

changing and hard to keep straight. I had to ask the nurse for clarification 

constantly. 

John further went on to say that he would try his best to abide by the protocols and 

guidelines throughout all the changes but admitted that aside from the commonly 

accepted ones–such as wearing a mask and maintaining some level of social distance–he 

did not follow the other guidelines as directed. He stated that during the months in which 

the number of COVID-19 cases rose, he would enforce all of the protocols that he knew 

about. John’s logic was simple: limit the spread of the virus among his students to limit 

not only the possibility of quarantine but also reduce the possibility of being forced to 

transition to virtual instruction once again.  

Although most participants agreed with their administration’s attempt to get the 

news out in the most efficient and timely way possible to all of the staff, the participants 

did not feel that this helped them effectively keep their classroom in compliance with the 

CDC guidelines. Most participants commented that the overabundance of emails, which 

were common for most participants from every district, did little to alleviate their 

concerns. Sarah was also very confused about implementing updated guidelines and had 

often feared having to go virtual. She stated: 

Everything was altered, everything was constantly changing, and everything was 

just so confusing. I am not used to going into my email in the morning and 
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expected to change the look of my classroom because of some last-minute change 

the CDC or the state wanted to make. This was certainly not why I became a 

teacher. If the CDC police came into my classroom I would have definitely been 

arrested. So many guidelines fell through the cracks because of the nature of the 

year and the confusion of it all.  

Many teachers felt overwhelmed and confused by the changes that were occurring. 

Although their understanding of the broad guidelines was apparent, the implementation 

of the specific, often-changing guidelines was questionable.  

Overall, most of the participants had a similar feeling of confusion toward the 

guidelines and admitted that they did not follow all of the protocols due to how quickly 

and frequently they were changing. Not only was the information given to the 

participants in a manner that was not fully well received—via email—but the amount of 

change also became overwhelming. Participants’ experiences showed that even though 

administrators were disseminating the information to the staff, many were ignoring this 

vital information due to the immense amount of change that was required of them at the 

beginning of the school year.  

Though confusion was a dominant experience among participants, Olivia had a 

different experience. She stated in her interview: 

My district followed all measures and worked with us to try to make teaching 

during that time go as smoothly as possible. They were always available to 

answer questions and ensured that everyone was as safe as possible. I have no 

complaints or concerns about how everything rolled out in terms of following the 
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guidelines. At the end of the day, it was an extra level of protection against 

COVID. I tried my best and made sure to not miss any important pieces.  

After making this statement, Olivia started to further reflect on the experience that she 

had while teaching during this time. She continued: 

I guess part of me feels like everyone just did what was needed to stay safe, 

healthy, and to make sure our students felt good and were able to thrive in every 

way, given the circumstances.  

The other participants did not try to follow the guidelines and protocols as Olivia did. 

Olivia’s experience of losing a loved one to COVID-19 made her more vigilant in order 

to ensure that everyone in her classroom was safe and healthy. Her priority was health 

and safety, and she prioritized sifting through the changing guidelines. Olivia’s 

experience illustrated how even during a stressful and traumatic experience like a 

pandemic, teachers’ previous experiences play a big role in how they run their classrooms 

and the priorities they choose to focus on.  

Frustration  

Another important theme related to the complicated manner of the changing 

protocols was the feeling of frustration. Participants were frustrated with the amount of 

energy and time they put into making sure their classrooms were as safe as possible, as 

well as contending with feelings that students’ parents and guardians were not taking the 

guidelines and protocols as seriously. Anna explained:  

Aside from getting COVID, I was so nervous about having one of my students get 

COVID and risking the rest of the class having to go virtual because we were all 

exposed. I followed all the guidelines, all the protocols, but that still did not stop 
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my class from getting exposed and going virtual. What I learned from that 

experience was that it didn’t matter how on point I was in implementing the 

guidelines and protocols, the students had outside lives and some families did not 

take the risks seriously.   

Anna’s comment sparked more conversations in her focus group about how preventing 

the spread of COVID-19 within the classroom was related to students’ lives outside of the 

classroom, rather than how much they tried to implement the guidelines within the 

classroom.  

Most participants agreed that they felt frustrated that they worked hard to read, 

understand, and implement the CDC’s guidelines and protocols, yet students’ families did 

not view the safeguards with the same seriousness of purpose. Christina expressed her 

frustration with the circumstances and how it affected her adherence to the safety 

guidelines:  

On top of everything, parents were not making the safest decisions in order to not 

get exposed. I think many of us have just decided to teach the way we used to and 

just have our students' academic and social needs come first. 

This was a significant finding regarding how teachers viewed and implemented 

guidelines and protocols. Many of the participants began their academic school year with 

good intentions and attempted to follow all safety precautions closely to ensure their 

classroom was safe for everyone. However, as the demands of the changing guidelines 

and protocols increased, many of the participants openly admitted to becoming frustrated 

by elements out of their control, such as the social decisions students and their families 

made outside of school. This in turn affected how teachers approached the 
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implementation of the guidelines, which included a decreasing focus on e CDC 

guidelines such as social distancing and appropriate mask wearing. Alex explained it in 

this comment: 

Guidelines were changing daily, weekly, monthly. Teachers had the daunting task 

of keeping their students safe, all while learning brand new platforms of teaching 

and still expected to ensure an incredible educational experience for all their 

students. Forget about the parents who made our job more challenging. It was like 

everything was going against us.  

Laura added to the conversation after Alex’s comment: 

I get upset when parents send their kids into school when they are obviously sick. 

Parents have always done this, but it's more upsetting now. I have a slight panic 

attack when I learn a child/family has COVID and I now have to gather their 

work and teach them online. 

The frustration with circumstances related to parents and guardians was apparent. Other 

participants made similar comments such as “they just did not care” and “parents would 

send their kids to school, even if they were sick, after realizing how hard it was to teach 

them during virtual learning.” The majority of the participants did not feel supported by 

the decisions made by their students’ families and felt that their efforts toward creating a 

safe classroom environment were at odds with the families’ social practices, which 

increased feelings of teacher frustration. 

Differences in External Perceptions Versus Reality 

Before the interviews and focus groups, the researcher examined each of the three 

school districts’ social media pages and collected pictures and resources pertaining to 
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guidelines and protocols that each school posted during the time period explored in this 

study. All of the pictures and information posted on the school districts’ websites 

followed the recommendations made by the state of New York and the CDC. According 

to website photos, students in all three districts wore their masks appropriately, 

maintained social distance from each other, washed their hands, and stayed behind plastic 

borders while learning. I shared some of these pictures with the participants during the 

interviews and focus groups to gauge their reactions to how these pictures represented 

their actual teaching experience and their respective school district’s enforcement of state 

and CDC protocols. Their reactions varied. During her interview, Kathy stated: 

Although confusing, we all really tried our best in order to follow the guidelines. 

The one thing I will openly admit is that the amount of prepping before taking 

these pictures was exhausting. Taking a picture of a group of primary school 

students in a normal year is hard enough; imagine having to do it while knowing 

everyone was critiquing you based on the guidelines and protocols.  

Kathy’s statement was consistent with the majority of the participants. It was apparent 

that a lot of time went into every picture that was posted on the school website. Three 

participants stated that in their district, administrators and teachers were required to get 

any picture approved by at least two different staff members before posting online. This 

process served as a method of peer review intended to limit the risk of revealing 

something in pictures that did not abide by state and CDC guidelines and protocols. 

Whenever there was a question about a picture, the individual needed to either retake the 

picture or get final approval from the school nurse. This further proved that staff within a 

primary school understood the protocols and guidelines placed on them, but that the 
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implementation of protocols and guidelines was difficult for the age group of learners in 

the building. 

 While many participants took part in a similar procedure with the publication of 

pictures on their school’s website, not all participants shared the same experience. During 

Emma’s interview, she reflected on a different experience when it came to taking pictures 

in her classroom. She recalled one story from that period of time: 

Don’t believe everything you see on the Internet. There was one time that my 

principal came into my room during playtime and I was under the impression that 

I distanced all the students appropriately but apparently I did not. The principal 

helped me move some of the students around and then she took a picture for the 

school webpage and left the room. Needless to say, the way we distanced for the 

picture was not what was actually happening in the classroom. We were putting 

out a false image to the public.  

Stories such as Emma’s and Kathy’s were shared during focus groups as well. All of the 

participants, for instance, discussed the difficulty of having students keep their masks on 

throughout the day. Matthew stated: 

I am not too sure what people expected from the kids and us. You could tell that a 

few of the students were being trained at home on ways to appropriately wear 

their masks but the vast majority had a hard time. But could you blame them? 

They are only five [years old]. But in the pictures, you had better make sure that 

every mask was over your nose. Talk about giving out a false image of what is 

going on during the day.  



 
 

 

 74 

After Matthew made this statement, all the participants in the focus groups nodded their 

heads, and some even giggled and rolled their eyes. All the participants admitted that they 

had a hard time enforcing their students to appropriately wear their masks throughout the 

school day. Based on the participants’ recollections during their focus groups, these 

guidelines were made to make the public feel safe about sending their children to school. 

However, the age range of the students made it more challenging to ensure that this 

would come to fruition.  

Responding to Shifts in Procedures 

Many of the experienced primary school teachers changed the way they went 

about their days after the lockdown due to COVID-19. From the data collected, the 

researcher derived two findings to answer Research Question 3: Altered Physical Space 

in Classrooms and Patterns of Collaboration. 

Altered Physical Space in Classrooms 

Given the health strictures in place during the pandemic, classrooms looked 

drastically different in terms of their physical appearance. Primary school teachers were 

required to add barriers to students’ desks, ensure each student was separated throughout 

the school day including playtime, enforce appropriate mask wear, and prioritize good 

hygiene including regular hand-washing and use of hand sanitizer. One of the main 

challenges related to the physical changes within the classroom due to guidelines and 

protocols was the age group of the students.  

As mentioned in the previous data findings, despite attempts at re-organizing the 

physical classroom to make it safe, ensuring that primary school students complied with 
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the ever-changing guidelines posed a challenge for all the participants in this study. 

James mentioned during his focus group: 

I think their guidelines probably worked better in the upper grades. The older 

students are more capable and independent. Primary students are not. I believe 

they were trying their best to think of ways we could be safe, but it's not realistic 

in the type of environment I teach in.  

Others remarked on the challenges—and inherent ineffectiveness—of the physical 

changes made in the classroom to keep students safe that were also intended to allow for 

effective instruction. For instance, Alex said: 

The most challenging part of implementing the protocols for me was social 

distancing kindergartners. It was so difficult because by nature we are social 

beings and telling 5 and 6 year olds that they could socialize but 6 feet away from 

one another was challenging. Also teaching through masks and barriers was also 

challenging because the barriers were often blurring and hard to see through. 

Other participants remarked on the difficulty of implementing the guidelines and 

protocols in a primary school building and how physically altering the classroom 

conflicted with how a primary school classroom typically operated. Emily recounted her 

experience: 

Implementing most protocols from the CDC was unrealistic in a Kindergarten 

classroom. Some of us would laugh at the absurdity of it. They wanted 4- and 5-

year-olds to socially distance themselves. They wanted the teacher to not get too 

close. I assume none of them had ever taught in a primary school before. 
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David quickly responded after Emily’s comment and suggested how the guidelines could 

have been adapted to the academic needs of different age groups: 

I think the CDC did what they could and thought was right at the time. We were 

dealing with many unknowns, which changed daily. Often the guidelines put in 

place were unrealistic to carry out within schools successfully and should have 

been thought out more clearly with regards to ages of students and school settings. 

It became clear that, regardless of how much the physical classroom was altered, the 

guidelines and protocols were not ideal or age-appropriate given the school context of 

this study. In fact, all of the participants expressed some sort of challenge that the 

changes had made in their classrooms during this post-lockdown, in-person teaching 

period. Thomas mentioned in his interview:  

The rooms were not big enough to safely space the children out and keep the 

classroom looking like a classroom, which is naturally not a sterile institution. It 

took away the friendliness and warm atmosphere that is needed for early 

childhood classrooms. 

The participants made it clear that in previous years, their classrooms were colorful, 

warm, welcoming, inclusive, child-centered, and friendly. The drastic change in what 

primary school classrooms looked like prior to COVID-19 in contrast to the post-

lockdown period was not lost by any of the participants. Challenges and changes ranging 

from the upkeep of cleanliness in the classroom by the custodians to eliminating all the 

play furniture were discussed during this portion of the conversation.  

 Aside from the actual look of the classroom, many changes occurred that 

impacted the procedures for how the school year progressed. Anna said: 
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Instead of having shows and assemblies in a common area with other classes, our 

principal created videos that we were able to show our class. During PARP 

(parents as reading partners), parents were given an opportunity to record 

themselves reading a book to share with their child's class. We had virtual Star 

Students and parents participating in fun holiday activities via Google Meet. 

The physical setting for learning, which normally would have included common areas 

and large gatherings of the school community, became solely the classroom itself. 

Students spent all of their day in the classroom instead of moving to various places 

throughout the building. Participants cited several examples of the narrowing number of 

physical spaces that students experienced. For example, instead of students moving to 

different specialized rooms, subjects like physical education, art, and music were taught 

by subject teachers who visited the classroom. Even non-academic social opportunities 

like lunch, recess, and assemblies took place in the classroom. Maintaining the attention 

and focus of students in this age range, who often needed and sought out physical 

movement throughout the day, became a difficult task, especially when most of their 

school day was spent seated behind a plastic shield.  Participants also described the need 

to eliminate the aspects of their classroom that typically made it a welcoming and 

engaging environment. Although teachers were able to alter their routines based on the 

CDC guidelines, participants noted that these restrictions affected student learning and 

emotional health despite–and perhaps because of–the physical changes they made in their 

classrooms. 
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Patterns of Collaboration  

Alongside the changes that participants needed to account for within their 

physical classrooms was the second theme derived from the analysis: challenges of 

collaboration with staff. Primary school teachers typically depend heavily on other staff 

to plan curriculum, ensure all assessments and instruction are appropriately aligned with 

the grade level, and create an overall positive daily experience and culture within the 

building. Alex shared: 

Talk about a lonely time in teaching. My grade level would always meet every 

week during our lunch period in order to plan for the following week, discuss any 

changes, prep materials, plan out any shows that needed to be done that month, or 

even celebrate a birthday or major milestone in someone’s life. Now we are left 

sitting at our desks in our own classrooms, collaborating through a Google Doc. 

No one wanted to meet in person for the fear of being exposed to COVID and it 

wiping out a whole grade level. 

These changes and challenges in collaboration were something that nearly all the 

participants in this study reported experiencing.  

Participants detailed how most collaboration was limited to a virtual or in-person 

grade level meeting. Yet, participants also reflected how this allotted time was often not 

enough to effectively collaborate with peers since administrators would also utilize the 

time to discuss changes in health guidelines and protocols. John recounted an event that 

happened to him during this time: 
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I share a hallway with people on the same grade level as me and, without any 

exaggeration, I went a few weeks without seeing the teacher next door to me in 

person even though we were teaching right next to each other.  

Though some participants shared feelings of isolation from their colleagues in what had 

typically been a collaborative atmosphere, some teachers, like Alex, felt that these 

changes in collaborative routine had benefits: 

I honestly did not mind the isolation. I get that people need human interaction in 

order to stay sane, but during the school day, I was constantly moving, constantly 

planning…there was no time to just enjoy the company of other staff members. I 

created new materials and curriculum from years past, I was planning for students 

who decided to stay virtual during the school year. There was not a lot of time in 

the day to get everything done so I did not mind not having the pressure of 

meeting with other teachers. 

Regardless of their need for social interaction, teachers faced high demands during the 

quickly changing environment during the pandemic, and some participants felt increased 

time demands due to collaborative meeting expectations and rhythms.  

Conclusion  

 This study’s first research question examined teachers’ perceptions and 

experiences with in-person teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. Three common 

themes came out of an analysis of the data: “Fear,” “Hope,” “Professional and Personal 

Stress,” and “Uncertainty and Change.” Related sub themes for “Fear” included fear of 

getting sick, fear of bringing sickness to their own families, and fear of the unknown. 

“Hope” referred to participants’ perceptions of changes that occurred during in-person 
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teaching.  “Professional and Personal Stress” included the emotions that participants felt 

in the school building, as well as how that stress was carried back into the participants’ 

personal lives at home. “Uncertainty and Change” referred to how participants reacted to 

the changing CDC guidelines and their feelings toward the events that transpired in their 

buildings.  

 The second research question posed in this study focused on the participants’ 

understanding and implementation of the guidelines and protocols required by the CDC 

and the state. In this section, the three themes derived from the data were: “Confusion,” 

“Frustration,” and “Differences in External Perceptions Versus Reality.” Almost all of 

the participants in this study felt overwhelmed by email updates regarding changes to 

guidelines and protocols. Most of the participants had a hard time following through with 

all of the changes due to the nature of the grades they taught and families’ lack of 

understanding regarding the risk of spreading COVID-19 throughout the class. Many 

participants were frustrated with the lack of serious efforts on the families’ part to follow 

guidelines that limited the risk of COVID-19 in the classroom. Additionally, after 

examining the pictures that school districts were posting during this time, participants 

shared contradictory information about what the published pictures showed and what the 

reality of school-wide enforcement of CDC guidelines actually looked like within the 

privacy of the school building. The participants expressed the impossible feet of trying to 

maintain appropriate mask-wearing and social distancing in this grade level.  

 The third research question delves deeper into how the participants responded to 

the changes in their classrooms based on safety guidelines and protocols. In this section, 

two themes emerged: “Changes in Classrooms” and “Patterns of Collaboration.” Primary 
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school classrooms at this time looked very different than what they had looked like 

previously. What once was a welcoming, warm, colorful, and playful space of learning 

and exploration turned into a sterile environment. Play areas were removed and students 

were not given the opportunity to collaborate with each other socially or academically. 

Students were required to spend their learning days behind plastic shields. Subject 

specialists were expected to go to classrooms for their instruction, and lunch no longer 

took place in a cafeteria. Primary teachers had a hard time adapting to this change since 

this grade level is supposed to be taught through collaborative and child-friendly 

instruction. Furthermore, teachers were left in isolation with this new expectation of 

teaching. Teachers did not collaborate with each other on important grade level planning 

and did not actively build a positive school culture. It was not uncommon for teachers to 

not see other teachers for an extended period of time due to the fear of being exposed to 

COVID-19. In the following chapter, the findings will be interpreted and 

recommendations will be made for future practice and research.  
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CHAPTER 5 

Introduction  

This phenomenological study was intended to understand primary school 

teachers’ perspectives on teaching in-person after the COVID-19 lockdown and their 

ability to follow the guidelines and protocols provided by the CDC. The researcher 

conducted focus groups, recorded interviews, and examined artifacts from each of the 

three school districts that were a part of this study. The following three research questions 

were examined: 

1. What are teachers’ perceptions and experiences with in-person teaching during 

the COVID-19 pandemic? 

2. How do teachers understand and implement federal and district-specific 

guidelines, CDC guidelines, and safety protocols within their classroom 

throughout the post-lockdown period? 

3. How have teachers responded to shifting CDC guidelines for daily classroom 

routines and safety protocols throughout the COVID-19 pandemic? 

In the current chapter, the findings from the data collected and analyzed will be 

interpreted alongside the related research findings. Additionally, I will provide limitations 

of the current study and make recommendations for practitioners in the field in order to 

enhance the support that primary school teachers receive during forthcoming situations 

that present similar changes and challenges. Lastly, recommendations will be made for 

future research in order to further understand how primary school teachers experienced 

post-lockdown teaching as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Interpretation of the Findings 

 The purpose of the current study was to gain a comprehensive understanding of 

the perceptions and experiences of primary school teachers returning to the classrooms 

after the COVID-19 lockdown. Additionally, the research also examined how the 

teachers understood the CDC guidelines and protocols as well as how their classroom and 

school experience changed during this time. The main findings are organized based on 

the research questions and theoretical framework.   

Research Question 1 

What were teachers’ perceptions and experiences with in-person teaching during the 

COVID-19 pandemic? 

 The primary thematic findings from the interviews and focus groups related to 

primary school teachers’ perceptions and experiences of in-person teaching post-

lockdown were “Fear,” “Hope,” Stress,” and “Uncertainty and Change.” All of the 

participants expressed some degree of fear as it related to contracting COVID-19, 

bringing COVID-19 back home to loved ones, and their students being exposed to the 

virus. This finding coincides with similar research on the difficulties and negative impact 

of the pandemic on teachers and students. For instance, Rubin (2020) states “school 

closures have made it difficult for schools to identify and address important learning 

deficits as well as child and adolescent physical or sexual abuse, substance use, 

depression, and suicidal ideation” (p. 534). Children who were at risk benefited greatly 

from being in school; depending on their home situation, some children need to be in 

school more than others (Rubin, 2020). Without schools being physically open, students 



 
 

 

 84 

lose out on significant learning and instruction, which contributes to their social, 

emotional, and academic developmental milestones.  

Research Question 2 

How did teachers understand and implement federal and district-specific guidelines, 

CDC guidelines, and safety protocols within their classroom environment throughout the 

post-lockdown period? 

 The main findings found that teachers experienced feelings of confusion and 

frustration in regard to evolving CDC guidelines and protocols. These guidelines and 

protocols were often revised and altered during the post-lockdown period, with important 

implications and effects on teachers and students. The lack of consistency was apparent. 

Participants reported having a difficult time abiding by the ever-changing rules and 

regulations and revealed the confusing communication strategies used by districts and 

leaders, such as receiving updates via email. This led to unsafe student learning 

environments. These findings align with research by Benjamin (2014), who states that 

school districts should start “planning ahead, instead of scrambling in a time of crisis…it 

is education’s best chance for preventing and dealing with an outbreak of any kind” (p. 

5). Benjamin’s finding points to the importance of collaborative and intensive planning 

when it comes to emergency situations such as COVID-19. 

However, it is important to note that both teachers and administrators experienced 

ongoing stressors during this time.. Administrators were required to address changes that 

were handed to them by government officials, and often at a rapid pace. The drastic 

changes that teachers experienced within their classrooms were directly related to the 

restrictions and demands that health authorities placed on district and building 
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administrators. These changes were often an unavoidable and unfortunate effect of the 

effort to keep schools open during the return to in-person teaching.  

Research Question 3 

How did teachers respond to the shifting CDC guidelines for daily classroom routines 

and safety protocols throughout the COVID-19 pandemic? 

The primary findings relating to participants’ experiences of changes related to 

daily classroom routines and safety protocols were physical classroom changes and 

modifications to patterns of collaboration. An analysis of the data revealed the immense 

change within the classroom space that safety protocols and regulations required during 

this time. Primary school classrooms, which often included groupings of desks and 

students, were altered so that individual desks were six feet apart. Other typical elements 

that would make the classroom an engaging and inviting place for children– such as a 

play area, stuffed animals, and toys–were removed. Hernández et al. (2016) cites the 

primary grade level as the first time that a child is exposed to routines, rules, procedures, 

structure, and a new way of viewing the world around them, all while surrounded by 

peers their age. As such, the physical state of the post-lockdown classroom likely had an 

effect on primary students’ views and acculturation to schooling. In addition to the 

challenges of changing the physical organization of the primary school classroom, study 

participants found themselves professionally isolated from other staff members and were 

unable to effectively collaborate with each other during this time. Many participants 

shared stories and expressed feelings of loneliness due to necessary restrictions in place 

to limit exposure to COVID-19. Many of the participants shared that, prior to COVID-19, 

teachers from their grade level would regularly meet during their lunch to plan, prep, or 
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to celebrate major milestones in a colleague’s life. The switch to online meetings–of 

which many were focused on health guidelines and related concerns–had what many 

participants felt was a negative effect on school culture and professional collaboration in 

the building. Most participants felt scared, stressed, frustrated, and confused during this 

time and, compounding these challenges, did not have the chance to collaborate with 

other staff members in a way that might have helped them better weather these 

challenges. The majority of participants admitted to wanting to leave the profession 

during this time due to all of these factors. 

Theoretical Framework  

As reviewed in Chapter 2, the culture theory by Schein and change theory by 

Lewin were used in order to frame this study and apply a lens to review and analyze the 

collected data. Within this study, after examining the artifacts that were found within the 

district's website, certain parts of the culture within the buildings were exposed, such as 

the value of keeping students safe, the staff’s ability to follow the guidelines and 

protocols, as well as the administration’s ability to communicate and enforce the 

guidelines and protocols. The participants in this study provided a different view of the 

culture within the building once they were shown artifacts and asked to comment on 

them. The view provided by participants was one that was not seen by the images posted 

on each school's public website. Schein’s theory proves to be a useful tool for 

understanding the many levels of culture within an organization. It was important to not 

only examine existing artifacts throughout this study, but also to examine the meaning 

behind them and the underlying values based on what staff members said about them.  
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Lewin’s change theory also helped to frame the drastic changes that were 

occurring during this time. Lewin emphasizes the importance of effectively managing 

change in a calculated way in order to better guarantee success. Within this study, change 

was an important underlying theme for the challenges of the pandemic and the health and 

safety guidelines required by health authorities. Although it was not possible to go 

through all the stages of change because of the rapid pace of immediate and mandatory 

change that had to take place, it is important to view these different stages in order to 

assess how successful necessary changes took place. It is also important to view these 

different stages to better prepare for the future in case a similar disruption in our 

education system and classroom instruction happens again.  

Lewin emphasizes the importance of communicating often and empowering 

action once a change has occurred, and this idea held true during the transition back into 

the classrooms after the lockdown. Many participants within the study stressed the 

importance of communication since there was a sense of isolation and uncertainty 

regarding how to proceed. However, it is important to note that the type of 

communication matters as well. While administrators were utilizing email to 

communicate the changes in guidelines, many participants reported ignoring these emails 

due to their frequency. Participants also admitted to not following all of the guidelines 

accurately. Furthermore, participants felt the need to feel seen and heard during the 

change process. Administrators need to ensure that teachers feel empowered so that they 

can make changes with accuracy.  

Although the culture theory by Schein and the change theory by Lewin were 

helpful during this study, there were findings that suggest that these theories did not take 



 
 

 

 88 

certain factors into consideration. Schein’s Three Levels of Culture was a useful 

framework to use during the current study, but it is worth noting that the unique 

experience of COVID-19 presented challenges to the use of the culture theory when 

studying a school building during a pandemic. Schools were under restrictions during the 

lockdown even though there was learning happening within classrooms. Teachers, 

students, and staff found themselves isolated and fearful. Due to the heightened 

emotional state of the staff and what participants felt were the confusing CDC guidelines 

and protocols, it is hard to define an accurate account of the culture within a building 

since typical elements of school culture were regularly changing. For example, when the 

researcher showed the participants pictures posted on the school district’s social media 

page, participants were quick to mention the false reality that the district was showing to 

the public. The immense amount of attention to detail that was taken into consideration in 

order to capture a moment of time in turn affects the reading of the culture within the 

district. Everything was micromanaged at the time so culture was difficult to assess 

accurately.  

The process of change envisioned by Lewin was designed and conceptualized to be 

implemented during a time when a meaningful and calculated change could be made 

within an organization, such as when a new reading program is implemented in a school 

district. Lewin did not create the Change Theory with the knowledge that a global 

pandemic would considerably impact the pace at which change occurs. Administrators 

and staff did not have the luxury of time to go through the process of “unfreeze, change, 

and refreeze” in order to implement effective and beneficial change, as Lewin intended 
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(Lewin, 1940). Instead, administrators and staff were given a list of changes that needed 

to be made quickly in order for in-person learning to occur safely during a pandemic.  

Relationship to Prior Research 

 Though researchers like Levinson (2020) support the decisions to prioritize the 

opening of primary schools during a health crisis like COVID-19, the findings of this 

study showed that teachers prioritized physical health and safety. None of the study 

participants viewed returning to in-class instruction in school buildings through the lens 

of students who were struggling academically and might have been facing other 

difficulties as a result of learning from home during the lockdown. This explains the 

importance of having the teacher’s voice heard as well as other educational professionals 

during a time of change within an educational setting. The data shows that teachers 

prioritized their health and safety, which had a direct effect on the education students 

received within the classroom.  

Each of the participants discussed feeling high levels of stress at the thought of 

transitioning back into the classroom and having to implement CDC guidelines with 

primary grade students. This stress was connected to the experience of teachers who were 

no longer allowed to help students like they once were able to. For example, a teacher 

was not allowed to hug a student if they were crying and instead may have felt compelled 

to walk away if a student started to cough. Positive experiences while in the primary 

grades have proven to have a long-lasting effect on students in their future academic 

careers (Hernández et al., 2016), so the negative effects of a stressful learning 

environment, and their subsequent effects on student-teacher interactions, will likely have 

long-term effects on student learning. 
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Additionally, primary school is a time when children can improve their social and 

cognitive skills in order to be higher-level thinking adults who are able to work 

collaboratively with others (Adıgüzel et al., 2017). Participants understood the magnitude 

of disservice this group of students would experience due to the ongoing changes 

teachers encountered with CDC guidelines and protocols. Participants expressed that they 

were going into the school year with not only a great deal of fear and stress, but also little 

hope of effectively providing a primary school experience to their students.  

The findings related to the second research question show teachers’ frustration 

with students being exposed to COVID-19 outside of the school building. . Participants 

felt that many parents were not appropriately following CDC guidelines and regulations, 

and in turn risked exposing the rest of the class to COVID-19. Participants were 

frustrated with the amount of time and attention they paid to changing their classrooms to 

meet CDC guidelines while; they felt, parents and guardians were not. Previous literature 

demonstrates that parents send children to school with mild symptoms of illness since 

parents are often unable to get time off of work or arrange childcare (Hinton, 2017). This 

literature finding is important to take into consideration since; similarly, it sheds light on 

why parents might have sent their children with mild symptoms to school during this time 

period.  

 When comparing the physical images on school districts’ websites to the 

experiences of participants, teachers reported that their experience with students 

following CDC guidelines and protocols were significantly different from website 

images.  Most participants expressed their challenges with enforcing primary school 

students to follow the guidelines and protocols. Participants stated that primary school 
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students, with few exceptions, were not able to keep masks above their noses and had a 

hard time social distancing at least six feet apart throughout the school day. As Fullerton 

(2021) states, “What’s often posted to social media is inherently biased, as very few 

people will post photos or updates about their flaws... It’s important for people to take a 

step back and recognize that what is being posted isn’t reality” (para. 10). Several of the 

participants shared a similar false reality that Fullerton (2021) explains when they stated 

that their district had staff members looking over photos before posting online to make 

sure that every student in the photo appeared to follow CDC guidelines. The participants 

noted the false reality that was given to the public in each of the three school districts’ 

website photos. 

The physical setup of a primary school classroom during this time contradicts 

what the literature says a primary school classroom should look like. Shahli et al. (2020) 

explains how the play area, rug area, and a primary classroom in general are specifically 

designed to provide “the elements of welcoming, comfortable, safety and security to 

foster engagement of children with the learning environment” (p. 2). Participants felt that 

the physical changes would impact this population of students, since for many it would 

be their first formal introduction to the public school education system. Before the 

pandemic, primary school teachers were often concerned about organizing school 

supplies and introducing play centers during the first few days of school; during the post-

lockdown period, teachers dedicated time to finding social stories about wearing masks 

and made sure their classroom followed guidelines and safety protocols. Many 

participants felt that their classrooms did not look welcoming and were concerned that 

their students would not feel comfortable or safe in this type of learning environment.  
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The majority of participants also mentioned that they were unable to pursue the 

goals and vision that motivated them to become teachers because of the changes that had 

to be made. Adıgüzel et al., (2017) posit that primary teachers value play and 

socialization time more than instructional time with students due to the major impact play 

and socialization have on the child's long-term development. These findings align with 

the findings in this current study. Primary school teachers felt a large proportion of their 

curriculum was not being met due to the lack of socialization and the time spent on 

physical precautions designed to keep students safe. Many participants felt as though 

their students were not being fully prepared socially, emotionally, and academically, and 

that this lack of preparation would affect their students for the rest of their academic 

careers. Participants lacked the ability to strategically develop and organize lessons based 

on child development and were unable to teach important socialization skills, which was 

detrimental to student learning. Shahli et al. (2020) emphasize the importance of this type 

of lesson development and state that when it does not occur, students will not have a 

successful academic future.  

Limitations of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to gain deeper insight into how 

experienced primary school teachers dealt with in-person teaching after the COVID-19 

lockdown and how they reacted to and implemented guidelines. Due to the nature of a 

phenomenological study, there is a limitation on the sample size when the data collection 

process is conducted. Although I was able to address each of the research questions with 

a sample size of fifteen teachers, a larger sample size would likely increase the 
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trustworthiness of the current study and allow for more diverse findings related to teacher 

experiences during the pandemic.   

Furthermore, this sample size takes into account only three school districts, all 

with very similar demographics and accomplishments. Therefore, there is a limitation in 

the diversity of the participants and setting within this study. All teachers in this study 

were in comfortable teaching positions within their careers and in districts that did not 

have a lot of external issues, such as long-term funding pressures (aside from changes 

with in-person teaching during the post-lockdown period). The data may show different 

results if more diversity with not only the participants themselves but also the school 

districts in which participants worked were achieved. Specifically, future studies may 

want to consider participants who teach in districts that are not as affluent as those in the 

current study. Additionally, this study includes districts only on Long Island, New York, 

and thus the results do not represent how primary school teachers felt in districts outside 

of Long Island. Different state guidelines may skew how teachers view teaching during 

this period since some states were not as strict about CDC guidelines as others. Though 

the findings of this study cannot be generalized outside of these districts, this is not the 

aim of qualitative research, which instead seeks to explore a phenomenon in depth 

(Creswell, 2013).  

Due to the design of this study, the participants were all experienced teachers with 

years of experience within their current grade levels. There may be a significant 

difference in the data collected if the participants were not veteran primary school 

teachers. It would be beneficial to examine how untenured primary school teachers felt 

during this time period and gain better insight as to how untenured teachers adjusted to 
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the changing guidelines and protocols. Another limitation of the current study is that only 

primary school teachers were interviewed during the data process. Although primary 

school does have its own unique challenges, it would be interesting to see how secondary 

and elementary school teachers felt during in-person teaching post-lockdown and what 

challenges were presented.  A comparison of different grade levels may lead to more 

comprehensive discussions about how to better support a whole school district during a 

pandemic rather than just one portion of a school district.  

One final limitation of this study is the researcher’s experience with COVID-19 in 

the primary school setting. This experience may have allowed for bias to be introduced 

during the interpretation of data. Even though the researcher attempted to bracket her 

personal experience in order to avoid any interference with the findings, it is still possible 

that bias impacted the interpretation of data. To limit this possibility, I also engaged in 

the process of member checking: participants were given a script of the focus group or 

interview they participated in as well as the initial set of study findings. If the participants 

did not agree with the findings that the researcher presented them with, they were given 

the opportunity to clarify any misinterpretations.  

Recommendations for Future Practice 

 Recommendations are based on the results found during the current study. This 

study would be beneficial to many stakeholders within a school district: administrators, 

teachers, parents, community members, and policymakers.  

Since another pandemic or comparable global emergency is possible, 

administrators should consider prioritizing proactive communication with staff members 

within the building to seek a better understanding of what happens inside the classroom. 
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Extreme situations can often bring light to many pre-existing issues that need to be 

addressed, such as unclear or ineffective communication. This is what occurred during 

COVID-19 within school districts. Primary school teachers faced many long-term 

external and internal challenges that came to the fore when they transitioned to teaching 

in-person. Both pre- and post-pandemic, districts and school leaders need to ensure that 

teachers feel supported and provide opportunities for their voices to be heard. 

Additionally, administrators need to consider how to prepare for future, non-COVID-19-

related events, since virtual instruction can be done at all grade levels. Such preparations 

may include ensuring every student has access to technology, making sure staff know the 

procedures and expectations of virtual instruction, and preparing and informing parents 

on what to expect before virtual instruction occurs.  

With this in mind, when drastic change occurs, teachers’ experiences and voices 

should be prioritized when making decisions related to health conditions in the 

classroom. This recommendation is vital since teachers are able to provide insight into 

the culture within the building as well as provide a clear view as to the situation among 

students. The experience of teachers, who were (and are) the recipients of many 

important health-related messages, need to be taken seriously during the communication 

and planning process since they are the ones who actively oversee and enforce their 

students’ implementation of guidelines and protocols in the classroom. However, it 

should also be noted that the burden of keeping students safe does not fall solely on 

teachers, as external concerns also have an influence on student health. To ensure that all 

parties are on the same page, there should be clear communication with parents and 

guardians regarding the expectations for children at home since time spent outside of 
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school is also vital to keeping a safe environment inside of the school. It is crucial to 

acknowledge that school-related policies and communication to mitigate the effects of the 

virus expand outside of the four classroom walls. This recommendation can be useful for 

other similar considerations for related student concerns, such as the effects of social 

media on student mental health. For example, schools can teach students about the 

negative effects of social media and how they should approach establishing healthy 

boundaries and habits, but the actions of parents and guardians as well as other outside 

pressures can thwart those efforts.  

 Additionally, this study provides lessons for effective communication strategies. 

Certainly there is value in communicating clearly and openly, but this study brings up 

difficult questions on how much communication is too much and the responsibility of 

teachers and administrators to reflect to the outside community the reality of the 

classroom during a health emergency. Given social distancing requirements, email 

communication of new guidelines was necessary, though the total number of emails 

might be reconsidered. Administrators might consider providing video conference check-

ins for all teachers to ensure educators are on the same page and do not need to rely so 

heavily on email. Though social media may be giving off a false perception of what 

happens within a building, administrators often have an expectation to display classroom 

highlights and celebrate students and teachers. Though this study’s findings show that the 

reality of the in-class experience is often different than what is shown online, 

administrators remain responsible for checking in with staff in order to ensure that the 

guidelines are met accordingly. Clear communication and the continuation of high 
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expectations are therefore difficult goals to achieve given the competing pressures 

observed during the pandemic.  

 Teachers would also benefit from the findings of this study since their experiences 

might be similar to those of the participants. Many of the study participants endured and 

experienced similar emotions and had similar stories even though they did not know each 

other and taught in different districts. Teachers should therefore feel confident that their 

experience–and struggle–is not happening in isolation and that they can take steps to 

ensure their voice is heard and their valid concerns are addressed. Oftentimes, troubling 

issues or concerns are likely something that another teacher is feeling or worrying about 

as well.  

 Parents expect their children to be in a safe and healthy environment that allows 

them to learn and grow every school year. In order to ensure this, parents should consider 

how they might open and maintain helpful and clear communication with teachers. 

Having this open communication between schools and home will allow for a more 

successful academic outcome for students in more typical years; having a well-

established, healthy relationship during extreme situations, such as a pandemic, is 

preferable to fostering a relationship of that kind during a time of disruption and trauma. 

Open communication and cooperation build trust that can last during moments of great 

difficulty.  

 Policymakers would also benefit from the results of this study. Due to the rapid 

changes during the pandemic, policymakers should consider the support systems and 

health guidelines that are in place prior to the start of another global pandemic, and 

consider additional differentiation when it comes to health guidelines for younger 
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populations in schools. It is unrealistic to put broad policies in place for primary-aged 

students and expect them to be at the same understanding and level of compliance as 

secondary and college-aged students. Teachers were faced with many communication 

and implementation challenges during this time, which could have been avoided–or at 

least mitigated–had there been more clear and tailored preparations made in advance.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 The following recommendations can be used to further this current study in order 

to provide more information on teachers’ perspectives of events that occur within a 

school building. One recommendation is to conduct a longitudinal study on similar 

participants of this current study. The information collected during this kind of study 

would allow researchers to better understand how the emotions and culture of primary 

school teachers have changed throughout the transition, not only during the post-

lockdown period but also today as teachers work through the lasting effects. Teachers 

could be given the opportunity to share their experiences regarding what has further 

changed within their classrooms, what styles they found useful during the transition to in-

person teaching, what they are still implementing in their classrooms, and what lessons 

they have learned from the experience. It would also be worth noting if the school culture 

has improved since the post-lockdown period or if there are still issues that need to be 

resolved.  

 Another recommendation for future research would be to conduct a comparative 

study with secondary school teachers. It would be critical for administrators and 

policymakers to understand the differences between the two learning environments in 

order to decide how to differentiate any future guidelines and protocols. The data 
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collected with this future study can be compare with the data found in the current study 

so that future educators can understand the differences between the two grade levels and 

the different areas of concerns and needs the opposing grade levels may have.  When 

conducting this future study, it would be useful to gather participants from the same or 

similar districts (Long Island, New York) in order to be able to do a fair comparison of 

data.  

 A third future research study may seek to conduct the same current study, but 

instead with participants who reside and work outside of New York State. Solely 

gathering participants from a similar area in three districts that have similar demographics 

in student and teacher population may skew the collected data. By conducting a study in 

which the participants are from different areas of the United States with various 

demographics, researchers will gain a comprehensive look on how primary school 

teachers felt about teaching in person after the lockdown due to COVID-19. Furthermore, 

by looking into teachers’ perspectives from other states, the data may show if different 

states were able to handle the pandemic better than others within a primary school 

building. This information can further help administrators and policymakers create a 

more comprehensive and realistic set of guidelines and protocols for primary school 

teachers to follow during an emergency with their students. 

 A fourth recommendation for future studies is to incorporate the main elements of 

this current study and increase the number of participants. By increasing the number of 

participants, future researchers will be able to have more trustworthiness in the data 

collected. Additionally, more participants will likely result in more opportunities for 
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unique stories and feelings to be brought up during the discussions, which will lead to a 

possible conclusion that was not drawn from this current study.  

 A fifth recommendation for future study is to complete a longitudinal study on the 

students that were in the participants’ classroom or in similar school settings. It would be 

useful to see how those students are succeeding in school after having an abnormal 

primary school experience during the pandemic and post-lockdown. The teachers in the 

current study described how ineffective they felt as educators. Many of the teachers 

expressed feelings of frustration since they were not able to teach their students 

imperative social, emotional, and academic skills due to the time consumption and 

restrictions that the CDC guidelines presented. By doing a longitudinal study on the 

students, the results may show whether or not there was a lasting effect on the impacted 

students’ academic careers.   

Conclusion 

The purpose of the phenomenological study was to explore the perception and 

experiences of teachers supporting in-person education while adhering to CDC guidelines 

and regulations during the COVID-19 pandemic. From the data collected–through 

interviews, focus groups, and artifacts–the conclusion is made that there is a high demand 

for supporting primary school teachers during a major change in time, especially when it 

comes to government-mandated guidelines and protocols. Once schools reopened after 

the lockdown due to COVID-19, primary school teachers were faced with many 

challenges when implementing CDC guidelines and protocols. Teachers were scared, 

stressed, confused, frustrated, and isolated during this time period. More support and 
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understanding of the grade level they teach would have allowed for more ease when 

making the transition back into the classroom.  

By understanding the emotional experiences of primary school teachers, many of 

whom not only taught in this grade level for years but also were forced to adapt to 

emerging and frequently changing CDC guidelines, administrators and policymakers can 

mediate future issues that might occur in the event of additional school closings, 

transitions to virtual learning, and other unforeseen circumstances. Additionally, when 

we understand the experiences and feelings of primary school teachers, there will be a 

better understanding of how primary school students are dealing with the changes in 

guidelines during the school day. 

These issues should be addressed through the various stakeholders in a district. 

Administrators need to continue to keep a pulse in their buildings and frequently check in 

with their teachers to ensure that staff feels comfortable with any changes being made, 

are excited to be at work teaching students, and feel valued as members in the school 

community. Community leaders and policymakers need to make sure they are able to 

provide accommodations to teachers who teach the youngest aged students. Guidelines 

and protocols that are given to high school students should not be the same for primary 

school students due to the different abilities and understanding of students.  

 In conclusion, primary school teachers have a great amount of responsibility 

placed upon them and pressure within their positions. They need to teach their students 

the foundational skills for their future learning and simultaneously provide appropriate 

social skills that students will take with them for the rest of their lives. We need to make 

sure that we are hearing the concerns of our primary school teachers in order to ensure 
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that they are able to provide effective academic, social, and emotional learning for 

students.  
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APPENDIX A 

Consent Form  

 
 

Principal Investigator: 
Maria Paros  
maria.semertzides15@my.stjohns.edu 
 
Purpose: 
You are invited to participate in a study exploring the perceptions and experiences of 
teachers on safety guidelines and protocols, adherence for in-person teaching during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This study will be conducted by Maria Paros, as part of her 
doctoral dissertation. Her faculty sponsor is Katherine C. Aquino, Ph. D. St. John's 
University, School of Education, Department of Administrative and Instructional 
Leadership.  
 
Description of Procedures: 
Participation is through the completion of one survey. If you are interested in 
participating, you will only have to participate in one electronic survey. This survey will 
take approximately 10 minutes to complete.  
 
Participation & Confidentiality:  
Your participation in the research is completely voluntary. Refusal to participate will 
involve no penalty or loss to you. You may terminate your participation at any time. Your 
responses will be confidential. Only the principal investigator will have access to the 
information you provide as well as the recorded WebEx sessions. Any information 
obtained from this study can be used for educational or reporting purposes, but will not 
identify participants in any way and no identifiable information will be used.  
 
Risks: 
There are no foreseeable risks associated with this project. However, if you feel 
uncomfortable answering any questions, you can skip any questions, which make you 
uncomfortable. You can also completely withdraw from the study at any point.  
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Benefits: 
There are no direct benefits to participating in this project. However, your participation 
will help the Department of Administrative and Instructional Leadership better 
understand current students’ experiences within the program, as well as their future goals 
as educational leaders.  
 
Compensation: 
There is no remuneration for project participation.  
 
Contact Information: 
If you have any questions or problems concerning your participation in this study, please 
contact Maria Paros at maria.semertzides15@my.stjohns.edu or her faculty sponsor, 
Katherine C. Aquino, Ph. D. at czadoaqk@stjohns.edu, Saint John’s University, School 
of Education, Sullivan Hall, Room 522, 800 Utopia Parkway, Queens, New York, 
11439.   
  
Statement of Consent: 
By signing below, I agree to participate in this project. 
 
__________________________________        __________________________________ 
Sign Name                            Date 
 

____________________________________ 
Print Name 
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APPENDIX B  

Focus Group Protocol 

Thank you so much for agreeing to participate in the focus group portion of this study. 
The purpose of this study is to explore the perceptions and experiences of teachers on 
safety guidelines and protocol adherence for in-person teaching during the COVID-19 
pandemic.  
 
Keep in mind the following prior to entering the focus group: 
● This focus group will be taken place in a WebEx meeting setting.  
● The meeting will be recorded for the sole purpose for me to look back on while 

complying data.  
● The focus group will last for approximately 1 hour.  
● Your name and any identifying factors will be kept completely confidential.  
● Please feel free to express your personal experiences, even if it differs from others in 

the group.  
● Please keep in mind that we need to respect everyone in the group. There are no wrong 

answers. 
● I am going to be facilitating the focus group. Please feel free to communicate with each 

other and have a genuine discussion about your experiences.  
● You have the right to withdrawal from the focus group at any point.  
 
Here are the questions that will be asked by me during the focus group: 

1.How has it been to teach in-person post-lockdown from COVID-19? 
2.Any specific challenges that you have noted through these past few years since 

teaching post lockdown? 
3.What are the major differences you have noted in your classroom from the in-person 

teaching pre-lockdown to now post-lockdown? 
4.What type of training and/or preparation has your building provided in regards to 

communicating the CDC COVID-19 safety/health regulations and protocols? 
5.How have you changed your classroom procedures in order to meet the needs of the 

CDC guidelines? 
6.Do you feel as though there is something more you could be doing in order to meet the 

safety and health guidelines from the CDC? 
7.Do the changing CDC health and safety regulations affect the way you run your 

classroom on a daily? 
8.Is there anyone in your building that you can go to as a source of support in order to 

ensure that you are following the CDC regulations and protocols accurately? 
9.Has the culture in your building changed since the lockdown? 

 
 

Thank you again for your participation!  
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APPENDIX C 

Interview Protocol  

Thank you so much for agreeing to participate in the focus group portion of this study. 
The purpose of this study is to explore the perceptions and experiences of teachers on 
safety guidelines and protocol adherence for in-person teaching during the COVID-19 
pandemic.  
 
Keep in mind the following prior to entering the focus group: 
● This focus group will be taken place in a WebEx meeting setting.  
● The meeting will be recorded for the sole purpose for me to look back on while 

complying data.  
● The interview will last for approximately 45 minutes.  
● Your name and any identifying factors will be kept completely confidential.  
● Please feel free to express your personal experiences.  
● You have the right to withdrawal from the interview at any point.  
 
Here are the questions that will be asked by me during the interview: 
1.How has it been to teach in-person post-lockdown from COVID-19? 
2.Any specific challenges that you have noted through these past few years since teaching 

post lockdown? 
3.What are your feelings towards teaching in-person during the COVID-19 pandemic? 
4.Do you feel as an effective of a teacher in post-lockdown as you had during pre-

lockdown? 
5.Do you feel as an effective of a teacher in post-lockdown as you had during pre-

lockdown? 
6.How do you receive the information about the changing CDC health and safety 

protocols regulations? Do you feel as though this is the best way to communicate the 
information? 

7.What is the most challenging part of implementing the protocols from the CDC these 
changes within the classroom setting? 

8.Do you feel as though the guidelines and regulations created by the CDC allowed for an 
environment that ensured health and safety of students and staff members? Why or why 
not? 

9.Did you receive any support from the district or state level in order to feel comfortable 
in implementing the safety protocols? 

10. What are the biggest differences from teaching in-person pre-lockdown and post-
lockdown? 

11. Do you feel as though your building as a whole have adapted their teaching methods 
to meet the needs of the CDC guidelines effectively? Why or why not? 

 
 
Thank you again for your participation!  
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APPENDIX D 

Sample Recruitment Email  

 

Good Morning, 
 
Thank you for participating my study that will explore the perceptions and experiences of 
teachers on safety guidelines and protocol adherence for in-person teaching during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.  
Your participation is completely voluntary, and answers will be handled confidentially. 
You can choose not to participate or skip any question without penalty or loss of benefits. 
No person will be identified individually in any verbal or written report, including reports 
and publications. Please take note of the Consent Form attached to this email, which will 
provide you with a more detailed description of your rights in participating in this study. 
After reading the consent form, please sign and return the Consent Form via email to 
maria.semertzides15@my.stjohns.edu. 
  
I appreciate your time in participating in this study. I appreciate your help in providing 
information that can be used for improving leadership practices and to better support 
teachers in the future during a challenging year of change. Your contribution is critical. 
If you have any questions or problems concerning your participation in this study, please 
do not hesitate to contact me.  
 
Respectfully, 
Maria Paros 
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