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Research has demonstrated the difficulties faced by educators during the COVID-19 pandemic. In these unprecedented conditions, educators were asked to manage their emotions in new and challenging ways, thus exacerbating their relatively high levels of stress levels and burnout. We contribute to research on the pandemic's impact on educators through a qualitative case study conducted with 88 educators working in six schools across New York State. In this paper, we explore these educators' experiences of emotional labor during the pandemic, drawing attention to the ways educators managed emotions along display rules that compelled them to mask signs of stress and maintain a positive attitude. Through the constant-comparison method of data analysis, we found collegial support to be a crucial resource which participants drew on to manage their emotions in this highly stressful context. These findings have important implications for educators and policymakers as stress is a major contributor to the workforce shortages many schools across the United States are currently experiencing.
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Introduction

Recent research has provided copious evidence that educators' stress levels increased during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Leo et al., 2022; Hirshberg et al., 2023; Kush et al., 2022). Scholars have demonstrated that educators experienced challenging emotions throughout the pandemic's unprecedented disruptions thus increasing their levels of stress and burnout (Kraft et al., 2020; Snow et al., 2023; Steiner and Woo, 2021). While the worst of pandemic-related challenges subsided by the 2023–24 school year, its impacts on youth and the educators who serve them have been deep and lingering (Hirshberg et al., 2023; Richard et al., 2023)—offering good reason for more scholarship.

In this paper, we draw on qualitative data gathered in summer/fall of 2022 among 88 educators working in six different P-12 schools in New York State. Through the lens of emotional labor, we explore how educators experienced the pandemic and with a focus on how they managed and displayed emotions educators which often conflicted with their actual feelings. In particular, we draw attention to the “display rules” (Hochschild, 1983; Stark and Bettini, 2021; Zheng et al., 2024b) which shape the ways individuals publicly express their emotions. For instance, data collected in this study illustrate how participants felt the need to demonstrate positivity in front of their students despite rising levels of stress. Although positivity—which can be defined as a range of emotions, behaviors, and feelings that elicit good feelings (Seligman et al., 2009)—can provide important benefits to individuals' mental and physical health as well as job performance (Caprara et al., 2012; Lauriola and Iani, 2015; Milioni et al., 2016), “relentless” positivity (Ehrenreich, 2009) may undermine individuals' ability to receive negative information or share disconcerting opinions. Moreover, educators' overly positive stance may prompt educational leaders and policymakers to overlook deeper, structural changes needed to improve conditions in schools and may draw, instead, attention to improving individual characteristics such as determination, grit, and perseverance (Collinson, 2012; Pascoe, 2023). As our findings suggest, educators who feel obligated to express emotions which conflict with their actual feelings may experience heightened levels of stress.

As school districts throughout the United States—and in New York State where this study was conducted—continue to experience workforce shortages, it is crucial to understand educators' experiences of stress and particularly how they manage emotions (Darling-Hammond, 2022; Gardner and Slattery, 2024; Marshall et al., 2022; Steiner and Woo, 2021; Wiggan et al., 2021). This focus on how educators manage emotions is important for educators themselves but also for youth who may suffer negative impacts when educators struggle with stress (Burić and Frenzel, 2021; Hamilton and Doss, 2020; Schonert-Reichl, 2017).

In what follows, we discuss related scholarship on teacher emotions and recent work highlighting educator stress during the pandemic. We then turn to a critique of positivity before exploring our data through the lens of emotional labor. We conclude this article with a discussion of what this research contributes to our understandings of educators' stress and implications for educator shortages facing schools across the United States.


The emotions of teaching

As Hargreaves wrote decades ago, emotions are “at the heart of teaching” (Hargreaves, 1998, p. 835). Indeed since his declaration, decades of research have elaborated on the various ways emotions deeply impact educators' identities, their teaching quality, and their students' experiences in school settings (e.g., Kelchtermans, 2005; Lortie, 1975; Snow et al., 2023; Zembylas, 2003; Zheng et al., 2024b).

The large and growing corpus of literature examining teachers' emotions has identified numerous factors at both the institutional and individual level that contribute to the character of educators' emotional experiences and the kinds of emotional labor they perform (Brown et al., 2023; Horner et al., 2020). In a study of 53 Canadian teachers, Hargreaves (2001) found that five factors impact the emotional work performed by educators: relationships with colleagues; feelings of appreciation and acknowledgment; personal support and social acceptance; cooperation, collaboration, and conflict; and trust and betrayal. Chen's (2016) model highlights several variables which positively impact educators' emotional work: Positive interactions with students and colleagues, recognition from families and the public, while perceptions of unfair treatment, competition with colleagues, work-life imbalances, and pressures from policy changes can impact a teachers' emotions negatively.

Teachers' emotions cannot be understood without taking into account the wider context in which they are expressed (Brown et al., 2023; Gallant, 2013). Emotions are not simply individual displays but are “sociocultural constructions” which are embedded in both proximal relationships with students, families, and colleagues and also situated in the wider political and cultural milieu which inform definitions of “good” teaching (de Ruiter et al., 2021; Ma et al., 2023; Purper et al., 2023). For instance, teachers' own teaching philosophy, their views toward their students and colleagues, and their personalities may contribute to what Zembylas calls an “emotional ecology” (2007). Teachers working in schools undergoing significant changes or directly impacted by educational reforms may also experience different emotions than those working in more stable contexts (Wilcox and Lawson, 2018; Snow et al., 2023; Van Veen and Sleegers, 2006; Wang et al., 2021). For instance, researchers have found that the shift to high-stakes accountability which links teacher evaluations to students' performance on exams may heighten teachers' stress levels (Guenther, 2021; Towers et al., 2022).

Because emotion is an intimate part of teaching, teachers' professional identities are linked to the emotional displays expected in schools and classrooms (Aldrup et al., 2024; Brown et al., 2014; O'Connor, 2008). To this point, researchers have found that teachers' own self-definitions of good teaching are strongly linked with the display of positive emotions and suppression of negative ones (Burić et al., 2021; Nias, 1987; Zembylas, 2003). As such, teachers' identities are often connected with the expectation to be caring and kind toward their students (Jones and Kessler, 2020; Nichols et al., 2017; Noddings, 2012). As part of their job duties, teachers often feel expected to exhibit emotions such as kindness, caring, and enthusiasm while regulating negative emotions such as anger, frustration, and sadness (Chang et al., 2022; Fan and Wang, 2022; Wróbel, 2013). In short, the display of positive emotions is closely associated with being a “good” teacher (Noddings, 2012; Sutton, 2004).

Positive impacts on teachers' performance and higher rates of workforce retention can occur when teachers feel less pressured to display emotions that do not match their actual feelings (Humphrey et al., 2015). Emotions can also motivate teachers to pursue and fulfill goals, focus their attention, spur problem-solving, and heighten memory recall (Frenzel et al., 2021; Sutton and Wheatley, 2003). Teachers also gain personal and professional satisfaction from having positive impacts on students or when they are given recognition by supervisors, families, and colleagues for their performance (Lortie, 1975; Noddings, 2012). Teachers' emotions can impact not only their own wellbeing, but their students' as well. For instance, educators who must consistently manage challenging emotions may experience emotional exhaustion and are more likely to leave the profession thus leaving their students with new relationships to develop and new classroom routines to perform (Kariou et al., 2021; Yilmaz et al., 2015; Zheng et al., 2024a). Educators' emotional displays also may influence their students' motivation and levels of engagement in the classroom and can also impact their achievement (Burić and Frenzel, 2021; Schonert-Reichl, 2017; Sutton and Wheatley, 2003; Wang et al., 2019).

Further, it is crucial to understand how emotional labor and emotions themselves may be “racialized.” For instance, researchers have noted how educators of diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds experience and express emotional labor differently (Evans and Moore, 2015; Matias, 2016). As Leonardo and Zembylas (2013) explain, emotionality is crucial to the perpetuation of Whiteness as an exclusionary category. In this sense, Whiteness relies on specific emotional practices to define itself and set itself apart from non-Whiteness as particular emotions “become attached” to individuals (Leonardo and Zembylas, 2013). This line of inquiry has shown how people of color may be stereotyped as overly emotional or “difficult” if they choose to speak out against racial inequities they encounter (Evans and Moore, 2015). In contrast, White educators may perform emotions such as pity or sympathy toward their non-White students to maintain the status quo and avoid more challenging discussions about racial injustice (Leonardo and Gamez-Djokic, 2019; Matias, 2016).

These impacts on teachers are crucial given the workforce shortages experienced by school districts across the U.S. (Marshall et al., 2022; Steiner and Woo, 2021; Wiggan et al., 2021). As Wiggan et al. (2021) note, by 2030 an additional 1.5 million teachers will be needed to staff schools across the country. In New York State, where this study was conducted, 18 areas have been identified as having teacher shortages compared to only three a decade earlier (Gardner and Slattery, 2024).



Educator emotion during the COVID-19 pandemic

Reports of teachers' heightened levels of stress, anxiety, and depression during the COVID-19 pandemic have become widespread (Leo et al., 2022; Hirshberg et al., 2023; Kush et al., 2022; Ozamiz-Etxebarria et al., 2021). A variety of factors have been implicated in these reports including the abrupt shift to remote teaching, concerns over teaching effectiveness (Kim and Asbury, 2020; Pressley and Ha, 2021), and teachers' worries over their students' and their own safety during the pandemic (Wilcox et al., 2021; Klapproth et al., 2020; Snow et al., 2023).

The pandemic also required educators to manage their emotions in uniquely challenging contexts. For instance, some research has found that educators felt anxiety and concern for their students during periods of school closures and social distancing despite often feeling unable to directly support them (Bintliff, 2020; Herman et al., 2021). Recognizing the struggles of many of their students, teachers often felt the need to protect students from their own negative feelings about the pandemic (Santihastuti et al., 2022). As Chang et al. (2022) demonstrate in their mixed-methods study of teacher burnout during the pandemic, suppressing negative emotions can lead to negative consequences such as burnout and reduced enthusiasm for teaching.

The abrupt shift to remote teaching also precipitated emotional responses from educators. For many educators, remote teaching was an unprecedented situation in which they were asked to display shift rapidly to new teaching modalities (Auger and Formentin, 2021). Large numbers of disengaged and chronically absent students during periods of remote teaching dampened the rewarding aspects of teaching for many educators and made it difficult to maintain the same levels of confidence and efficacy in their teaching many felt (Hargreaves, 2021). Even after schools reopened, educators frequently continued to worry over their teaching effectiveness as social distancing measures, at times, made it hard to implement high quality instructional practices (Love and Marshall, 2022). Additionally, the challenging, and sometimes contentious, relationships between educators and families over social-distancing rules also contributed to feelings of frustration and being unappreciated for some teachers (Leo et al., 2024; Hartney and Finger, 2020). In some cases, educators felt frustrated as they were regularly not included in decision-making processes impacting their teaching practice and wellbeing (Leo et al., 2023).

How students experienced the COVID-19 pandemic, however, was not uniform. Research has shown that the pandemic had disproportionate impacts across communities and therefore impacted educators and their emotions differently. For instance, students of color incurred disproportionate impacts from the pandemic as their families were more likely to contract the virus due to their overrepresentation as “essential workers” (Hassan and Daniel, 2020; Allen et al., 2021). Moreover, for youth of color, COVID-19 existed alongside other pandemics of systemic racism and police-related violence (Curchin et al., 2024; Wallace and Wallace, 2021). The uneven effects of the pandemic (and multiplier effect of several pandemics disproportionately affecting youth of color) created additional stressors and challenges for educators who served racially-minoritized populations (Wilcox et al., 2021; Jones et al., 2021; Kraft et al., 2020).



The limits of positivity

Positivity is certainly not without its benefits. Research has shown that a positive outlook can serve as a resource on which individuals may draw in efforts to manage stress during challenging times (Alessandri et al., 2012; Caprara et al., 2017). A range of studies—a thorough review of which is beyond the scope of this paper—have found associations between positivity and beneficial outcomes to both physical and mental health (e.g., Rasmussen and Wallio, 2008; Scheier et al., 2001). According to psychologists, positivity can encourage individuals to engage in healthy behaviors and promote resiliency as difficulties are viewed as temporary or able to be overcome (Peterson, 2006; Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Bandura (1994), for instance, suggests that a positive assessment of one's own abilities may actually promote better outcomes. In other words, if one views a situation as amenable to their influence, then they are more likely to create desired impacts (Ahmad and Safaria, 2013; Bandura et al., 2001; Walton and Cohen, 2003).

Biologists have found that positive expectations can even impact one's immunological responses such as in cases where patients' actual prognoses may improve if they believe a medicine to be effective in treating their ailment (regardless of that medicine's actual efficacy; Benedetti, 2020). Those demonstrating higher levels of positivity are also found to be happier, less depressed, and report more life satisfaction—all indicators which are associated with decreased stress (Alessandri et al., 2012; Caprara et al., 2012; Lauriola and Iani, 2015; Milioni et al., 2016).

Recent scholarship has highlighted the potential for positive thinking to buffer against some of the negative impacts experienced by individuals during the pandemic (Ahorsu et al., 2020; Vos et al., 2021; Yildirim et al., 2022). Yildirim and Güler (2021), for instance, found that positivity mediated the effect of pandemic-induced stress among 3,109 Turkish adults. Others have found that optimism during the pandemic increased levels of resilience, thus serving as a “protective factor” against mental and physical ailments (Arslan et al., 2020; Burt and Eubank, 2021; Krifa et al., 2022). Ferreira et al. (2021) reported similar findings in a survey of 586 Portuguese adults—positivity predicted lower levels of depression among respondents. These studies, among others (Leslie-Miller et al., 2021; Thartori et al., 2021), suggest that positive emotions and optimism can serve as a resource upon which individuals may draw during times of stress and upheaval. Such findings are significant given the high rates of pandemic-related stress reported by educators described above.

Although these findings highlight the potential benefits brought to individuals who think positively, other scholars have highlighted the pitfalls of positive thinking. Ehrenreich (2009), for instance, argues that “relentless promotion of positive thinking” has undermined individuals' ability to receive or critically analyze upsetting information. Drawing on her own experience of being diagnosed with cancer, she criticizes the encouragement of positivity as a panacea for those facing challenging circumstances (Ehrenreich, 2009). Collinson (2012) likewise notes that excessive positivity can stifle the voices of those expressing dissent or alternative ideas and discourage those in power from admitting errors or lapses in judgment. France (2021), a teacher who left the profession during the pandemic, criticizes his experiences of “toxic positivity” in the workplace. France (2021) concurs with Collinson (2012), noting that toxic positivity suppresses dissenting viewpoints and fails to acknowledge the tangible resources and supports that teachers need to meet the demands placed on them. As he writes, mandated forms of positivity encourages teachers to “put their students and their schools before themselves and their own families” (France, 2021, p. 1).

In an ethnographic study of an American high school, Pascoe (2023), argues that a culture of kindness and positivity is not only ineffective for tackling educational inequalities, but may ultimately distract those with good intentions from seeking long-lasting solutions. In these cases, positivity may actually obscure the structural changes needed to ameliorate difficulties and instead place these responsibilities onto individuals (Cerulo, 2019; Shiller, 2005). The concept of “cruel optimism” coined by the philosopher Berlant (2010), refers to a similar situation in which individuals attach themselves to a desired outcome which has become impossible to attain. This attachment, writes Berlant, turns cruel when it becomes an “obstacle to [one's] flourishing” (Berlant, 2010, p. 1). Optimism can become harmful when individuals view their individual shortcomings as the reason behind an inability to attain positive outcomes while neglecting the wider social, political, and economic factors that can enable or constrain success (Leo, 2022; Bartlett et al., 2018; Sweeny and Shepperd, 2010).

Pandemic-related research has provided some validation of the concerns raised above. For instance, several studies have found that individuals who hold “unrealistic” levels of optimism about one's vulnerability to COVID-19 may have made them less likely to engage in precautionary behaviors and thus more likely to contract the virus (Dolinski et al., 2020; Van Bavel et al., 2020; Vieites et al., 2021). In these situations, individuals may falsely believe that negative events (such as contracting COVID-19 or becoming seriously ill from it) are less likely to happen to them than to other people (Gassen et al., 2021). Moreover, overly optimistic views about the pandemic, warns Holmes et al. (2021), may turn into a simple aspiration to return to “normal.” Such desires may unintentionally serve to reproduce inequities which existed prior to—and may have been exacerbated during—the pandemic such as the disproportionate impacts of the pandemic on people of color and those from lower socioeconomic households (Allen, 2021; Hassan and Daniel, 2020; Jones et al., 2021).

In the following sections, we draw on the concept of “emotional labor” (Caringi et al., 2012; Hochschild, 1983) to explore educators' emotional experiences during the pandemic. In particular, we draw attention to the way positivity acted as an implicit “display rule” (Hochschild, 1983; Horner et al., 2020; Zheng et al., 2024a) which molded the way educators expressed their emotions.



Conceptual framework

This study utilizes the concept of emotional labor to guide our interpretation of the qualitative data collected from P-12 school educators (Hochschild, 1983; Stark and Bettini, 2021; Zheng et al., 2024b). As introduced above, the term “emotional labor” first came to prominence through Hochschild's (1983) book The Managed Heart where she outlined the growing demands on service workers to manage their emotions in ways prescribed by employers and clients. According to Hochschild, emotional labor is “the management of feeling to create a publicly observable facial and bodily display [that is] sold for a wage” (Hochschild, 1983, p. 7). It is characterized by face-to-face contact with the public, the provocation of emotional states in workers, and the exercise of control from managers over the emotional responses by workers (Caringi et al., 2012; Hochschild, 1983).

This “management of feeling” (Hochschild, 1983, p. 7) is communicated to workers through emotional “display rules” which discipline workers by restricting the ways they may express their emotions. Educators may conform to perceived display rules for a variety of reasons including providing emotional support to colleagues and students and to demonstrate their professional competence (Horner et al., 2020; Ma et al., 2023; Stark and Bettini, 2021). Display rules are not simple expressions of one's innate feelings, instead they may be seen as exercises of institutional and ideological power which educators may conform to or resist in different moments and through different actions (Benesch, 2018; Chang et al., 2022; de Ruiter et al., 2021). Workers may incur stress and exhaustion as they seek to conform to display rules by exhibiting emotions which conflict with their actual feelings (Brotheridge and Grandey, 2002). In contrast, conforming to display rules which coincide with educators' actual feelings and emotions can heighten enthusiasm and caring for students and improve teaching effectiveness (Burić and Frenzel, 2021; Zheng et al., 2024a). Two related strategies identified in the emotional labor literature include “surface acting” which involves a superficial display of emotion without genuinely feeling that emotion, and “deep acting” where workers try to alter their felt emotions in order to align them more closely to the expectations of their employers and the consumers they serve (Ashkanasy and Dorris, 2017; Aldrup et al., 2024; Hochschild, 1983). While such efforts involve what others have identified as emotional regulation (e.g., Fan and Wang, 2022), we utilize the framework of emotional labor, in particular, to highlight the display rules which guide teachers' behaviors, and by extension, their experiences of stress.

The forms of emotional labor performed by workers are influenced by socio-cultural as well as political-economic factors (Ashkanasy, 2003; Brown et al., 2023). For instance, as postindustrial economies further transition to service work, emotional labor will become a greater part of workers' duties and responsibilities (Tsang, 2011). In such contexts, emotional displays are not only an integral part of service workers' job duties but also become a commodity that itself is sold to consumers (e.g., “service with a smile”; Hochschild, 1983). Hochschild's original scholarship among flight attendants explicitly calls attention to the emotional labor performed by women in historically feminized professions (Benesch and Prior, 2023), however, as critics note, the increasing number of men in service positions draws attention to how men must also contend with expectations to manage their emotions (Cameron, 2000). And, as discussed above, emotional labor is also “racialized” as emotional responses may be interpreted differently depending on the racial identity of the person performing them (Evans and Moore, 2015; Leonardo and Zembylas, 2013). As Matias (2016) has shown, emotions such as pity or sympathy may be utilized by White educators in efforts to avoid deeper discussion about racial privilege and structural disadvantage.



Research questions

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and the stress it entailed, it is crucial to understand the forms of emotional labor performed by educators. To this end, this study draws on qualitative data gathered from 88 educators in New York State to investigate the following research questions:

(1) What emotions did educators experience during the pandemic, and what forms of emotional labor did they perform?

a. What display rules guided educators' expression of emotion?

(2) How did the emotional labor performed by educators relate to their reported stress levels?




Methods

Six schools were recruited for this study using a statewide survey conducted in spring of 2021 which explored educators' experiences of stress and job satisfaction during the COVID-19 pandemic (Wilcox et al., 2021). From the larger sample of schools (n=38) that participated in the survey, six schools were invited to participate in the second phase of study as participants in these schools reported lower rates of stress and higher rates of job satisfaction compared to educators in schools serving demographically similar populations. The logic of this sampling choice was to inquire into what might have mitigated educators' stress and positively influenced their job satisfaction. This purposive sample was also designed to represent a range of community and school demographics including taking into consideration such factors as urbanicity, school level, and student population served (see Table 1). Despite our attempt to investigate a representational sample of New York State educators, the 38 schools that participated served largely White student populations, posing a limitation to the study which we discuss in further detail in the final sections of this paper. Qualitative research often poses limitations for the sample sizes involved, yet its strength lies in its ability to provide a space for participants to articulate firsthand their experiences of a particular phenomenon. In this case, we aimed to elevate the voices of educators who expressed, in their own words, their experiences during the pandemic and factors which exacerbated and mitigated their stress levels.


TABLE 1 School demographics*.


	School
	Enrolment
	% Economically disadvantaged
	% Student population white
	District urbanicity





	ES1
	350
	40–59%
	90–100%
	Suburban



	ES2
	300
	20–39%
	90–100%
	Rural



	ES3
	350
	40–59%
	60–69%
	Suburban



	SS1
	500
	20–39%
	80–89%
	Suburban



	SS2
	250
	40–59%
	80–89%
	Rural



	SS3
	700
	20–39%
	90–100%
	Rural




*School names are pseudonyms and numbers are rounded to protect participant confidentiality.




Data collection

Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was granted by the researchers' university (study 21E027), and all participants underwent informed consent procedures prior to data collection. After securing school and district permission, in-person site visits were conducted from June 2022 through November 2022 by an interdisciplinary research team comprised of university researchers and two doctoral students certified in Human Subjects research by the IRB. During visits, researchers conducted interviews and focus groups with teachers, support staff members (school counselors, school psychologists, and social workers) and school and district leaders (see Table 2). A total of 88 educators (including classroom teachers and support staff) across the six schools participated in the study and they are the focus of this study. To maintain confidentiality, we refer to schools by ES (elementary school) or SS (secondary school) and have rounded off the demographic statistics of each school (see Table 1).


TABLE 2 Participant totals by role.


	School
	Teachers
	Support staff
	Leaders





	ES1
	7
	7
	2



	ES2
	10
	4
	2



	ES3
	4
	3
	2



	SS1
	11
	7
	4



	SS2
	6
	4
	2



	SS3
	8
	2
	3



	Totals
	46
	27
	15






Our research team crafted and used interview and focus group protocols informed by several lines of inquiry (leadership, curriculum and instruction, social-emotional learning, youth mental health, and parent-family engagement) with a focus on literature related to adaptation during crises (Yin, 2018). While portions of each protocol differed slightly depending on the role of the participant, we maintained the same themes across all interviews to be able to compare responses across staff members. The interview and focus group questions below were asked to all participants and participants' responses serve as the primary data sources for this analysis1:

1. Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic (spring of 2020), please describe some of the major issues you have encountered as an educator.

a. Focusing on an example, please share:

i. How did you address this issue?

ii. Who else was involved in addressing this issue?

iii. How did you communicate with (or get input from) those affected most directly by this issue?

iv. What were/have been your lessons learned in addressing this issue?

v. [For leaders only]: What kinds of measures or actions did you take to mitigate negative effects of this issue on your staff?

2. How would you characterize how and to what extent the pandemic and your experience of it in this school has impacted your levels of stress at work, your job satisfaction and/or your future career plans?

a. What kinds of things have helped or hindered you to manage your stress, job responsibilities, and work-life balance?

b. What do you wish you had more of in terms of resources or support to do your job during these times?

Our research team used recommended practices (see Brinkman and Kvale, 2014) to increase the trustworthiness of qualitative research studies in several ways. First, two or more interviewers were engaged in each site visit and in the process of interpretive memoing. The interpretive memos were crafted during and after site visits and invited the research team to consider the overarching themes that emerged during interviews and focus groups and engage in researcher triangulation as team members shared varied interpretations of the data. These memos provided opportunities to reflect on the ways in which our identities and positions impacted data collection and our interpretations of the data probing into, for example, discrepancies in our interpretations (Creswell and Poth, 2023). This was essential, since our class and race positions provided us with advantages which may not have been shared by participants and the students they served. Although these memos and the conversations which they facilitated cannot eliminate bias, our overall goal in this research was to use recommended strategies as outlined above to ensure the trustworthiness of our interpretations and amplify the voices of the educators in this study. We revisit limitations of our findings in the final sections of the paper.



Data analysis

Next, our research team members confirmed the accuracy of interview and focus transcriptions through multiple listenings. Team members utilized NVivo 12 qualitative software (QSR International Pty Ltd, 2018) to code data using the constant-comparison method whereby parent codes are first created from the lines of inquiry and literature review, and more specific subcodes are then developed through inductive coding (Miles et al., 2014). After reviewing code reports, research team members crafted individual school case studies and to enhance credibility, we engaged in member-checking with principals of participating schools (which resulted in only minor edits such as corrected acronyms; Maxwell, 2012).

For this study, data coded in parent codes related to stress, job satisfaction, school climate and culture, and social-emotional wellbeing were further examined through the lens of emotional labor resulting in subcodes including guilt, self-management, and anxiety. Intercoder reliability tests were not appropriate at this stage of analysis as only the lead author conducted this phase of coding, however, as the primary coder the lead author took steps to increase validity by writing reflexive memos during the coding process and consulting with other researchers involved in the data collection process to confer about preliminary findings. A portion of the codebook used in this analysis and a sample of coded text is available in Appendices A, B in order to illustrate the coding process.



Positionality statement

To dispel notions of the “detached observer” (Rosaldo, 1993), we seek to clarify how our identities, interests, and backgrounds may have influenced this research project. As White, middle-class university researchers, our upbringing may not have matched those of our participants and thus affected our ability to understand firsthand their experiences. This is especially true for the lead author as a male with no K-12 school teaching experience (as compared to the co-author who is female and has public-school teaching experience). Second, we do not claim to be neutral as our intent with this research is not simply to describe the challenges faced by educators but also improve their experiences and capacities to support their students. While these limitations may have impacted participants' interactions with us and our interpretation of the collected data, we feel that the efforts described above aimed at increasing trustworthiness and rigor have been effective in mitigating potential biases. As qualitative educational researchers, our goal is to amplify the voices of educators and learn from their experiences; we hope this paper has contributed to that effort.



Findings

As the findings below illustrate, participants struggled to manage increasing emotions of stress and discontent during the pandemic. Educators recounted intense feelings of worry and concern about their students, especially during school closures, as well as guilt for their perceived inability to support students more directly. Despite these challenges, educators expressed the urge to mask negative emotions in front of their students and maintain a positive emotional display. Collegial support emerged as a crucial resource which participants drew on to manage their emotions in this highly stressful context.



Stress, worry, and guilt

In interviews and focus groups, educators described increasing levels of stress and discomfort during the pandemic and described experiences of emotional labor. Many educators, for instance, explained how they struggled to meet new teaching demands initiated during the rapid transition to remote learning. Educators not only felt unprepared to utilize the technology needed to teach remotely but also that this shift undermined their self-efficacy and confidence. As two teachers from ES3, an elementary school situated in a suburb of New York's capital city, Albany, explained:

Teacher 1: So I went from where I was confident in the classroom—because I knew how to do and I knew how to get the academics across to my kids, and you know and do the best I could to now I have these kids in front of me and they're relying on me. And their parents are relying on me to continue to educate them. And I don't know what I'm doing.

Teacher 2: You feel incompetent and like I am completely overwhelmed, and I do not know how to engage them because I'm not engaged... I'm like two seconds ahead of them or you have kids telling you what to do: “[Teacher's name] you know you can just push that button down there.” I mean, it's crazy. It was just crazy.

Like the two teachers above, a district leader from ES2, a rural school located at the foot of the Adirondack Mountains in New York, explained how many teachers in their district experienced “pain and frustration” as they felt unable to meet their own high standards during the pandemic:

But [teachers] weren't satisfied with doing anything less than what they normally do. So a lot of their pain and frustration came from “I'm not being the teacher that these kids deserve. Whether it's to the kids in front of me or the kids at home when I have them both. I can't be my best to any of them.” Which, again, just shows that commitment and dedication, but that was the hard part.

Especially during periods of remote learning, many educators felt that they were unable to teach effectively and moreover could not support their students emotionally. During an interview, another teacher from ES6 elaborated on the challenges of teaching through the pandemic:

It was really hard knowing that you were failing your students and you tried and tried. But you also had to put yourself in the shoes of those families and they were really just trying to survive and have their basic needs met. If they weren't able to sign in every day you were just checking in to make sure if everything was okay, if there was anything we could do to help the family out. That was really just tough.

Other participants recounted similar feelings of worry and concern about students' wellbeing especially when schools were closed. “It was super emotional for us, because we wanted to keep abreast of the kids,” said one teacher from SS1, a secondary school located in a suburb of the city of Utica. At SS3, a school classified as rural though located just seven miles east of a small city in New York, a support staff member expressed concern about youth living in precarious situations and worried when she could not keep tabs on them:

And [we] worry, and then where are they? And knowing the environments that some kids go [home] to, and school was their safe place. And when they're not connecting with you online, you know, where are they? Are they okay? Are they eating? Are they safe?

An educator from ES3 likewise explained how she had lost sleep because she was unable to confirm one students' safety. “Those are the families that we worried about, like, I know, both of us [her husband] stayed up at night thinking about this little girl, and just worried about her and, was she with mom and dad, or was she with grandma?” she explained.

Leaders also recounted feelings of stress and guilt, however, these feelings were often in relation to their perceived inability to support staff during the pandemic and the need to enforce mandates which were unpopular (Grissom and Condon, 2021; LaVenia et al., 2024). A district leader from SS3 reflected on the “horrible” feeling of watching staff members experiencing stress and negative emotions:

I felt horrible that the employees were stressed, horrible. I kept writing to them, “If you need anything, please let us know. What can I do? Can I cover your class?” like those kinds of things because you could see them crumbling, you could see the stress. You know, in some cases, people gained weight, in some cases they lost weight and lost family members. You could just see they were wearing it, and unhappy employees aren't good for kids. So I felt that stress to try to make people feel happy.



“Surface acting” during a pandemic

The data above demonstrate how educators experienced stress, guilt, and worry during the pandemic. In this section, we describe how educators in this study felt the need to mask these emotions in front of students. Through the lens of emotional labor, we explore how this “display rule” encouraged educators to engage in “surface acting” (Hochschild, 1983; Zheng et al., 2024a) by showing positivity despite their actual feelings.

In interviews and focus groups, educators made clear the connection they felt between their own emotions and the way those emotions impact students in their schools. For instance, in describing the school community, a support staff member from ES2 drew a correlation between staff members' emotions and those of their students. “This building is a happy place, our kids run into the building in the morning. And I think in large part, that's because our staff is happy to be here too,” she said. At ES2, this notion extended to the pandemic, as educators were quick to recognize the way that their own emotional displays could influence students. For instance, in a focus group with support staff members, educators expressed the need to mask their actual feelings of stress and discomfort in front of students:

Support Staff 1: I think, too, our staff did a really good job of even though they might have been anxious, they didn't act that way in the classroom. And that rubs off on the kids, you know, they noticed that. The teachers were very much like, “Okay, that's going to be okay, we're okay, this is what we're doing.” And so even though that may not have been what was really going on in their heads, they made this really conscious effort to make the kids be like, you know, we got this we know things are different. I feel like that really helped.

Support Staff 2: I agree. I think that was a real anchor for the kids. And for the families, too.

Educators at other schools described similar forms of “surface acting” where they felt the urge to mask their actual emotions in front of students. A teacher from SS3, for instance, explained the challenge she faced managing emotions in front of students and the tacit explanation for educators at her school overcome obstacles simply through individual grit and perseverance:

[School name] teachers, just, you know, can find their boots, they pull them up, you know, put your big girl pants on and you just do it. But I think I'm to the point where, like, I'm done, you know, like, I'm like, hoping to survive two more years, so I can retire. I mean, that's, and I never really thought like that. I mean, we've gone through other stressful times in this district, but this is, you know, emotionally stressful. And there's just some times that I have to go and take a deep breath, count to 10, you know, even with them [students] in the room, because it's, you know, but I think we mask it.

Leaders also performed emotional labor during the pandemic, though—as implied in the previous section—their emotional labor typically involved managing emotions during interactions with staff, community members, and students' families (LaVenia et al., 2024). For instance, the principal of ES10 described the challenge of communicating with teachers and family members who were unhappy with decisions involving school closures or social distancing mandates:

There was a lot of emotion. It was the most stressful year of my life as an administrator—there's no doubt. People were angry. People were frustrated. They were upset about things. And it was really just trying to maintain calm. You know, not allow somebody's emotion to elevate my emotion. Because man, it would have been really easy.

The principal from SS2, for example, explained his need to maintain a positive attitude in front of students and staff despite feeling “spent”:

I didn't want them to see that I was spent. No, it means you're always trying to just to have that game face on. Try to be as positive as possible. Because everyone, like, you'll get through this. We got it. They'll be alright.

An important finding which emerged from these data was that educators did not feel it was administrators or other leaders who imposed the display rule of positivity, but rather was an implicit expectation that was part of educators' job duties. As a support staff from SS3 explained:

[My] husband works for the state. And you know, the expectations weren't the same that was placed on educators. Educators, I felt there was a high expectation that you're going to just keep this going. And you don't have the tools to do that. And that's not coming from administration.

A similar sentiment was articulated by an educator from ES1 who suggested that it was educators themselves who imposed these high standards, “Our expectations for our community weren't too high and unmanageable, and then that trickled to us too.” He then continued, “But as educators, we hold ourselves to a higher standard. So we did that ourselves. I don't think administration pushed that onto us, which was super helpful.” Likewise, another educator from SS3 described the pressure of maintaining a “high standard” for their students despite feeling uncertain they would be able to meet these expectations:

In talking with some colleagues after going through that [remote instruction], and then coming back this year where, “okay, we're back to normal” where it's not normal. We still came back with masks, we still came back social distancing…. And I feel a lot of that was carried into this year that you still have to be the strong person when you're like, wait, I'm still like, I still have PTSD, literally from, you know, the previous year. So I feel like that was really hard. And I can't say it's a fault of, I don't think we're unique in that. I think it's education. I feel the educational system just had a really, there was a high standard a high demand to not cut our stockholders short, which are students, right, in the community. And I think for the most part we rose to the occasion the best we can. But I don't think anybody would say we did a great job. I mean, people tell us we did but nobody feels like they did it.



Emotional labor and the role of colleagues

An important way educators managed their emotions during the pandemic was through support of colleagues (Schiller et al., 2023). These findings validate previous work highlighting the potential for collegial relationships to offset workplace stress among teachers (e.g., Kelchtermans, 2006; Shah, 2012; Vangrieken et al., 2015).

Educators explained how their colleagues assisted them not only with academic guidance or technical assistance but with crucial emotional support during challenging moments. “I really relied on my coworkers to help me get through it and to give me advice and help with the academics and the management and all of that,” said a teacher from ES2. When asked what things helped him handle the challenges of the pandemic, another teacher from ES2 pointed to his colleagues as creating a crucial space where he could express his actual emotions rather than needing to engage in the types of “surface acting” (Hochschild, 1983) described above:

And you know what else, it's like when the kids left and if you just lost it, you were like, it was just a brutal day. And you just lost your junk… Like you can lose it, and you could lose it with your colleagues, and it was okay. You could be angry, frustrated, mad at the world. And it was okay to be angry, frustrated, mad, or mad at the world. Because if we weren't allowed to be that, then we couldn't have come back and restarted every day.

A teacher from SS3 had a similar reply when describing the supports and resources on which he could draw during the pandemic. In his view, colleagues provided a way to collectively acknowledge the challenges they faced even if they felt their struggles, in other contexts, fell on “deaf ears”:

And just being able to talk to colleagues, acknowledging that you're not alone, that you're in it with everybody else. Even if you feel like the voice of the teachers is kind of falling on deaf ears at times, just being able to be there for each other I think has been important.

In many cases, educators explained how colleagues helped them cope with challenging situations which were not only related to their job duties but also stemmed from personal difficulties. For instance, during a teacher focus group at ES1, three teachers recalled how their colleagues helped mitigate stress from both work and non-work related sources:

Teacher 1: I've called her [the principal] crying. I felt comfortable to just say… this is happening. It [the principal's response] was just, “Do your best.”

Teacher 2: And the times she talked you off ledges at 7 in the morning.

Teacher 3: I was going through a lot in my personal life. And this is what I had that was a foundation. Like when everything else seemed to be like I don't know… I don't know. I still had the school, and I didn't fear for my job, so I was able to keep doing my best.

Likewise, the principal at SS2 explained how a meeting with principals across the district began with the intent of sharing leadership strategies during the pandemic and morphed into a support group:

[T]hen we meet as a principal group. And a lot of times just to vent. Just to vent. Sometimes there's just telling jokes, we would realize, because we did, and we had an administrator who left with mental health leave. And so, we're trying to help him, and we could see stress levels rising. So, we'd be like, hey, we need to meet quick, and we just need a group for maybe 15 minutes, and just tell [name of principal at nearby school] to do something nice to get some just to get some laughter.

During a focus group among support staff members at ES1, participants recounted a similar experience of mutual support during the pandemic and a feeling of trust and comfort sharing problems which may not have been school related.

Support Staff 2: You know, everyone was very generous with their time, they had their own classes, and their own whatever, but they were like we are all on the same sinking ship together, you had no problem texting someone at ten o'clock, “Can you talk now? “Sure, call me.” … There was no, we don't have time for that or we aren't getting paid enough. It was never like that in this building.

Support Staff 3: No, it wasn't.

Support Staff 2: How could we pull the other one up on the ship?

Support Staff 3: Someone's going off the deep end. You gotta help [teacher name], she's sinking.

Support Staff 1: I mean I was going to retire last year, I keep trying to, but these two [Support Staff 2 and Support Staff 3] keep pulling me off the ledge.

A teacher from ES2 described feeling anxiety and nervousness that many educators experienced as schools began to reopen again, yet explained how colleagues mutually supported one another during this stressful time. Such moments are important reminders that positive emotions—when felt authentically—can serve to mitigate stress and promote resilience (Caprara et al., 2017; Humphrey et al., 2015):

Everybody knew how to pull on each other's strength. And if I was personally completely freaked out over the fact that we were all going to be back together again, other people were feeling the same thing, and we were feeding off of each other's, “We're going to make it, we're going to do it, we can make this happen.”

As these findings demonstrate, colleagues were a crucial source of emotional support for those struggling during the pandemic. Colleagues not only assisted educators with meeting new job demands such as the technology required for remote teaching, but also helped them cope with the stress and adverse emotions they were experiencing during the pandemic. Importantly, colleagues also provided spaces for educators to “vent” or express their actual emotions rather than feeling the need to mask them as they did in front of students.




Discussion and conclusion

The findings above demonstrate that educators experienced a range of challenging emotions and stressful conditions during the pandemic. As found in other studies, educators in this study contended with their feelings of concern about their students and guilt that they could not adequately meet their needs during the pandemic (Bintliff, 2020; Herman et al., 2021). In particular, the rapid shift to remote teaching left many educators feeling unprepared and doubting their teaching effectiveness (Auger and Formentin, 2021). These concerns, along with the challenges of engaging students remotely, dampened the joyful and rewarding aspects of teaching that prior research has correlated with teacher job satisfaction and retention (Hargreaves, 2021). Educators reported struggling to manage the expression of these emotions in ways which conformed to workplace norms, or display rules, which prescribed positivity in front of students. Lastly, we described how colleagues served as important sources of support for educators by creating spaces for them to express their felt emotions and vent frustrations.

Several implications may be drawn from these findings. First, this study highlights the centrality of emotions in educators' work as well the utility of emotional labor as a conceptual framework to examine how educators manage emotions in various contexts. As our data demonstrate, educators felt pressured to confirm to display rules which urged them to mask their negative emotions in front of students. Yet, as educators explained, it was not leaders or administrators who enforced this display rule, but educators themselves who described an internalized expectation that they express positivity in front of students no matter the situation. Such findings highlight the need for continued study of how educators internalize, resist, and transform socially constructed notions of the “good” educator (Zembylas, 2007). Moreover, the way emotional display rules may be communicated and enforced to educators implicitly calls attention to the complicated ways in which service workers are (self-)disciplined in a postindustrial economy (Horner et al., 2020).

Second, the significance of collegial relationships was made clear through interviews and focus groups in this study (Vangrieken et al., 2015). Colleagues provided not only a source of emotional support for one another but also created spaces where educators felt they could express their emotions more authentically and resist both surface acting and deep acting. These findings coincide with prior research which has found that collegial relationships may help offset workplace stress and burnout (Kelchtermans, 2006; Shah, 2012). Yet, while their solidarity is admirable, supportive colleagues alone cannot be responsible for mitigating educators' stress. Additional practices to alleviate educator stress should include access to mental health counseling from trained professionals, mindfulness practices, and mentorship programs in combination with an ease in educators' workloads (Jakubowski and Sitko-Dominik, 2021; Sharplin et al., 2011). For instance, LaVenia et al. (2024) suggest that educators may be supported through the development of “communities of emotional practice” which provide colleagues with ways to mutually support one another especially in expressing and managing emotions.

Third, though we organized our findings thematically—and not by educator role—it is important to note the varied forms of emotional labor performed by educators in different positions. For instance, while participants across different roles exhibited forms of surface acting, we found that, for leaders, these instances often involved family members and teachers. Indeed, this paper echoes recent scholarship which found that—like teachers—leaders incurred high levels of stress and burnout during the pandemic (Grissom and Condon, 2021; LaVenia et al., 2024). Such findings remind us that educator workforce shortages facing districts across the U.S. also include leaders who in our study also performed emotional labor as they attempted to buffer other staff from stressors (Wilcox et al., 2024; DeMatthews et al., 2022).

Lastly, while this study has critically explored the ways in which positivity operated as a display rule for educators, we do not mean to suggest positive thinking is intrinsically a bad thing. For instance, other scholarship generated from this study noted how some participants experienced positive emotions during the pandemic such as a sense of pride and accomplishment that they felt from overcoming adversities and renewed enthusiasm for the possibilities to adapt and innovate during the pandemic (Wilcox et al., 2022). As this scholarship (and the quote at the end of the findings section) illustrates, positive emotions may promote resilience among educators and be beneficial to both them and their students when they are felt authentically (Sutton and Wheatley, 2003). Framed through the lens of emotional labor, educators may reap benefits when they are engaged in deep acting rather than surface acting (Caringi et al., 2012; Hochschild, 1983). Although maintaining a positive view during stressful times may mitigate harmful impacts in the near term, this approach may obscure deeper, structural changes which may be needed to attain desired outcomes in the long term (e.g., teacher job satisfaction and retention; Collinson, 2012; Pascoe, 2023). Moreover, it is crucial that calls for post-COVID-19 pandemic positivity is not accompanied by a return to the status quo which overlooks significant inequities associated with other pandemics (e.g., of systemic racism) that continue to disadvantage marginalized and vulnerable youth (Holmes et al., 2021; Ladson-Billings, 2021). Citing the Holocaust survivor and psychologist Frankl, Gotlib (2021), proposes we adopt a “tragic optimism” which seeks to acknowledge the many tragedies of the pandemic as an imperative to improve ourselves and our society.

Ultimately, this study calls attention to the negative impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic induced school disruptions on educators' emotions and stress levels with specific attention to how educators managed emotions (specifically display rules) that compelled them to mask signs of stress and maintain a positive attitude. As stress and emotional burnout are closely linked with turnover and attrition, it is crucial that educators are provided with outlets to express their genuine feelings while also having access to resources and supports which can reduce their stress levels (Li and Yao, 2022). Although supportive and responsive leaders who acknowledge teachers' challenges without imposing unrealistic expectations have been found to reduce the stress and improve the wellbeing of educators (Prilleltensky et al., 2016), leaders in this study, also experienced increases to their stress levels and struggled to manage their emotions (Grissom and Condon, 2021; LaVenia et al., 2024). Facilitating conditions which provide “psychic rewards” that educators gain from the joy and excitement of teaching can potentially help retain teachers in districts where shortages are occurring (Lortie, 1975). However, such efforts should not overlook tangible incentives—such as higher pay and secure employment—which are crucial considerations for educators who are considering leaving the field or for young adults contemplating a career in teaching (McCarthy et al., 2022). Educators must also be provided with the necessary resources they need to meet their job demands. Even as educators were being hailed as “essential workers,” (Beames et al., 2021) they were often unable to meet the increasing duties of their jobs thus causing a mismatch between job demands and the tangible and intangible resources at their disposal to meet these new demands (Leo et al., 2023; Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). These endeavors are imperative not only to ensure educators are supported but also to ensure that the needs of the students they serve will be met now, and in the future, when inevitable adversities will be encountered (Schonert-Reichl, 2017).



Limitations

Several important limitations to this study must be mentioned. Despite our efforts to recruit a range of schools, rural and suburban schools serving majority White student populations are overrepresented in this study. It is crucial that additional research examines the experiences of educators working in urban settings and those serving more ethnically diverse populations especially considering the disproportionate impacts of the pandemic on racialized minorities (Baker et al., 2021; Wright et al., 2023). Such work can help elucidate the different forms of emotional labor performed by educators working in varied contexts. Generalizations drawn from this study must therefore be made with care as it is possible educators in other locations may have had different experiences of emotional labor than those who participated in this study. In line with Zembylas' (2007) notion of an “emotional ecology,” these data must be situated in both the immediate and broader contexts in which they were collected.
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Appendix


APPENDIX A Sample of codebook.


	Stress
	The feeling of emotional or physical tension in response to events or thoughts as exhibited in frustration, anger, nervousness among others.



	Increases in stress
	Reports of stress increases related to work-related duties, responsibilities



	Role conflict or ambiguity
	Stress related to contradictions between different roles that a person takes on or plays in their everyday life between work and personal life



	Support work-life balance
	Support available to educators to mitigate impacts of stress; resources issues involving work-life balance including working from home while assisting own children with their learning; separation of workplace and home



	Social-emotional wellbeing
	Emotions experienced and expressed; how emotions have been influenced by pandemic; educator mental health



	Anxiety and fear about COVID
	Concerns about one's own physical and mental health; worry about students and families



	Guilt
	Feelings of guilty for perceived inability to meet students' academic, social, or emotional needs



	Job satisfaction
	The level of commitment and/or pleasure employees feel with their job



	Self-management
	Abilities to manage one's own emotions, thoughts, and behavior







Appendix B. Examples of coded text.

Example 1: Teacher (SS3)

And just being able to talk to colleagues, acknowledging that you're not alone, that you're in it with everybody else. Even if you feel like the voice of the teachers is kind of falling on deaf ears at times, just being able to be there for each other I think has been important (Stress/support).

Example 2: Teacher (ES3)

You feel incompetent and like I am completely overwhelmed (Social-emotional wellbeing/guilt), and I do not know how to engage them because I'm not engaged. I'm like two seconds ahead of them or you have kids telling you what to do. “[name] you know you can just push that button down there (Stress/Increases in stress).”

Example 3: Support staff (ES3)

I think, too, our staff did a really good job of even though they might have been anxious (Social-emotional wellbeing/anxiety and fear about COVID), they didn't act that way in the classroom. And that rubs off on the kids, you know, they noticed that. The teachers were very much like, “okay, that's going to be okay, we're okay, this is what we're doing.” And so even though that may not have been what was really going on in their heads, they made this really conscious effort to make the kids be like, you know, we got this we know things are different (Social-emotional wellbeing/self-management).
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