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Head Above Water: A Study of K-12 Teachers’ 
Perspectives on Emergency Remote Learning during the 

COVID-19 Pandemic

In March of 2020, school districts across the 
country shifted to emergency online teaching 
in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. As a 
result, school districts that closed for the 
remainder of the 2019-2020 academic year 
are indefinitely continuing online instruction or 
incorporating a hybrid model for the 
2020-2021 school year. There is a need to 
understand how this pandemic has posed 
specific challenges and benefits for teachers. 
Such research is important and timely in order 
to assist researchers, practitioners, 
leadership, and other stakeholders how to 
prepare for abrupt shifts to online teaching 
during the COVID-19 pandemic and social 
justice movements.

 The purpose of this research is to 
examine K-12 teachers’ perspectives 
about their experiences transitioning to 
emergency remote teaching as a result of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The question 
that frames this study is as follows:

What were some, if any, benefits and 
challenges K-12 teachers experienced 
as a result of the emergency shift to 

remote teaching as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic?

In this study, we aim to understand what 
teachers see as the benefits, as well as 
the struggles, of shifting to emergency 
online teaching. We examine teachers’ 
perspectives about the shift to emergency 
remote learning in order to highlight the 
type of supports teachers, as well as 
students, need to achieve academic 
success during this pandemic, as well as 
in any future emergency situations.

Participants:

- 3 elementary 
teachers

- 10 middle school 
teachers

- 8 high schools
- 6 different school 

districts

Data Collection and 
Analysis:

- Online survey with  
open-ended questions 

- Pragmatic 
constructivist 
approach of coding 
survey results  

The findings of this study highlight some benefits 
and challenges K-12 teachers experienced as a 
result of the emergency shift to remote teaching 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Among the 
benefits teachers experienced during online 
teaching included receiving more support and 
guidance to implement instructional strategies 
from building leadership, as well as the 
alleviation of pressure once standardized testing 
was eliminated for the school year due to the 
pandemic. However, among the challenges that 
teachers faced included inconsistent support and 
guidance from their districts, decreases in 
student engagement and participation, and 
concerns over access and equity in regard to 
technology and parental support. As the online 
teaching and learning becomes more ubiquitous 
to the K-12 educational landscape, we hope that 
these findings can guide teachers, 
administrators, communities, and educational 
stakeholders to effectively prepare for, and 
address, matters of engagement, curriculum, 
pedagogy, and equity that can lead to “new ways 
to build a just educational system and society” 
(Dorsey, et al., 2020, p. 396).

-
Student Participation and Engagement:

- Little to no contact students across all subject aras, grade levels, and districts
- Lack of access and ability to communicate with students 
- Lack of parental support to assist students with using technology and assisting with 

assignments

Building and District Support:
- Participants reported receiving support and guidance from school-based leadership 
- Over half of participants reported they did not feel the district provided support and 

guidance with regard to miplementing technology to deliver instruction and assess 
students

Impact of State Testing on Curricular and Instructional Decisions:
- Participants indicated that the elimination of standardized testing had a major impact on 

their curricular and instructional decisions when teaching online
- Teachers also reported that changes to standardizing testing impacted their 

dispositions towards teaching.
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