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This qualitative content analysis explores the multi-dimensional challenges faced by P-12 teachers amid the seismic shifts caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Analyzing 49 academic literature and news reports from 2020 to 2022, the study identifies personal and professional stressors experienced by teachers. Personal factors, such as diminished self-efficacy, work-life balance issues, health and safety concerns, and secondary trauma, emerged as significant stressors during the pandemic. Additionally, professional factors, including heightened workload, ambiguous responsibilities, and inadequate support, have contributed to increased burnout and contemplation of leaving the profession. Strategic interventions proposed to address these issues include enhanced administrative support, increased professional agency, stress reduction measures, promotion of work-life balance, and technical training opportunities. The study calls for renewed societal respect for the teaching profession and ongoing research into the evolving needs and challenges of educators, especially in underserved communities. The aim is to provide valuable insights and potential solutions to support teachers during and beyond the pandemic, ultimately benefiting both educators and students as they navigate the changing landscape of education.
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1. An examination of pandemic-driven teacher attrition

In spring 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic caused abrupt societal changes. Non-essential businesses closed, leaving educators and policymakers grappling with how to maintain educational services amid these unforeseen circumstances and insufficient preparedness. UNESCO (2020) reported that 160 schools globally were closed, affecting over one billion students and 63 million teachers. This situation was declared a global crisis for teaching and learning, with notable technology deficits for students and lack of adequate resources and training for teachers. Consequently, teachers had to rapidly modify their instructional strategies and curricula, often with limited experience, resources, or preparation time. In parallel, students also had to adapt their learning strategies to the novel requirements of online instruction.

The pandemic also introduced numerous personal and professional stressors for teachers. Pre-pandemic data indicated that 30–46% of new teachers quit within their first 5 years (Ingersoll, 2001, 2002; Darling-Hammond and Sykes, 2003; Cochran-Smith, 2004; Gouldring et al., 2014; Karalis Noel, 2020; Karalis Noel, 2021; Winkelsas et al., 2022). With the increased responsibilities and expectations brought on by the pandemic, and often without adequate resources, time, training, and compensation, it is reasonable to hypothesize that current teacher attrition rates may be higher than those observed pre-pandemic (Barnum, 2021; Carver-Thomas et al., 2021; Goldhaber and Theobald, 2021).

Sokal et al. (2020) defined stress as “the result of the appraised mismatch between job demands and resources” (p. 68). The extreme disparity between the unique, COVID-19-influenced teaching expectations and the shortage of resources, time, and support to manage the transition has led more teachers to reconsider their professional commitment (Christine, 2021; Loewus, 2021; Pressley and Ha, 2021; Santamaría et al., 2021; Maxouris and Zdanowicz, 2022). A 2021 study by the Rand Corporation (Diliberti and Schwartz, 2021) indicated that, by the end of the 2021 school year, 25% of US teachers contemplated leaving their positions, an increase from the pre-pandemic rate of 17%. The rate was higher among Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) teachers (Carver-Thomas et al., 2020; Steiner and Woo, 2021). A 2021 survey by the Brookings Institute, involving 1,045 teachers, found that only 69% planned to work until retirement, down 5% from the 74% pre-pandemic figure. Furthermore, 30% of teachers, up 24% from the previous year, reported a high likelihood of exiting the profession within the next 5 years. The impact was most pronounced among teachers over 55 and under 35 (Zamarro et al., 2021). In their 2021 mixed-methods study of 151 elementary teachers, Chan et al. (2021) discovered that the high levels of job ambiguity and task stress during the pandemic’s initial wave resulted in teachers feeling overwhelmingly emotionally exhausted.

A National Public Radio (NPR) article from 2021 portrayed teachers in the winter of that year as more exhausted and overwhelmed than ever before, with the emergence of the Omicron variant exacerbating issues encountered in previous waves of the pandemic. As one teacher articulated, “We’re trying the best we can, but we are imploding within” (Chang et al., 2021, p. 3). Suzen Polk-Hoffes, a Pre-K teacher from Millbridge, Maine, conveyed teachers’ disillusionment and disappointment with the profession. Despite the availability of vaccines, the academic year of 2021–2022 did not alleviate the challenges teachers had faced in earlier stages of the pandemic, including enforcing distancing measures, managing student quarantines, and alternating between virtual and in-person instruction. Polk-Hoffes reflected a common sentiment among teachers nationwide when she stated, “And this has become a nightmare where teachers here in the state of Maine are saying, I’m done. I’ve got to get out. It’s horrendous. It truly is” (Chang et al., 2021, p. 2).

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly impacted not only active teachers but also new teachers entering the profession (King, 2021; Maxouris and Zdanowicz, 2022). Goldberg (2021) reported a 22% decline in the overall number of education degrees awarded by American colleges and universities between 2006 and 2019. This trend has worsened due to the pandemic. A February 2022 survey by American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education (2022) revealed that, in both the fall of 2020 and 2021, enrollment dropped by 20% in undergraduate-level teaching programs.

An additional survey conducted by the AACTE in 2021 underscored the COVID-19-related shifts in teacher preparation programs. Alongside a reported 11% or greater decline in teacher education programs at 20% of AACTE member colleges during the fall semesters of 2020 and 2021, most colleges also faced staff reductions. Almost half of the member colleges (44%) reported suspending some or all in-person field placements in the spring of 2020. This resulted in a gap in practicum experiences for beginning teachers, exacerbating the already declining teacher workforce.

The absence of inadequacy of these practical experiences may produce less experienced early-career teachers. Consequently, the limited practical exposure could increase the likelihood of “transition shock” among new teachers. This phenomenon arises when the realities of the profession do not align with their expectations, potentially causing frustration and leading to early career teacher attrition (Karalis Noel and Finocchio, 2022; LaTronica-Herb and Karalis Noel, 2022).



2. Methodology

To gain a comprehensive understanding of the pandemic’s impact on teachers’ lives and their future professional plans, we employed a qualitative content analysis approach. This methodology is recognized for its ability to handle large volumes of textual information effectively, allowing for the extraction of important insights and identification of pertinent themes. Moreover, it aids in discerning trends and patterns across documents (Krippendorff, 2018).

Content analysis is particularly useful in assessing the prevalence of specific themes or concepts within texts. It provides a systematic and objective means of quantifying phenomena by transforming qualitative data into manageable text categories (Bryman, 2016). Applying content analysis in this study allowed us to form a holistic view of teachers’ experiences during the pandemic and its implications on their professional lives. By adhering to Roller (2019) guidelines, we were able to identify recurring patterns such as an increased workload among teachers, shifting roles and responsibilities, lack of administrative and community support, resulting in burnout, decreased self-efficacy, and higher attrition rates.

Table 1 provides a visual representation of the methodology we employed to understand the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on P-12 teachers in the United States.



TABLE 1 Overview of methodology for analyzing COVID-19’s impact on P-12 teachers.
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2.1. Data sources and search methodology

The information used in this study was gathered through an extensive review of academic literature and news reports focused on the United States. We navigated through several established academic scholarship databases including ERIC, Education Source, and The Chronicle of Higher Education and focused primarily on articles published between 2020 and 2022. This targeted search approach, specifically centered on P-12 teachers within the United States, enabled us to gain comprehensive insights into this group’s experiences during the pandemic.

We incorporated specific terms such as “women teachers COVID-19,” “impact on women teachers during COVID-19,” “teacher burnout COVID-19,” “NY Times teachers COVID-19,” “COVID-19 and teachers,” “COVID-19 and teacher attrition,” and “COVID-19 and United States teachers” into our search strategy. We initially identified 53 sources from various scholarly journals and news publications released between March 2020 and Spring 2022.



2.2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria

The data sources for our study were selected based on well-defined inclusion and exclusion criteria. These criteria were integral in ensuring that the sources were relevant to our study’s aim: to examine the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on P-12 teachers in the United States.

For inclusion, the source had to be published between March 2020 and Spring 2022, aligning with the onset and ongoing period of the pandemic. The source also needed to focus on P-12 teachers in the United States, enabling us to gain insights specific to the U.S. educational context. Furthermore, it had to contain information related to the impacts of COVID-19 on teachers, which we identified using specific search terms. Lastly, the source had to be an academic journal or reputable news publication to ensure the information’s validity and credibility. Alternatively, for exclusion, sources that focused solely on higher education professionals or working women without a specific reference to Pre-K-12 teachers were not considered. Similarly, studies focusing on teachers outside the United States were excluded as our focus was specific to the U.S. context.

Applying these criteria, we initially identified 53 sources. Upon implementing the exclusion criteria, we eliminated four sources, leaving us with 49 relevant sources for our analysis.



2.3. Data analysis

Our analysis of the source materials was conducted systematically using a qualitative coding approach and Quirkos qualitative coding software. The coding process unfolded in three distinct phases, involving the application of both a priori and descriptive coding.

In the initial phase, we employed a priori coding, which involved the use of predetermined codes based on established literature and theory. This process allowed us to identify relevant overarching themes within the article titles and contents. We focused on key terms like “burnout,” “attrition,” “student behavior,” “work-life balance,” and “health,” serving as foundational concepts to structure our exploration of the data. In addition, we employed descriptive coding, which allowed us to develop codes directly from the data, offering an in-depth, grounded analysis of the materials. Through this process, we were able to uncover nuanced concepts, such as “financial pressure,” “administrative pressure,” and “challenges of hybrid or remote teaching.”

In the second phase of coding, we began the process of category consolidation. For example, we identified that “personal factors,” which initially included “work-life balance,” overlapped significantly with the category of “psychological capital,” which included facets like “burnout,” “stress,” and “self-efficacy.” This understanding led to a fusion of these categories, enabling a more comprehensive interpretation of the interplay between these factors.

During the final phase, we moved from coding to thematic analysis. Initial themes were discerned, classified, and grouped according to keywords and phrases. These initial themes were then organized under descriptive subheadings, as depicted in Table 2, to provide a clear and coherent representation of the findings.



TABLE 2 Impact of COVID-19 on P-12 teachers: initial themes, descriptions, and examples.
[image: Table2]

At this point, we also integrated projected data on attrition post-COVID-19 into our analysis to ensure a thorough consideration of the pandemic’s implications on teacher attrition rates. To encapsulate the complexity of teachers’ experiences, we introduced a category specifically focused on teacher interactions with parents and the wider community.

As we progressed toward the concluding stages of the analysis, themes were refined into two broad categories, capturing personal and professional factors that contributed to teacher burnout and attrition. Under “personal factors,” themes included “teacher self-efficacy and burnout,” “work-life balance,” “health and safety concerns,” and “secondary trauma.” “Professional factors” encapsulated themes such as “increased workload,” “shifting roles and responsibilities,” and “challenges with administration and community support.”



2.4. Verification

The verification process involved a peer cross-check methodology, a measure used to enhance the reliability and validity of our coding process and emergent themes (Roller, 2019). This involved the researchers independently coding the data and then coming together to compare, discuss, and reconcile their results. This collaborative effort ensured that our analysis was comprehensive, reliable, and accurately reflected the data.



2.5. Final themes

The objective of this content analysis was to explore both personal and professional factors that, due to the transitions triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic, emerged as significant stressors causing burnout among P-12 teachers in the United States. Through our analysis, we identified emergent themes, which we organized according to personal and professional factors. Several factors related to COVID-19 have led teachers to experience high stress levels and burnout. The following section provides an analysis of published news stories and pertinent literature that revealed personal factors attributable to the COVID-19 pandemic. These include teacher self-efficacy and burnout, work-life balance, health and safety concerns, and secondary trauma.

Subsequently, we will describe professional factors related to the pandemic that are affecting teachers, such as increased professional workload, ambiguous and shifting professional responsibilities, and challenges arising from the lack of administrative and community support. We will conclude this content analysis with recommendations for supporting in-service teachers and attracting new educators to the field.



2.6. Personal factors

The persistent uncertainty, feelings of professional inadequacy, and the strain of juggling personal and professional responsibilities have left teachers throughout the United States reaching their breaking point (Cardoza, 2021; Santamaría et al., 2021). A 2021 article from NPR echoed these pandemic-induced sentiments among teachers. Leah Juelke, an English teacher from North Dakota who was awarded several accolades including the 2018 Teacher of the Year, stated: “The level of stress is exponentially higher. It’s like nothing I’ve experienced before” (p. 2). She confided that these ongoing stressors made her contemplate leaving the teaching profession.

Lisa Sanetti, a psychology professor at the University of Connecticut, remarked that chronic stress makes teachers less effective in the classroom, leading to burnout and exacerbating the already significant teacher turnover problem in the United States (Cardoza, 2021). Personal factors, including teacher self-efficacy and burnout, work-life balance, health and safety concerns, and secondary trauma, have created persistent stress for both new and experienced teachers nationwide. These factors have triggered burnout in many, leading them to contemplate early retirement or leaving the profession.



2.7. Teacher self-efficacy and burnout

Self-efficacy, the belief in one’s capability to achieve success in a given task, can influence performance (Bandura and Walters, 1977). Specifically, teacher self-efficacy is a teacher’s belief in their ability to accomplish teaching-related tasks (Karalis Noel, 2020). It is negatively correlated with teacher burnout and positively associated with commitment to teaching (Pressley and Ha, 2021). High levels of stress and anxiety can decrease self-efficacy (Karalis Noel and Shoffner, 2019; Karalis Noel, 2020). Pressley and Ha (2021) reported, citing Sokal et al. (2020), that teacher self-efficacy was negatively correlated with teacher burnout during the COVID-19 pandemic. Challenges related to the pandemic, such as blurred work and personal boundaries, compassion fatigue, health fears, extended work hours, and lack of support, have dealt a heavy blow to teachers’ sense of self-efficacy.

Heidi Crumrine, a teacher from New Hampshire, described a common sentiment of diminished self-efficacy among teachers in a 2021 NPR article: “I feel this sense of guilt that I’m not a good enough teacher for my students, and I’m not a good mother for my kids. It just feels like a constant wave of never feeling like I can do what I know I’m good at” (Cardoza, 2021, para. 26).

Two years of ongoing uncertainty, coupled with insufficient resources and training, left many teachers feeling incapable of addressing students’ instructional needs. This further contributed to their diminished self-efficacy, pushing many into later stages of burnout. The unprecedented challenges and shifting dynamics between in-person and online schooling, brought about by COVID-19, created substantial professional hurdles for teachers throughout the United States. This resulted in diminished self-efficacy, which in turn may leads to burnout, potentially causing teachers to leave the profession (Winkelsas et al., 2022).

Chan et al. (2021) reported a marked decline in teachers’ professional confidence after the first wave of the pandemic, attributing it to job ambiguity, emotional exhaustion, and an unmanageable workload. Additionally, Kraft and Simon (2020) noted a drop in the number of teachers who felt successful, from a pre-pandemic rate of 96–73%, due to COVID-19-related challenges. The perceived success rate among early-career teachers dropped by 29 points.

While the full effect of the pandemic on the teaching workforce may not be fully felt for some time, there is significant potential for wider educational gaps, teacher shortages, and exacerbated socioeconomic disparities (Dugger, 2021). Both teacher engagement and self-efficacy have notably declined, especially among elementary teachers (Pressley, 2021). Furthermore, pandemic-related conditions have impacted teacher engagement and efficacy at all experience levels, not just among beginning teachers (Dolighan and Owen, 2021; Pressley, 2021).

In addition to impacting engagement and long-term commitment, decreased teacher self-efficacy negatively affects student achievement. Teachers with higher self-efficacy are more open to experimenting with new teaching strategies and show resilience in the face of challenges (Pressley and Ha, 2021). Pressley (2021) cited several studies that identified teacher self-efficacy as a predictor of student engagement, instructional quality, and a supportive learning environment. Furthermore, teachers with higher self-efficacy tend to set higher expectations for their students increasing potential for enhanced student achievement.



2.8. Work-life balance

Diminished self-efficacy was not the only thing leading teachers toward feelings of burnout; the COVID-19 pandemic also caused an imbalance between personal and professional responsibilities. The blurred boundaries between work and home, coupled with the challenges of juggling familial responsibilities and teaching, became a significant source of stress for many during this time (Hendrix, 2020; Hermann and Gorlewski, 2020; Kraft and Simon, 2020; Robinson, 2020; Singer, 2020; Diaz, 2021). Overall, 41% of teachers reported that caretaking responsibilities during the pandemic made their jobs more challenging, and over half of these respondents were mid-career professionals with young families (Kraft and Simon, 2020).

Hermann and Gorlewski (2020) highlighted the detrimental effects of the pandemic on teachers, particularly those who were mothers of school-age and preschool children, stating that these dual roles led to “unprecedented levels of anxiety and uncertainty” (p. 3). The researchers described the pressures faced by these teacher-mothers in supporting their own children’s remote instruction while also teaching their own students. Their analysis underscored the dual role of being a teacher and a mother in “establishing and maintaining positive, growth-producing relationships in their classrooms and their homes” (p. 2). This task became even more challenging as demands at home and school increased while resources personal and institutional dwindled. Furthermore, Hermann and Gorlewski noted heightened inequality among teacher-mothers belonging to historically marginalized populations.

Stone (2020) shared the experiences of Anna, a fifth-grade teacher and mother in Pittsburg, who depicted the mental and emotional overload of juggling parenting and teaching roles during the pandemic:


I worry about my own children and their mental health and also physical health through all of this as I am having to send them to daycare. And at school, the majority of my day is spent dealing with technical issues with students’ computers/internet connection. I feel none is getting my 100% attention. (Stone, 2020, para. 3)
 

Being stretched between work and caretaking responsibilities, female teachers tended to take on more of the “second-shift” home care responsibilities than their male counterparts. This observation, reflected by Robinson (2020), echoed the sentiments of Hermann and Gorlewski (2020), emphasizing that mothers typically shoulder more of the “second-shift” parenting and household chores. This further exacerbated the stress on teacher-mothers. Robinson (2020) summarized Gorlewski’s observation that teacher-mothers now spend more time with their children than stay-at-home mothers of the 1960s. This discrepancy amplified the stressful pandemic-related effects on the role of teacher-mothers.



2.9. Health and safety concerns

Just as low self-efficacy, burnout, and an unhealthy work-life balance during the pandemic, concerns for personal and family health and safety were significant factors that diminished teachers’ sense of personal agency, leading many to consider leaving the profession. Teachers’ health concerns were a significant predictor of their likelihood to consider leaving or retiring (Zamarro et al., 2021). Teachers who estimated a 10% chance of contracting COVID-19 were 50% more likely to consider leaving or retiring compared to those who reported a 0% chance (Zamarro et al., 2021). Furthermore, numerous teachers who returned to in-person teaching during the 2020–2021 academic year expressed concerns for their health and their family members’ health. Alford (2021), in a CNN opinion article, narrated how her mother, a 27-year veteran of the Syracuse School District, struggled to prepare lesson plans while battling COVID-19, like many educators prioritizing students’ needs over their health.

Goldberg (2020) noted that many school districts, throughout the pandemic, struggled to balance the risks of in-person learning against the drawbacks of virtual learning. As local COVID-19 cases varied, teachers had to adapt their teaching modes and strategies. Several news stories spotlighted the challenges school districts faced in reopening schools, maintaining health measures, and ensuring a safe learning environment for students and staff. These reports underscored the health risks teachers and their families faced upon returning to work (Alford, 2021; Ozamiz-Etxebarria et al., 2021; Fallert, 2022). Fallert (2022) described the ongoing struggle between parents and teachers to keep children in the classroom while protecting teachers and their families’ safety. A teacher and mother of two preschoolers lamented, “We, as teachers, have to sacrifice the health of our own children to accommodate other people’s children” (Fallert, 2022, para. 4).

Several reports outlined the challenges working parents, particularly teachers, faced as schools reopened. These included finding childcare and managing professional responsibilities alongside their children’s school closures. Stone (2020) referenced statistics from the Center for American Progress, which suggested that 4.5 million childcare spots nationwide may be permanently lost due to the pandemic. This lack of childcare disproportionately affected women, who are often primary caregivers, and forced many to leave their jobs to care for their children.

Teachers over 55, nearing retirement age, also cited health concerns as a significant factor when considering retirement. The loss of experienced teachers can negatively impact learning and student success (Zamarro et al., 2021). The tension between providing in-person instruction and maintaining personal and family health led many teachers to leave the profession. Fallert (2022) highlighted the critical need to protect veteran teachers in the debate around school reopening, emphasizing the need to ensure the health, safety, and needs of all education stakeholders. One teacher summed up the complexities: “A lot of these considerations are getting intertwined with labor relations” (Fallert, 2022, para. 5).

The same teacher added that some districts justified decisions such as salary cuts or benefit changes for those working remotely for safety reasons. Moreover, local school district regulations presented challenges for parents who taught in one district and had children attending school in a different district with distinct protocols. Such parents could face the predicament of teaching in-person while their child learned remotely at home, necessitating the need for spontaneous childcare arrangements as local policies and case numbers fluctuated (Fallert, 2022).



2.10. Secondary trauma

Much like the tension between providing in-person instruction and maintaining personal and family health, many teachers felt overwhelmed by the inability to adequately support their students through pandemic-induced crises, which included emotional, financial, and health-related challenges. The strain of offering intensive emotional support during the pandemic led to elevated levels of stress among teachers. Feeling incapable of meeting their students’ emotional needs often resulted in teacher burnout and affected their overall sense of self-efficacy. A 2020 report by John Hopkins suggested that because teachers have served extensively as “clinical mediators” (p. 2) during students’ and families’ times of crisis throughout the pandemic, many have experienced secondary traumatic stress (STS), a condition akin to compassion fatigue. The report further elaborated how STS can impact teachers’ wellbeing and job performance, potentially leading to high turnover rates if not addressed properly.

Sarah Pamprin, a bilingual teacher from Green Bay, Wisconsin, recounted the emotional toll of supporting her students through the trauma of COVID-19-related family deaths arising from meat-packing outbreaks: “Those were some of the darkest weeks of my life” (Goldberg, 2020, para. 27). As a mother of two toddlers, one with autism, Pamprin spoke of her struggle to care for her own children while also supporting her students’ emotional wellbeing in the early stages of the pandemic.

As the pandemic continues, teachers are increasingly encountering challenges that can lead to STS. Davis et al. (2021) summarized a statement from Peter Faustion, a board member of the National Association of School Psychologists, explaining that the first 3 months of the 2021–2022 school year saw as many mental health issues as the entire first year of the pandemic. Moreover, there have not been sufficient school personnel to effectively address the growing needs of students and families (Singer, 2020; Chan et al., 2021; Goldberg, 2021).

In addition to supporting students’ psychological wellbeing, teachers have had to handle significant discipline issues resulting from COVID-19-related family issues and learning disruptions, further adding to their sense of overwhelm. With many districts returning to in-person instruction, teachers have faced substantial classroom management challenges. Disciplinary issues, such as Tik-Tok challenges (online challenges urging students to vandalize school property), and students’ pandemic-related emotional crises have left teachers struggling to provide sufficient support. Even passionate and dedicated teachers have reported feeling constantly overwhelmed due to these behavioral challenges. Amber Wilson, a high school English teacher from Denver, Colorado, described the developmental impacts of online or hybrid learning as students missed crucial developmental experiences in middle school. Wilson explained that her ninth-graders had last been in a traditional school setting in the middle of their seventh-grade year, resulting in them exhibiting middle-school behaviors in high school (Chang et al., 2021).

Polk-Hoffses, a teacher with 21 years of experience, highlighted the impact of the lack of administrative support in addressing students’ behavioral challenges: “I can barely keep it together myself. So, there are problems with education, and this has just compounded it. It’s [Omicron] put a magnifying glass, and we are like ants. And we are all getting burned up, and they are saying do the best you can” (Chang et al., 2021, para. 16).



2.11. Professional factors

In addition to personal concerns, teachers have faced pandemic-related professional challenges that have affected their self-efficacy and commitment to teaching long-term. These evolving professional stressors include an increased workload due to varied instructional formats and changing policies, shifting and often unclear roles and responsibilities, and a lack of administrative, parental, or community support.



2.12. Increased workload

One of the most pervasive professional factors resulting from COVID-19 mitigation measures has been the substantial increase in workload. The overwhelming work demands have significantly impacted teachers’ sense of self-efficacy, work-life balance, and have contributed to burnout.

Singer (2020) summarized sentiments from a teacher discussion board called “Anonymous Teacher Speaks,” capturing the feeling of demoralization among teachers who expressed feelings of being “defeated,” “overloaded,” “terrified,” “ignored and frustrated,” and “on the brink of quitting.” One anonymous teacher shared, “I work until midnight each night trying to lock and load all of my links, lessons, etc. I never get ahead” (Singer, 2020, para. 15).

Terry McDaniel, an educational leadership professor at Indiana State University, highlighted the impact of an extraordinary workload from a 2020 survey of Indiana teachers. He reported, “We have seen teachers start the school year and then back out because of the workload, or because of the bouncing back and forth” (Singer, 2020, para. 15).

Regardless of the instructional format—face-to-face, online, or hybrid—all forms of teaching require extensive preparation. In hybrid instruction, teachers present material simultaneously in-person and live, which requires intensive planning and preparation. A lack of technical support left many teachers frustrated and defeated, leading to burnout ultimately. Fully online teachers reported the lowest engagement and efficacy scores, followed closely by online and face-to-face teaching (Dolighan and Owen, 2021; Pressley and Ha, 2021).

At the beginning of the 2021–2022 school year, when districts transitioned back to in-person instruction, teachers faced even greater responsibilities. These included the increased hours required for in-person or hybrid learning, disinfecting classrooms and supplies, maintaining distancing measures, and monitoring students’ attendance and quarantine schedules. Chan et al. (2021) confirmed the impact of pandemic-related professional challenges on teachers, reporting that the tremendous workload, job ambiguity due to ongoing policy and technology changes left teachers emotionally exhausted. Nearly half of the teachers surveyed reported high uncertainty and feelings of ambiguity about their role. Participants expressed a need for greater autonomy and flexibility in their teaching approach, scheduling, materials, and evaluation measures (Chan et al., 2021).

Goldberg (2020) highlighted the work of Jardy Sardana, a fourth-grade teacher at a Bronx Charter School. Like many teachers across the country, Sardana exceeded her typical role to meet her students’ needs. She supported families and students by delivering meals, dictating writing exercises by phone to those students without internet access, and engaging students in virtual instruction through activities like crazy hair day. Simultaneously, Sardana balanced the instruction of her third-grade son.



2.13. Shifting roles and responsibilities

With fluctuating instructional formats and rapidly changing policies, teachers have been faced with pervasive ambiguity and a lack of autonomy, similar to the effects of increased workload. The challenge of meeting the demands of these often-unclear roles has been a significant stressor. Reports surveyed for this analysis depict teachers going beyond their standard duties to meet their students’ learning needs. The Manning and Jeon (2020) described teachers dropping off materials to their students and calling students to ensure they were up in time for virtual learning sessions. While conducting online instruction, teachers grappled with maintaining student attention, especially those in underserved communities lacking the appropriate technology for instruction.

Alongside adapting to changing technologies, teachers have had to adapt to the uncertainty surrounding their roles. Chan et al. (2021) found that during the 2020 school year, teachers experienced stress related to ambiguous job demands. The frequently changing policies and shifting formats exacerbated stress levels for teachers at all levels. In a 2020 New York Times article, Singer emphasized that hybrid programs requiring both online and in-person instruction were unsustainable for most teachers. Many districts fluctuated between live and online instruction, forcing teachers to adjust instructional formats multiple times in one grading period.

A study involving 329 elementary teachers at the beginning of the 2020–2021 school year revealed that even teachers with high communication and self-management skills experienced anxiety transitioning to virtual teaching environments (Pressley et al., 2021). Pressley and Ha (2022) referred to Rabaglietti et al. (2021), finding that self-efficacy decreased when teachers encountered difficulties with distance learning. Kraft and Simon (2020) noted that veteran teachers were over three times more likely than less-experienced colleagues to struggle with virtual learning tools. Additionally, teachers reported that only about 60% of students engaged in virtual learning. This gap was more significant among students along racial and socioeconomic lines.

Heidi Crumrine, an English teacher from New Hampshire, illustrated the challenges of transitioning back and forth from live to virtual teaching. She said, “We started the year remote. Then back to school in October; then we were remote again in November, December. We went back hybrid [in early February].” She added, “It feels like we are building the plane while we are flying it, and the destination keeps changing on us” (Cardoza, 2021, para. 22).

In addition to the lack of resources, students and teachers of color have more directly endured the impacts of COVID-19-related illnesses and racial violence. In a 2020 New York Times article, Dwayne Reed, a Chicago elementary teacher, underscored the difficulties educators and students of color faced due to the dual threats of the pandemic and racial violence. Reed, as a teacher of color, stated, “You’re so exhausted after 1 day—after one class. My kids are literally living through the disease of the coronavirus and the disease of racism, and they are experiencing it as 11-year-olds, as 10-year-olds” (Singer, 2020, para. 12).



2.14. Challenges with administration and community support

Parallel to the feelings of burnout and diminished self-efficacy associated with increased workload and shifting roles, a lack of support from administrators, parents, and the community has significantly affected teachers’ agency, efficacy, and commitment to the field. Pressley et al. (2021) emphasized the pivotal role of teacher-parent relationships in teacher stress and burnout. In a subsequent study, Pressley and Ha (2022) discovered that lower administrative support correlated negatively with teacher self-efficacy and positively with higher stress and anxiety levels. The Manning and Jeon (2020) cited instances where teachers made more than 60 phone calls and sent 300 emails to parents at the onset of virtual instruction. The Institute stressed that when school leadership communicated frequently with staff, educators were more inclined to prioritize students’ health and wellbeing. Kraft and Simon (2020) noted that in schools where teachers reported supportive working conditions, their perceived success rate only dropped by 6% due to COVID-19. Conversely, teachers who reported unsupportive working conditions perceived a dramatic 42% drop in their success rate due to the pandemic.

A 2022 New York Times article underscored tensions between teachers, unions, and parents. Unions in large school districts, like Chicago Public Schools, refused to work in person, citing unsafe classrooms due to the Omicron variant. Meanwhile, national unions continued to advocate for in-person learning, setting a precedent and creating pressure for many districts to follow. Goldstein and Schreiber (2022) highlighted the stance of parents and community members rallying for in-person schooling, which placed teachers at the center of the controversy. Additionally, vaccine mandates further complicated matters and elicited concerns from teachers on both sides of the debate (Balevic, 2020). Goldstein and Schreiber (2022) pointed out these palpable tensions were also present in conservative states like Kentucky, where unions rallied for the flexibility to transition to remote learning as infection rates surged. Despite their efforts, Kentucky’s Republican-controlled state legislature allowed for no more than 10 remote school days. Caught in the crossfire of the conflict between in-person and online schooling, teachers found themselves vilified by the community and media. Nevertheless, they remained at the crux of the debate among labor unions, politicians, and administrators.



2.15. Recommendations

As this content analysis reveals, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought about unprecedented personal and professional challenges for teachers, leading to impassable obstacles, diminished agency, and feelings of inadequacy. Consequently, a high number of teachers are contemplating resignation or retirement. Teachers’ wellbeing, self-efficacy, and commitment to the profession directly impact student learning outcomes. While potential COVID-19 variants may induce fluctuations in case counts, may lead to new mitigation measure for teachers, policymakers and administrators can take action to support and retain their teaching staff. Pressley and Ha (2022) emphasized that in order to combat low self-efficacy, stress, and burnout, teachers need to feel supported by districts, administrators, students, and parents.

Supporting teachers’ wellbeing is vital to mitigating burnout. Districts and administrators must monitor teachers’ stress and wellbeing, offering support such as time off (St George, 2021) and increased planning time for staff (Xun et al., 2021; Wright, 2022). Additional measures, like smaller class sizes, reduced workloads, and increased compensation, can also help to maintain the teaching workforce. Schools can prioritize a work-life balance for teachers by establishing work hour boundaries. Interventions such as mindfulness training, exercise, stress awareness education, and psychological interventions could prove beneficial (Hermann and Gorlewski, 2020; Manning and Jeon, 2020; Chan et al., 2021; Pressley et al., 2021; Pressley and Ha, 2021, 2022). Schools and districts can also explore sustainable approaches to managing teachers’ workloads, fostering a healthy work-life balance.

A 2020 analysis of teacher burnout during the COVID-19 pandemic identified administrative support as one of the most significant factors in all stages of teacher burnout (Sokol et al., 2020). The study also indicated that teachers at the burnout’s final stages, experiencing feelings of low accomplishment, benefited most from supportive relationships with parents and use of self-care practices. To alleviate teacher anxiety and bolster teachers’ self-efficacy, administrators should provide flexibility, foster open communication, and offer consistent feedback (Manning and Jeon, 2020; Chan et al., 2021; Pressley et al., 2021; Pressley and Ha, 2021, 2022). To enhance educators’ self-efficacy, opportunities to increase their agency in instructional and school-wide decision-making should be provided. Furthermore, clearly defined expectations can help mitigate teacher exhaustion and improve their wellbeing.

Besides strategies to increase professional agency and administrative support, administrators can offer opportunities for peer support and enhanced technical training. Pressley and Ha (2022) stress the need for administrators to enable teachers to collaborate in learning new technology and sharing instructional strategies in line with these new tools. These measures might help to curb educators’ attrition decisions. Reflecting on existing administrative practices and policies can aid administrators and policymakers in identifying opportunities and reprioritizing professional development goals to ensure these opportunities genuinely enhance teaching and learning.

Several studies suggest that teachers should focus on building relationships with peers, students, and families, and set achievable goals to regain a sense of mastery (Pressley and Ha, 2021, 2022). Hermann and Gorlewski (2020) urge mother-teachers to renegotiate second-shift responsibilities and recalibrate unrealistic societal expectations. To retain teachers and avert teaching shortages, we must reimagine a societal vision for respect and appreciation for teachers and put these values into action.



2.16. Limitations and directions for future research

Most news stories and studies surveyed for this commentary were conducted during the early and middle stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. There is a need for ongoing study and analysis of teacher stress, efficacy, burnout, and attrition as the future evolves. Further investigation could address effective measures to support teachers, particularly those in underserved communities and those with fewer available resources. Studies that elevate teachers’ voices and their struggles could enhance their collective wellbeing and draw attention from policymakers and administrators to the restorative needs of teachers.




3. Conclusion

This content analysis has highlighted the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the teaching profession, emphasizing the significant personal and professional challenges teachers have had to contend with. Teachers have navigated shifting responsibilities, new technologies, ambiguous policies, and increased workloads, often under conditions of high stress and low support. These conditions have raised concerns about teacher burnout, reduced self-efficacy, and increased attrition, which have consequential implications for student learning outcomes.

Nevertheless, through an exploration of these challenges, we have also identified several avenues for intervention and support. Key among these are a renewed emphasis on teacher wellbeing, with measures for stress reduction, work-life balance, and self-care. Administrative support and clear communication are also pivotal, as is the provision of technical training and opportunities for collaboration among teachers. Moreover, fostering a sense of agency and respect for teachers in society at large is an imperative that cannot be overemphasized.

While the COVID-19 pandemic has indeed imposed considerable difficulties on the teaching profession, it has also illuminated the resilience, commitment, and adaptability of educators. It has underscored the critical importance of teachers in our society and the urgency for effective support structures and policies. As we continue to navigate these turbulent times, the need for ongoing research into teacher stress, efficacy, burnout, and attrition is clear, especially to create measures that more adequately support our teachers and, in turn, our students. The future of education depends on our collective ability to listen, learn, and adapt in the face of adversity, ensuring that teachers are supported and valued for the critical role they play in shaping our world.
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